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I have written the best stories that I know how to write. Any attempts I’ve made at giving my own views of morality or messages are hopefully subtle and unobtrusive enough that you don’t feel like you’ve been lectured. I’ve personally never liked when writers become heavy handed in trying to impose their view on the reader. In fact several otherwise perfectly good books and other series I’ve had to skip over after finding out just how blatantly the author had written them for the express purpose of beating people over the head with their world-view. I write to entertain both those around me as well as myself, and if I have done that I consider my job successfully completed.

 

This is for my family and friends. Because they’ve had to put up with me crawling into my own little world for months at a time to see this through. I might not say it as often as I need to, but I appreciate it.
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Lightning and Iron 

 

 Through the deserts of Nevada Giants did battle. One fought because it had been made to by a people desperate to survive. The other fought because if it didn’t it would be torn limb from limb. The first of these colossi, the one that had been called on to defend this land, was little more than a roughly man shaped pile of rock that continually crumbled, reformed, and somehow, despite being made primarily of immutable stone, seemed to convey a sense of anguish in its movements. It was never meant to be bound to serve men, no matter how noble their purpose. The other was a thing not of nature, though it did bare a resemblance to the African gorilla, which neither it nor those it served knew of. It looked to be made of iron, brass, and a few other metals, but it was far stronger than these. It had to be if it were to survive long in this fight.

 The stone creature threw itself at the iron colossi with all the weight and momentum of an avalanche. It was all the metal monster could do to not be bowled over and crushed, much less fight back. New-made dents shone in its shoulders, chest, and one large one on the side of it’s head. Dents that no weapon could have made, for its skin was too hard and too resilient for the pitiful armaments of the day. It bellowed defiantly as it withstood another avalanche-charge from it’s opponent. More dents. Soon it would, if it couldn’t find a way to escape, be battered into so much scrap.

The cannons that had, when it had first been confronted by the stone creature, been perched on it’s back were useless here. Each time pieces of the stone gholem were blown off they somehow managed to remain animated amid the jumble. Worse than this was that as each of the larger segments broke up the iron beast’s foe became more nimble.

 Still, it did not give up the fight. There was one weapon left. One it did not want to use. It wasn’t something as melodramatic as a bomb that would kill everything in the area, including itself. No. The thing that gave it pause was fear that its handlers would find out about this weapon, and attempt to force it to explain how to build more of them. It had other costs, but they paled, in it’s mind at least, against the thought of war going from iron-clads, machine-guns, and horse drawn artillery pieces to what it was about to use.

 It clung to the ground as the air around it heated. It’s opponent reformed and stood watching, unsure of what was going on. Had it been smarter it might realize that retreat was the best option against an unknown. In it’s experience, however, nothing had been able to do much more than cause minor injury. It watched the air around the iron beast heat, first to the point where water would boil, then to where dry wood would catch alight, then hot enough to melt softer metals. Incidentally it had also grown hot enough around the iron monster to shatter stone.

 The rock gholem did not understand how it became this hot, but what of a little heat? It had survived even Monster Slayer. How it did not understand, save that later as a way of showing gratitude it had done the mythic figure two services. Even so, that had been the one and only time anything had come close to doing it lasting harm, and it had the scars to show from the effort. Next to that, what was a little heat?

 The heat that the iron monster produced was not the weapon it feared. No. This was only its inner workings trying desperately to remain functional under the added strain they had been put under. The dread weapon lay in it’s chest, at least the focusing portion of it did. It raised on it’s hind limbs and bellowed a final challenge to it’s opponent before gripping the two heavy plates of armor at it’s chest right where your breastbone would be and pulled. The plates swung open like doors. The rock creature saw light, was bathed in it, and found itself being eaten away by it.

 It’s final thoughts were a mix of pain, anger, and, odd as it may seam, relief. It had been put to uses the great makers had never intended, and that misuse hurt it far more than anything, even this disintegration, had done to it during it’s existence. Maybe the iron monster did it a favor by putting it out of it’s pain. It might have cared if it knew, but in not knowing it did not care for the final thoughts of the last of the rock people.

 

To: [Marked out Text]

From: Edward Fawkes 

Subject: Mission Summery #14 

I begin by stating that I wish that a mediator had been chosen for this task that had even the bare minimum respect for the natives of these lands to speak with them in a civil manner. As things stood, unfortunately, the man that you sent dictated terms, all while sneering at those assembled there. He spoke of the negotiation as another might at being told he had to discipline a room full of children. It was unwise, in my view, for him to know of my existence or for me to have to act as his bodyguard. Had I not been there he might have had a little more care with his words, and perhaps that would have prevented the following attack.

 

It pains me to inform all of you that the man you sent did not survive. The restraints inside the crew compartment within Goliath was not equal to the force of repeatedly being pounded and pummeled by a small mountain’s worth of rock. The creature is dead, if one wishes to see that as a good thing I won’t offer argument. I simply regret at mess things have become and I doubt using my services even in an implied threat would be effective. The so called Indian Wars may be winding down, but have a care. I ask that of you. Those that feel they have nothing left can be the most dangerous fighters.

Edward Fawkes

 

To: Edward Fawkes 

From: Emily Harrison 

Subject: Father’s Wishes 

I know you had expected either punishment or a new assignment by this point Dear Edward, but my father and the others have been in closed door meetings for the past week. I had simply wanted to send word so that you would not worry at the silence. On reflection this may not be possible, for I have replaced that with a worry over the sudden irregularity. Do not be concerned, please I ask that of you my gentle giant. Father will smooth things over, he always has before, and you will be free to roam the greatly expanses and unsettled places again. I wish that they would allow you to transfer yourself to something else. While I can see good sense behind their fears of Goliath on the loose without you at the helm I wish. No. I will speak no further on the matter. My best, Always. 

ESH

 

To: Emily Harrison 

From: Edward Fawkes 

Subject: California. 

I have been asked to go to California in the event that negotiations fall through with a Chinaman that locals call Doctor Zeus. He showed about a decade ago and since settling in has impressed the local press with his scientific endeavors as well as his near single handed wiring of the entire town for electricity. We have been called in because of several reports of ‘unnatural doings’. I do not know how much of these reports can be trusted, and how much is a vile concoction based on the man’s ancestry.

 

If at all possible I would like you to join me in this Belle. You’ve proven a sharp mind, a calm head, and a touch of grace often missed while I’m out and about. If you are allowed to accompany myself and those sent to do the actual investigating meet me three days from now where you first saw me. If you cannot please send word, or have a message waiting for me. I will understand if you are not allowed, but your company lifts my spirits and keeps the men on good behavior.

Edward

 

 Emily Harrison’s father, as it turned out, was quite happy with his daughter joining Edward on this excursion. He recognized that they had a fondness for each-other, and also knew that unlike many other would-be suitors, even if Edward still wore the flesh and blood of his original body he would as soon kill himself than to make any unwanted advances. Many fathers might not approve of their daughters doing as his had done in the past, and was about to again. However, and this had gotten him no end of grief, he saw that she would do as she wished regardless on if he approved or not. So he let her follow her fancies from time to time, and had been rewarded in kind not only by discovering that his child had a talent for field work, but more importantly she remained affectionate and faithful to him.

 

 As a change of pace, fair and faithful reader, I have decided to include fragments from the journey that our hero, heroin, and mostly crew of sidekicks undertook. Once you see what they must endure when they get where they are needed I trust you will agree with me that this is done to show them a measure of mercy.

 It took time to get to California. Time Edward had spent dictating the latest chapter of a book he had been working on to Miss Emily Harrison. Before his life led him to become the hulking iron fist of the organization he currently worked for, back when he had to depend on others to do everything including feeding him, he had added to his family’s fortunes by writing dime novels. Typically they were outlandish things he himself wouldn’t have been caught reading, but he was told that they were popular with boys of a certain age, and the practice had left him feeling better about himself. Though he no-longer needed to live by the words he dictated to others, it was a habit that he didn’t want to get out of, for even now it had proven comforting in those long spaces between where he lived, and where they would send him. That and, much to his delight, ‘Emmy’ liked working for him.

 In that time they did more than speak sweet nothings to each other when they thought the others wouldn’t notice Emily climb into Goliath’s crew compartment for her to speak in private. They planned, sure, they helped Edward with his book a little, but mostly they speculated about why they were needed against a man of science. Edward kept quiet, as Edward didn’t quite believe the reports himself. He hoped very much that they were mostly tales spun by men that had little love of the Chinese. If not, well, he had survived enemies that tried using electricity against him. It wasn’t pleasant, far from it, but he had survived and overcome. He would do it again if need be. He simply feared for the others that were with him. Though he could hardly be called human anymore, wedded to the Goliath construct as he was, he feared what was to be.

 With the cheer gone from the journey I have elected to leave our intrepid and good men, for they are good people no matter what any may say otherwise. Don’t fret. I am only going to lightly tred through only the dull and uninteresting parts that wouldn’t interest you anyway. When next we see Edward and his now not-so-merry band things will have picked up, never you worry. I won’t cheat you, fair and kind reader, of what you came to see. 

 

 California. It’s a big place. They’ll be awhile in getting to where they are needed. So, where then do we go in the meantime if not with them? Let us pay this ‘Doctor Zeus’ a visit. It may prove enlightening, gentle reader, if we see him with our own eyes rather than depend on the attitudes and preconceptions that Edward and his merry band may have.

 

 His birth name was Kobayashi Saburo, and ever since he had left his home across the ocean he had gone under a variety of assumed names, pet names, nicknames, all because most people couldn’t pronounce his proper name even when they had the politeness to address him as more than ‘boy’ or ‘dog’ or hundreds of other insults he had to endure because of his ancestry.

 This man was now in his mid thirties and going under the name of Thomas Koba for the benefit of the town that had taken him in. At present he was in the middle of taking stock of the different dried herbs, medicinal or otherwise, he had harvested over the past growing season. Some of these plants were toxic if given in more than the tiniest amounts, or required blending, heating, or distillation and refining to make them useful for more than crude poisons. Some of these he used to season his food at night, and it amused him to no end whenever he let a dinner guest in on what had spiced and seasoned their meal. Others only became more deadly after refining and blending, at least if they were eaten. These he had other uses for. Uses that he was not quite so open and joking about. These people had given him respect where few had before, and he was not about to test that gift more than he felt was needed.

 Everything was in order, and he had enough for his needs at the moment. He spoke to himself in his native tongue as he gathered four different glass bottles. Three would serve to add seasoning to the food he and his guests would eat that night, and the fourth. Well, even if Saburo was largely a kind and gentle man his lines of experimentation are on occasion unethical in our eyes. If asked politely on the matter, he would probably reply that without people like him to test the bounds of what was possible, so long as he did not subject unknowing or unwilling persons to his theories, why should anyone have a care?

 His self-conversing continued as he placed three of the extract containers in his kitchen and took the fourth to a work-room well away from the rest of the home. Everything in this room was neat, clean, and orderly. The animals he kept here were well fed, talked to, and occasionally played with. It made things more difficult for him of course. He mused on this as he took one of the rats from its cage and let it scurry up his arm, across his shoulders, and back. This hurts me far more than it will you little one. He carefully took an eyedropper with his free hand and filled it partway with his concoction. This will rip my heart in twin if it kills you. He gently squeezed, letting first one, then two drops of the mixture soak into a piece of bread. 

 The rat, when placed in with the treated food, sniffed cautiously at it. He had chosen a rat for this because of their discriminating pallete. Their sense of taste was one of the keenest he could find and rarely ate anything unfamiliar, so if it ate the treated food then he was sure that there was no taste to the solution. As the rat nibbled at the edge of the offered food Saburo considered what could be mixed with this solution, if it worked as he hoped, both for added nutritional value and for flavoring. While his mind was occupied with this the rat took the bit of bread between its paws and ate hungrily. Saburo watched with interest for the next hour as the rat first darted this way, then that frantically searching its enclosure before toying with several objects he had placed inside to keep it occupied. He would have to do more observations, long term as well as short.

 The tests were needed because he wanted to see if the concoction affected succeeding generations, overall longevity, and general temperament. This was another reason he chose rats as test subjects. They matured faster than any other mammal he could get his hands on at the time, and if rats died as a result there would be no public outcry as there would be if he used something that wasn’t already considered vermin. Even with many unanswered questions he allowed himself a smile. Coffee and teas had stimulants and other things to keep mind and body alert, but they came with a price. Cocaine had promise at one time as a natural way of staying alert and full of vigor, but even this far west he had read increasingly sensational reports of what people had done under it’s affects. He dismissed much of it as racist propaganda to deny one class or another some substance they enjoyed. That did not, in his eyes, mean he should dismiss the news entirely. Had anyone done any serious study on it’s effects? No matter. His mix was of an entirely different sort, even if the end result he hoped for would give the same vigor.

 After his hour of observation and note taking he made sure the rat had plenty of water, as he feared dehydration to be an issue, then double checked to make sure everything was secure and that nothing could be shattered by some freak accident. An ounce of preparedness saved a wagonload of grief. He then went to prepare dinner. Cooking, along with chemistry, poetry, and music, was a passion of his. People often asked him why he didn’t hire a full time cook if he was as busy as he claimed. However he would have none of it. Cooking was an art as much as painting, and even when it was just for himself, he took pride in that art.

 Tonight, however, he had a larger audience. Tonight he was to entertain the Mayor, Council, and a few other notable locals. They would not be here for hours yet, but he would need that time, as well as the twins that worked under him in the kitchens, if he hoped to have everything prepared and ready by the time they arrived. He knew partly why they wanted to meet at his home, he had given this city electricity. He had done so without use of dam or coal fed generator. How he did so was a thing that he was very proud of, and he would not share the construction methods with any, not until he was honored by the wider world for his work. No sense in having worked twenty years only to have an idea snatched out from under you.

 That, alone, would have been enough for the gathering, but by what he had caught in the proverbial wind there was more for the evening. Beyond that he had not the slightest, but no matter. Here was his home. Here he had been given respect for his achievements. Here was a place that treated him as he felt his work deserved. Had they not had this grand home built for him as a show of thanks for his services? He would return that kindness, service, and honor in kind. That was how it was with a lord and his vassles was it not? Maybe he wasn’t quite a liege lord, or even an administrator, but when those with titles and offices heard his advice they more often than not did as he said when he said. He would not admit it to himself, but he loved them for that.

 

 As Saburo prepared to dine and charm the local governing body, others were about that night, and not all of these thought so highly of the man that the local papers had hailed as Zeus, Bringer of Lightning. They served an as-yet-unknown party, and though they hold ill-will to the Chinaman whom they saw as little better than a jacked up puppet of Edison’s, or perhaps Westinghouse preparing some grand demonstration, they held no personal animosity to the man. These people, all in the employ of some wealthy family or another, thought it only business they were conducting when they sought out Saburo’s power stations. Their task was to shut the man’s grand experimentation down, or at the very least to discredit him and whoever pulled his strings. 

 What they found was a series of lines radiating out from the main settlements into the apparent middle of nowhere. They lead to towers that, as the building records showed, were buried almost as deep into the ground as shone above. Somehow these towers provided the power to everything. They didn’t look so much, not to the men that sought them that night. By the way their overseers had talked it would take far less to topple them than they had brought with them.

 They saw themselves as businessmen doing a job that required a little more dirt than most in polite society would condone. Unfortunately for them Saburo would consider what they were intending as an act of War against not only himself, but against the entire town, and he took such matters very seriously.

 

 There is much potential here. Should I tell you of Saburo’s reaction when he realized that more than just his home had been plunged into darkness? While informative I think it better to leave the exact details something of a mystery for the time being. What of those men that blindly followed orders and were, even now, overseeing the chaos they had made to ensure that there would be no quick recovery? Their fate, too, shall be learned, but as with Saburo I shall leave the details of how they end up that way up to your imagination. Instead I think that it is time to see how Edward, Emily, and their band are fairing.

 By now they have gotten within a day’s travel of their target, at least the larger part of the party that went by rail, then horse, had. Edward Emily, and two others had traveled as fast as Goliath would take them. It was hot, cramped, and the three that traveled in the crew compartment had gotten bounced about enough so that they had to make frequent stops to allow their stomachs to settle. When not traveling, either because of darkness, waiting for wagons to pass out of sight, while camp was being made or struck they spoke of what the other party would find and report. All hoped that Edward’s command of Goliath wouldn’t be needed, at least not more than his unusual senses. Those they all agreed they would need to rely on, for he saw and heard what no man could even with the most powerful of telescopes or other apparatus.

 By the accounts they received this town of Beth was somewhat isolated, not near enough to a powerful enough river for hydroelectricity to have been an option, and not big enough for lines to be strung from elsewhere. They weren’t even sure if other cities this far west had widespread use of electrical power, which worried them. All knew that ignorance could get them killed.

They asked themselves why this town. Why didn’t this man settle in one of the great port cities along the coast? Between them they reasoned that he wanted to feel important and needed, which would not be possible in a larger place. In the port cities he would be just another oriental. Here he would be, in all likelihood, unique. If he had somehow brought power to the entire city he had influence, be it respect or fear, from enough of the locals to have them do as he wanted.

 “We’re jumping to conclusions.” Edward’s voice rumbled low, he hoped low enough that it wouldn’t carry too far. “Maybe he just presented a plan that they thought would work. I want to believe that he likes the feel of power if we’ve been set against him.” He rumbled low, almost a purring noise, “I’m just worried. It isn’t just a lone madman, if he is indeed mad, but a man that may have a whole town as hostage, or in thrall.” 

 “Why don’t I go ahead then?” Emily spoke softly, but her jaw was set, and her eyes dared anyone to question her.

 “NO!” Edward shifted uncomfortably, suddenly aware how loud his denial was. “I’m sorry, but what if he takes you hostage?” Were he still human he would have fidgeted. As it was the Goliath barely moved, looking as cold and dispassionate as a statue. 

 Emily looked up at him, fixing the hundred foot tall metal colossi with the same defiant look she had the rest of the group. “Why do you think I volunteer to go? They won’t suspect a woman as much as either of you.” She was calm, did not raise her voice, and contained her temper. They would see her talking sense, not a spoiled girl throwing a tantrum at not getting her way.

 There was more to discuss than that, but they eventually relented and started giving her instruction. They were quick to explain that she didn’t need hand holding or coddling. They merely wanted to make sure that if something went wrong she would be able to keep her wits about her and have a plan of some nature. She accepted with only a small loss of dignity and, in secret, was grateful their concern was less to do with her being a woman, and more because she was one of them. Before she left she was given a flare gun. “Just in case things get out of hand. Fire that and they’ll have Goliath to deal with.” Tom closed her hand around the handle of the device and patted it before she was helped on her horse.

 Edward watched till long after human eyes would have lost sight of her. The others knew his feelings for the woman. They also knew better than to make light of whatever shape their relationship took. He might not be flesh and blood anymore, but he is still human, and so if one wanted to call what he felt for her Love, then who is to argue?

 

To: [Marked out Text] 

From: Edward Fawkes 

Subject: progress Report 

Miss Emily Harrison has convinced the rest of us that it would be best that she be the one to enter and make contact with the advance teem. Her logic and reasoning is sound, even if it rankles me to admit that. She has with her tools in case she must escape confinement, enough supplies and clothes to make her cover story believable, and most importantly she has her wits about her. If things are so out of control that she cannot find a way out she will signal with a flare and I will be there within the hour. I do not like this, but if I had my way I would go there myself. For both our sakes, Sir, I hope that the reports we had been given were grossly overstated.

Vigilant in Service,

Edward Fawkes

 

 Emily Harrison arrived to a town in turmoil. On her way she had heard distant rumbling and though none were near this place, she had to guess that somehow the two events were connected. The typical bustle of even small towns was evident. Nothing in town appeared damaged. The people, though, looked like something had happened. Curiosity demanded she find answers, so she headed for the telegraph office. While those actually sending and transcribing the messages could not speak, the people there might be able to help shed some light on what had gone on.

 On the way there she saw almost a dozen men wearing strips of black cloth tied to both arms and across their foreheads. She stopped and stared, some of them looked familiar to her. Her frown deepened as she approached, she did know a few of them. 

 “Alex?” She was close enough to the group clearing where a wooden frame had collapsed. One of the black striped men glanced her way with dull lifeless eyes. She did not like that, even when he had been worked to the bone he always had an eager face and ready smile. “Alex!” The man grunted but continued his labor without so much as another glance her way.

 Emily looked somewhat confused at this turn of events. Maybe he couldn’t get a message to her right then. That had to be it, yes. She would stable her horse, go find a room for the night, then see if Alex would be more talkative in private. It was a good plan in her estimations, but the man’s face bothered her. To her he looked like he wasn’t there anymore, like something had loosed the man from his body and somehow kept the body animated.

 What bothered her most was that none of the townspeople took this work-gang as something out of the ordinary.

 

 Thomas’s dinner had gone well, at least until the power went out.. They talked of a statue of his likeness to honor him for his contributions. This he waved away with little effort, they didn’t really have the money for the construction, or at least didn’t have the money to do that and several other of his improvements he wanted to offer up. They ate for a time before anyone else spoke, but when they did, things were less complimentary.

 In spite of the fact they accepted his medicine to keep the violent docile enough to learn useful trade skills, or offer menial service with little supervision there were dissenting voices. All of them agreed that his way was better, at least when properly applied, to other methods they had seen before. Maybe they were a little too quick to point that out, maybe not. However what they did not trust, not even in the hands of someone as well meaning as their overseas benefactor with the means to, at almost a whim, control anyone.

 Saburo, more often known here as Thomas, Doctor, or Zeus, thanked them for their honesty. He was grateful he was not the only one suffering internal debates over if anyone, no matter how well meaning at the onset, could be trusted with this marvel of chemical science. He had admitted no clear idea on how best to put their fears to rest, and promised that if they ordered him, as an official act, he would destroy the casks of the formula he had already made as well as the means to make more. However, he was quick to point out, he would not destroy the actual formula. That he would merely keep safe for future study and hopeful refinement into some substance that would not leave the person on the receiving end as little more than a becalmed spineless servant.

 Oh there had been no end of argument over that. No man, one argued, could be trusted even with the mere knowledge much less the means to this. Another pointed out that without the knowledge of what made this there was no possible way of making a counter-agent in the future if someone less kindly disposed stumbled on the how of this substance. There were more sides to the tangle of course, but ultimately those were the two prevalent schools of thought on the matter.

 Once the shouting had died down Saburo rose from his seat to address all of them. “I appreciate your opinions and honesty in this matter gentlemen. However the discussion has long gone the way of pointless bickering and I will not tolerate petty arguments under my roof from anyone, you least of all.” Dead silence greeted that statement. They weren’t sure if he had just threatened them or not. “I will speak with several of you in the morning in a more official capacity on the matter. Till then let’s forget our troubles, perhaps over some pie, yes?” He smiled thinly at them. “A pity that we did not have this discussion a month sooner. I have heard some of the most wonderful stories, but I’m sure we can find a way to distract ourselves.” At that they mumbled agreement, most still unsure of how they stood in the man’s eyes just then.

 The twins served small dishes, each wit ha slice of apple and blackberry pie. “If this does not meet with your approval I have shortcake.” The man known as Thomas seated himself and started eating. He really was grateful for their conflicting opinions, but once words became heated around the table it often became all but impossible to have a clear headed discussion, at least that was his experience.

 The lights fluttered for a few moments before brightening back to full. One of the Twins had gone to Thomas’s side and whispered to him that they had to switch to the home’s personal generator and that the rest of the town had gone dark. He nodded in understanding then, after everyone had finished, explained this to his guests and offered that they stay until he and those that worked under him could isolate the problem and restore power. He expected them to argue with him, they were the elected officials of this town, and they needed to appear to be dong something. However, as one explained to him, they had done something. They had, at least as the records would show, gone to him to get him to fix the problem.

 

 A half-day’s ride away from town was an enormous metal construct that had not been there three days ago. To our eyes it would look like someone had made a gorilla out of metal and armored it for war, placing cannons on it’s back, one at either shoulder, and given it a crude, almost nonexistent, face. Two men looked to the metal giant expectantly, for its eyes were infinitely keener than there’s and was currently surveying the town, at least what even it’s keen senses could tell from that distance.

 “There goes another one.” Edward’s voice was like the rumble of bulldog sized bumblebees in the air, “I don’t know what those spires were for, but another one just went down.” In truth he had a clear idea on what they might be, but he dismissed the notion as soon as it formed. Without access to a library such as the Goliath construct had in it’s memory he found the idea too fantastic to be believed that anyone had found a way of tapping into what would best be described as æther by men of the day as a way of creating electricity. That wasn’t an accurate description, but even with the knowledge at his mind’s beck and call Edward had no other means of explaining if anyone had asked. 

 His two companions made disgusted noises. They were experienced enough to know that too many things they didn’t know was bad for going into a situation, and they had stuck their collective necks in with far too many things they couldn’t answer. Most of all though they were worried that Emily hadn’t come back with word from the team of men they had sent ahead to look for information.

 They asked if they could go look for her. Edward rumbled low and shook his head. That slight gesture, translated to the Goliath’s size and frame, was plain as day. He had originally said he would give her one day, and that day was almost up. Still, he would give her the time she had asked for. Anything less, even if she was in danger, would earn little more than resentment from her. It hurt where his heart would be if he still had one, but Edward wanted them to wait. So they would wait.

 

 Another of those black-banded men served Emily when she had gone to get breakfast. As with Alex the man had a vacant expression and spoke not one word to her. She found it more than a little disturbing, and told the man at the counter so. He shrugged helplessly and explained that they wouldn’t harm a fly. They just where what they were, and any further explanation would take too long for someone that didn’t already live there.

 She smoothed her skirts to keep her hands from shaking when the same black banded man took her dishes. Something about them unnerved her, and would go a great ways to explaining the overall tone of the report she had gotten from the report. Something wasn’t right here, maybe one of the councilmen would have some more straightforward answers than those she had gotten from the streets.

After paying she made her way across town. The route she took was not direct, and she paused often to see if any of those black banded men had followed him. Something deep in her being screamed that they were inherently wrong, and she listened to that instinct even if it felt somewhat foolish. So far she had counted two dozen of these men about town doing chores or running errands. Along with Alex there was the three other men from the party that had gone ahead to see what could be seen. None showed any signs of recognition and none had anything to say to her beyond what task they were about.

 It disturbed her, but she would find out more before taking action. Maybe these marked men were paying for crimes here. It made sense, except that none she had seen seemed to have any sense of self about them. They all acted mild and meek as watered milk, and that simply didn’t fit with the tales of prison she had heard. Even had those stories only been half true they spoke of men harboring a deep and abiding hate of all things during their internment.

 Eventually she made her way to city hall and for a moment thought she was safe. It was only a moment, but a happy one for her, one that had gotten burst by a well dressed black banded woman that had greeted her in cheerful tones asking her name and business. Emily didn’t know what she said, but the woman calmly led her through the building explaining the town’s founding by settlers who had originally come in the ‘49 rush that had soon discovered that it would be better for them to move elsewhere. According to Emily’s guide they had and, through sweat and tears, had managed to build a thriving community in the middle of nowhere.

 The woman knocked on a seemingly random door and announced that there was a visitor before guiding Emily inside. The man seated there was wide faced, wide bodied, and had the look of a kindly grandfather to him. He told her to sit and made the black banded woman fetch something to drink before asking, in patient tones what the matter was.

 Emily had told the man her name and that she was here taking a rest before buying supplies to continue seeing the wild America before civilization gobbled it up. It wasn’t exactly a lie. It was part of the reason she had wanted to be in her father’s group. They seemed to go about everywhere on the continent, and some places abroad, but those parts she had left out of her tale. According to her she had a few companions that had traveled into town ahead of her and she would vouch for them as gentle souls that wouldn’t start any trouble, or steal from anybody. She only wanted to know why, when she finally found them, that they showed no signs of recognizing her, and wore the black bands she had seen many of the serving persons about town wear.

 He soothed her worry with kind words. This all had to be some sort of mistake he said. Her friends might have been mistook for being party to the destruction of the power stations a few days back. That had to be it. He would speak with Thomas about this at once. All she had to do was sit here, drink her tea, and everything would be fine.

 Emily sipped only enough of the cup placed in her hands to be polite. Her instinct screamed in her ears that something was wrong, that the man was going to toss her in a sack. She listened, and only drank a little, enough so that he wouldn’t be offended or think she might suspect something was amiss. After she walked out of here. After... She felt dizzy. Everything felt strange, she had to lay down. No worries, the man had told her, she would be taken somewhere safe to lay down. It had to be the weather getting to her, or maybe her constant travel.

 Her world grew dim, then dark. Voices spoke at the edge of her awareness of getting her moved, she wouldn’t have come alone, and someone shouting to find the men she spoke of. Her last thought, before even those thin and distant voices went away, was that if she got out of this Father wouldn’t let her go out again.

 

 The man some knew as Thomas Koba, but most here addressed as Doctor, or Zeus since the town’s electrification, was in a black mood. Workers had moved, as directed, to clear away what damage could not be repaired. In the deepest parts of his mind he knew that once word had gotten out about this place’s electrification the spies and other low men would come. He had thought that he would have had more time to present his accomplishment to the nation before they tried anything. All were caught and dealt with as humanely as he knew how, far more so than the prison system of this country in his opinion.

 His anger at what had happened wasn’t directed at the remaining three spires and in town, but at those that had either gotten away, or had directed these men from elsewhere. He had questioned them all after they had been dosed. In that condition they wouldn’t likely try escape, or lying to him, so he had questioned them in privet while they could still speak. In those moments he lamented that after only a brief time the tonic rendered those under it’s effect unable to speak. There had been one example, but he hated to bank on singular examples of anything. Nature, after all, has a way of throwing the odd wrench in every finely tuned theory man has made.

 What he learned disturbed him. One group supposedly had been sent expressly to destroy his generators since he would not sell the technology. That was something he had expected. His defenses, both on site and elsewhere had proven that much at least, even if they had not been able to prevent the actual destruction. No. The other group disturbed him far more than this.

 They had been sent ahead of an agent they only knew as Goliath to see what they could learn of him and his work due to black rumors floating their way. Even under the formula’s influence they could not name who they worked for. He supposed they did not truly know who they worked for, nor did they know what this ‘Goliath’ looked like, save that he was supposedly their best and had only been fielded in cases where all hope of peaceful resolution seemed gone.

 A man wearing black around his arms and forehead brought him tea. The man’s glassy eyed stare looked at everything, but saw nothing. The man sometimes called Zeus took the offered tea and waved the man off. More humane and infinitely more useful than locking them away. Zeus clicked his tongue before telling the man to go to his work room. 

 Once he finished his tea he would go there to look the man over. Occasionally some needed more than the weekly dose to stay subdued. Some had required little more than a half-doze and would be under for a month. This problem of dosing was a sticky issue with him. He did not want a man held like this longer than their sentence demanded. That is part of the reason he hadn’t shared this discovery with the rest of the world.

 The other part, naturally, was because most would view what he had done with loathing rather than applause. He barely trusted himself not not keep the whole town in thrall as his personal workforce and knew that the Rockefellers, Vanderbilts, and other American Aristocratic families would not be so sparing in their use of this substance. It was a moral mess, but since he had gone to the mayor and council with the proposal and had demonstrated that it had no lasting effects once it left the system they were more than happy to use it as an alternative to... Rougher forms of justice. There were the recent discussions on how best to decide when and how it was used, discussions he listened to more than dictated. He almost wished he had never created the stuff. Almost wishing, however, was not the same as wishing.

 As he made his way to look the thrall over he whistled. Let this Goliath come. If he had sense enough to listen to reason and logic they may be able to end this without bloodshed. If he was more muscle than brain, or one of those fools that judged a man by the skin he wore, well, he would do what he must.

 

 Edward growled. Too long had gone for his liking. He paced, barely giving mind to the men that scrambled away from him as he did so. It was a bad habit for him to pace when unmindful footfalls could crush men or even houses. Still, he could not do as he wished and simply bound into the middle of town and demand to know what the hold up was. NO! That wouldn’t do at all, and in all likelihood it would turn what was still a giant question mark into a hostile exclamation point. 

Still, there had to be something he could do. So he lumbered slow and purposefully to one of the intact spires. He wanted to see one of these things up close, and even if it provided no clues it would be doing something. He never was one to take sitting on his hands well. 

 The spire they approached was a skeletal metal construct that rose several hundred feet in the air. At its base was a two story building that looked almost large enough to contain the Goliath construct, at least if it had been laying prone. Edward rumbled low and disapprovingly at what he saw. True, he could grip the metal spire in both hands and wrench it free, if looks were anything to go by, but he dared not approach. To his eyes, and his eyes alone, there was a violet aura about the entire structure. There were slightly elevated radiation levels, but he estimated that the doses weren’t high enough to warrant any problems. In fact outside of the immediate area of the structure the background radiation levels were below what he found in most areas.

 No. What worried him wasn’t the slightly odd radiation. What concerned him was what the æther, the dozen or so different dimensions that crisscrossed the normal four humans interacted in, looked like. Normally these extra dimensions were a chaotic jumble that changed seemingly at random and scarcely interacted with even the smallest particles. Around this structure the æther was ordered and calm. To him it reminded him of lace, highly complicated delicate lace. How did he manage this? Edward edged away from the structure in spite of seeing people entering and leaving the thing regularly. Its existence bothered him by what it had implied. 

 

 No matter how disturbing the thing was he had to study it to see what he could learn. Slowly he forced himself to look again. The lace swayed in slow patterns. No matter the pattern the spire acted as a central hub to the latticework. Beyond lay the usual chaos. No. Pause, Look again. More spots of order through the chaotic jumble, each where a surviving spire stood. Where two unbroken spires stood near their ordering re-enforced each-other, making the latticework extend further, merging where the two fields met. He looked at the ring around the town. There wasn’t a complete ring even before several of them fell, but he could see sites where more were to be built.

 If the whole town were ringed what would happen? The ordering extended inward as well as outward, so maybe the æther sharing the town’s space would be completely ordered. What this effect might have he did not know. However when he searched his stores of knowledge the images that came to mind did not encourage him. The ancients, when they had gone to war, used weapons that drew heavily on forces that modern man did not understand. Even in more peaceful applications if the Valve allowing this ambient energy in did not preform just so then the resulting explosion would be, in theory, equal to that of an angry and vengeful God slamming his fist down.

 He ordered both men to go find Emily, and bring her out kicking and screaming if need be. Both of them saluted and gigged their horses to run. Edward hated waiting, but other than watch the æther what could he do?

 

 Emily woke to find herself in a well made room, seemingly a guest room to some mansion, or perhaps a nicer hotel. The last thing she remembered were voices. It was hard for her to concentrate on them. Every time she tried it made her head hurt. She rose, washed her face and tried to arrange her hair in the washroom that she saw joined to the bedroom. Plumbing out here. She smiled at that. Maybe I can lay that at this Zeus’s feet too. Her clothes were rumpled from her laying in them, but she decided that she was in reasonable condition. 

 When she stepped from her door she saw a short asian man in a high collared black suit waiting for her. His hair was neatly trimmed and his face cleanly shaven. He smiled at her and offered a small bow. “I do not usually see to those that are brought to my door personally.” His accent was hard to find, but Emily could still hear a strangeness here and there. “Usually my house is opened to those the town doctors feel need only a little rest or observation. This saves the hospital for those cases that need either more involved attention, or isolation.”

 She took the hand he offered her and was gently lead about an expansive home that somehow reminded her of the one she had grown up in. “I must say I didn’t expect a home like this way out here.”

 Her guide, she figured he was either this Zeus fellow or perhaps someone in his family that had come with him, smiled. “I personally do not care much for the design, but I am looked on as a respected member of society. I would not wish to test these people’s tolerance for my culture overly. That and my opening the majority of my home for civic needs does add to a general sense of good will.” They passed a billiard room where four lank youths were playing. Emily couldn’t help but smile at them. She fancied herself a fair player, and it always seemed to catch people off guard when they saw just how good she was.

 Another room was wall to wall books save for a series of chairs arranged around the fireplace, the windows, and around a largish table. It was a very large room, perhaps the largest in the home. She saw people either reading quietly, or taking notes at the table. “I feel it my duty to this place to help in giving the children here every chance possible to learn. It was expensive, but what good is money to me? Is a man not measured by his worth by deeds rather than material possessions?”

 “I suppose,” Emily found the little man charming in spite of the fact she knew the man had to be doing this show of being giving and lavish with his resources for her benefit. “Most people seem to see worth only at how much you have to show and who you gather around you.”

“Sad that that seems to be the case.” The Chinaman lead her onward. “You said you found friends of  yours wearing the black bands?” Emily nodded, hoping that they were finally getting down to business. “I am sorry if I had been mistaken, but they had shown up right as a group of vandals had destroyed several of the power stations I had constructed at the outskirts of town. You can understand my wariness no?” She nodded slightly. “I offer sincere apologies miss Harrison, but that was not the first group of people intent on making my life difficult.”

 She saw Alex enter. He still had a glassy eyed gaze about him, but he moved more like himself and less like a mindless doll. He gave her a faltering smile before embracing her. He whispered something to her. She didn’t quite know what it was, but he seemed to show genuine emotion, which improved her mood. Maybe there was room to negotiate after all.

“I assure you the condition is temporary, and produces no lasting harm. Unfortunately there is nothing I can do other than keep them comfortable until the drug has run it’s course.” She frowned at those words, but at least he showed some sense of regret over the mistake, and it’s not like they were being mistreated aside from the state they were in. She should make allowances for that.

 “Before you go,” Her host gave her a whiskey flask. “I do not know who this Goliath is, but tell him I would like to speak with him, and that is to be a peace offering between us.”

 His eyes widened when she took a sip, but the moment of shock wore off. “If we can speak peacefully together perhaps we may work some sort of arrangement.” His voice sounded different to him, more, there were no words in her mind to describe the change. It just was. “I wish you hadn’t drunk that.”

 She immediately set the flask down and clasped her hands in front of her, looking downcast at having done something she wasn’t supposed to. What’s wrong with me? It was just a little scotch. “He gently patted her cheek, “I am not mad with you, but your current condition will make it difficult for this man to trust me.” She nodded slowly as he spoke. “Come, let’s sit awhile. I want you to tell me about the man I will be meeting. Emily followed him, not eagerly or even with resignation. She simply obeyed him. What did you do to me? HELP! Somebody. Anybody HELP! She couldn’t make herself speak. Somehow it was too much an effort to make the words come out of her mouth. 

 Thomas Kabu, otherwise known as Zeus, or Doctor, berated himself as he led her back to her room. He rarely made such sloppy mistakes, but what else could this be? Could it have been given to her before she was brought in? Maybe, but that would have implied people dipping from the stored casks, and he checked on those twice a day personally against unaccounted for use. They could be watering the formula. He didn’t like that thought, but what else could it be? He often had the convicted given their treatments laced with liquor. It both helped put them at ease to be offered a comforting drink rather than be handed a mystery liquid. He had fully intended to give Edward a flask of whiskey as a token of good will, but this... Either through oversight or mishap this was his fault and now he had to attempt to make it right.

 Emily knew nothing of this internal struggle. In her rapidly deteriorating state she saw only that the man was visibly upset, and though she wanted to choke the life out of him for what he had done to her there was a near irresistible compulsion to go to him and give comfort. Yet when she put a hand on his shoulder he flinched away and snapped at her. True he apologized and tried explaining that it had nothing to do with her and that he hadn’t intended to give a tainted gift, but in what little part of her mind that was still working the way it should Emily didn’t believe him. Of course he would try playing it as if it were an accident, a way to keep her docile while feeding her only the facts and images he wanted her to have. She would take great pleasure in seeing Edward grind the man into pulp, and yet there was still that compulsion growing in her to ease his pain. Damn that man for what he has done. Damn him! 

 

 The man called Thomas Sabu led Emily Harrison back to her room. Even with the respect he has been given it would be misinterpreted by some if those in town saw that he had ‘accidentally’ dosed a woman who had then started following him about everywhere. It was tempting, every man had thoughts that bordered on the obscene, but no. He was a moral man, even if many who saw what he was willing to do in the name of reforming the justice system here would say different. Here this woman would wait for the worst of the formula to wear off. She would be safe from people who might take advantage of the suggestibility the first hour brought. True she had already imprinted on him and, till the formula wore off completely would do as he wished, but even if he did not feel comfortable with what he was doing, it did not cross the most important of lines he had drawn for his studies over the years.

 Back in his work room he checked on the rat he had fed extracts to. It looked up at him before going back to grooming itself. Outside of the hour or so it had skittered to and fro in one of the larger enclosures it seemed to have taken the extract in stride It still acted a little livelier than normal, but that first hour of near frenzied activity made him wonder if testing, even on willing subjects, was wise. He reached a finger through the grating of its cage and petted the creature. It was a brave creature, even if it did not realize it.

 On to Roland, the man whom had drugged the woman and brought her to his home. Thomas favored the white haired man with a frown. They already had words on the matter, and he believed the councilman to be sufficiently chastened to not need to repeat himself. The man reddened and hurried off. Thomas hoped that he would be able to repair the relationship, the man was generally good and honest. No need to have him afraid for a moment’s lapse in judgment.

 He followed close to Roland and reassured him that the girl was in good health and he had advised her to stay here til her friends were fit to leave. That was the truth, just not the whole of it. He then asked if Roland would like to see the public garden he had planned if the new wells yielded enough. Roland said he would be happy to and sounded sincere in his acceptance. The only sign that Thomas had that all was not well was a momentary look Roland got when he thought he wasn’t being watched. Too much work to do to repair what a moment’s loss of temper had done, but he would make the attempt.

 

 Emily Harrison sat in the room that she had been guided to. Outwardly she appeared the picture of serene womanhood that was only marred by the dullness in her eyes. Inwardly she was a kettle of rage set to boiling over. She swore, cried, pleaded, and begged all in turn with her body to do something, anything, but sit there like she had been ‘asked’ by the chinaman.

 She remembered the gun in her bodice and screamed at herself. If she could make herself fire the thing she could be saved. None watched her, and she had a clear shot, for the window must surely shatter. At least she thought it would shatter if she fired. It didn’t matter. Her body was not hers, and that more than the black banded slaves horrified her. No. She was one of those black banded people now. Why then was she not being used for a play pretty, or to be put to task outside? 

 He knows about me and Edward. She would have wept if she could. He knows because I told him. Edward will come in another day, maybe two, and by then the chinaman will have found some way of turning the Goliath against him. What could she do though? She was as effectively bound as if she had been gagged and tied. No, not quite. What did he say? I could not be made to do something I did not want, like those men that go around making people cluck like birds. What I want is to stuff that little pig into one of Eddy’s cannons and fertilize the countryside with him. I want to move. I NEED to move. Move! 

 One might have missed it if they blinked. Her fingers curled by the tiniest bit in her lap. Her heart soared. It wasn’t enough by any measure, but it was a sign that she could fight still. She could and she would. There was no voice counter to her own. Only her body’s stubborn refusal to move by all but the most focused of her will, and even then it was as exhausting as doing field labor.

Thankfully there was no rush. There was no sudden realization by the chinaman that his prisoner had found a way to make an escape. Life went on around her unmindful of the drawn out struggle within her body. Her fingers curled around the diminutive weapon. How this thing was supposed to work she did not know, but she dare not lose hope that it would work. All other flare guns she had seen were bulky things, and this... Thing was as small as most single shot holdout pistols she’s been offered for self defense over the years.

 Slowly, because all of her movements were slow, she aimed to the window. Pull the trigger. Her hand refused to close. Make a fist. Please for pity’s sake. Edward won’t find out what’s going on til it’s too late. Please! Just make a fist. PleasepleasepleasePLEASE! Tears streamed down her face both from the exertion and her being reduced to this state. Her body refused to move. She had, through brute force of will alone, managed to make her body her own in spite of the drug that she had been given, but this last effort was, for the moment, too much for her. 

 Do not condemn her my fine and faithful audience. Few could overcome even the small amount of the concoction she had drunk. Edward might have before he had become the Goliath, but for him it took a force of will to not give in to depression after the war had left him maimed and needing help for tasks you or I might take for granted. For you or I what she had done would probably have proven impossible. So please, do not think ill of her for faltering at that last moment. We will leave her alone, for there is nothing we can do to offer aid or comfort. Instead let’s go see how Edward fares.

 

 While Emily had tried signaling for help, Edward was busy examining the three intact power stations. The latticework they produced to his enhanced vision proved both disturbing and enigmatic. He knew, thanks to Goliath’s memory, the theory of what might produce such an ordering. However without being able to examine the generators themselves he could only make guesses at how this man had produced the effect.

 For a time he considered the possibilities, then went to look at one of the broken stations. Though this could be even more a danger than looking at one that was in good working order he decided the risk was worthwhile. The two men he had sent to find Emily hadn’t returned, and that worried him. He needed something to do to take his mind off his worry, so he galloped on all four of his limbs to one of the broken spires.

 What he found was both expected, and yet still disturbing. Though these broken machines were largely nonfunctional there seemed, to one degree or another depending on where he looked, some residual ordering effect in these areas. The lattice was far less complex here, and it only barely covered where the buildings were, but it was still evidence pointing to this effect being an intentional part of the device’s design rather than some accidental by-product.

 Edward grunted as he made his way to the weakest of these places and gently, at least as gently as a ten story tall war machine is capable of, peeled the roof of what remained of the building back to get a better look. To our eyes the machines would have looked like a jumbled, but organized, mass if they were in perfect order. To Edward’s, assisted as they were with Ancient knowledge, the sight would have both interested and terrified him.

 What he saw can best be described as something almost living in terms of complexity. Crystals pulsed weakly here and there, others were in the process of growing, a reaction to being wrenched from the places they had been seeded. This machine, if one wanted to call it that, bore no mechanical parts save for where wires were crudely spliced for power to feed from the growth. The implication of a technology so alien disturbed him. Had the lattice and lace effect been made by some mechanical means, there were a few men he knew that might have been able to stumble upon the effect, he would have been at ease. As it stood now he thought that this Zeus had to be another like his adopted son, someone that had landed here from points and time unknown. The difference seemed that this man was far less squeamishness in meddling. 

 He could not allow these broken things to continue trying to grow. They might grow into a configuration that would draw more energy than they were capable of storing. If that happened it might take a day, or maybe a year, but with a charge stored in an unstable matrix there was no hope of diffusing the thing before it, and everything for hundreds of miles, would be vaporized.

With a decisive motion he wrenched the still glowing crystals free and broke each in his hands. With each he felt the goliath’s systems energize slightly. Maybe it was good that he had come here, he thought as he made sure he destroyed everything. The dust would not reform or regrow into anything dangerous, though people may, in a century or five, wonder at the garden of minerals and crystals that would eventually grow here.

 There were two other stations he had to see to. As he loped to the nearer of these he puzzled at the energy transfer that happened whenever he destroyed these crystals. There was no way for him to know how much Goliath could hold before things started burning out. There had been a fair number of slapdash repairs and modifications made. Where the current crew compartment was used to house something that his memories called a jump coil. What it did he didn’t know, save that it was past anyone’s capacity to repair with the scant little that the salvaged material they brought from the site Goliath was found. Actually he did know, but even with what he had seen over the years his mind refused to wrap around the concept of a machine such as Goliath flying.

 Should he try keeping a few of these crystals for later use? He toyed with the notion, because he had never felt so alive as he did then. Goliath purred and hummed as it had only at one other time, and he didn’t want to have to suffer lightning strikes every time he wanted to recharge. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to carry a few back with him, they might prove useful. First, though, he would have to wire his son and see if the man had any advice to offer.

 We need not fear that whatever message Edward went to send would be interpreted by those in the sleepy strange town of Beth. Nor do we need to worry at what the person receiving his telegram would make of the words being copied for his son, that lot was a professional and proper one. Messages not intended for them did not matter save in clear cases where murder or theft was in the air. Because Edward’s message was neither it may raise a few eyebrows, for some of the terms would be unfamiliar, but it would be quickly put out of mind save by the man that it was intended for.

 

 While Edward was in route to the next broken spire to ensure it did not turn into a bomb of unthinkable power the man most once called Thomas, and now known more often as Zeus, looked over Emily’s still form. He walked in while her arms, locked and trembling, held a diminutive pistol at the window she was seated in front of. He calmly told her to put the gun down. Slowly, far more slowly than one under the formula’s influence had ever done before, she did as he said.

 He was, contrary to expectations, excited and pleased that he had finally found someone else who showed some resistance to this formula. “Try to understand that I had not intended you to be in this condition, and I had separated you from the others so that you would be safe until you were yourself again.”

 “Not... Right...” Emily’s voice was a small thing in the air, each word taking her entire effort to form. “...people... Must....free. Country... Finds out...” She gulped air and her face flushed with the effort to speak, but she continued as best as she could. “Would... Make... Slaves of us all.”

 Zeus nodded to the girl and stroked her hair lightly. “I know they would.” His voice was soft and he hoped soothing. “I’ve noticed that my own use of the drug has become more free than it had once been when dealing with crime. Would it help if I told you that you may speak?”

 “Think. Not.” Emily continued to struggle for words in spite of the man’s encouragement. “Feels. Like... Like. Moving boulders.”

 Her ‘host’ pressed a warm mug into her hands and told her to drink. She did so, both because she had been told to, and because she was thirsty. “Do not worry. It’s just tea, none of the... Other... Added in. It’s taking a toll on you, and I won’t have you kill yourself from exertion.” When she finished he took the mug from her. “Your partner puzzles me. By your descriptions, unless you’ve somehow managed to lie while the drug was taking root in you, he seems like the sort that would seek peace. She nodded once. How had she been able to answer his questions before, but barely able to make herself speak even with his permission, that alone galled her, now?

 Her host took a measured breath. “He’s been destroying several of my power stations. True, they were already damaged. However I had thought that I might be able to repair them.” He looked past her out the window. “Now I will have to rebuild both the enclosures and regrow the matrices themselves. Your partner would not have done this without a good reason yes?” She nodded again. “I know that they have been destroyed, in case you’re wondering, because the lines leading there now sow no reading whatsoever instead of the fitful stuttering bursts of power they had been getting up until recently.”

 “Maybe. Stations. Died. On their own.” She would speak, no matter what sort of strain he said it was putting on her. It was a mark in her favor that she was able to fight the drug even that much, so damn this man. She would speak her mind. “Intact Stations... Untouched?”

 Zeus nodded to her, “I had wondered at that. He’s only gone after the damaged stations, leaving those that are still running alone. Do you think it’s possible he believes that leaving them damaged, but in place poses a danger?” She nodded. “I won’t ask you to speculate on the kind of danger, it would take too long for you to articulate yourself,” Emily scowled at that statement, “Tell me, what purpose did you have for the pistol?”

 “Signal.... Help... Edward would come.” Sweat started beading on her forehead. “Couldn’t. Escape.”

 “I see,” Zeus pursed his lips together. It makes sense that she would attempt to signal for help if she thought she was being used as bait for a trap, or perhaps a hostage against the construct’s good will. Without another word he left. Through a supreme effort effort Emily turned her head to see where he placed the pistol, and found it sitting in her lap. Either he did not think that she was able to pull the trigger, as had happened before, or he wanted her to signal Edward to rush in blindly. 

 What of the men Edward had sent into town to find Emily? Though they are minor characters it would be rude to simply ignore them after they had been sent on their mission. Unfortunately they were not faring as well as Emily, and in spite of the kind words and small mercy Thomas Sabu had shown her he showed these men none. They were, currently, deeply drugged and laboring in his lab to build... Something. We cannot speculate what at this point, save that it is very likely a weapon. Hold tight dear reader. We near the final act!

 

 The small pile of Crystals Edward felt were safe enough for transport pulsed weakly beneath the canvas he had hidden them under. With luck he would be able to collect them in short order. He considered, as he bounded as fast as Goliath would carry him, that he was being herded to a trap. The reports said that this Zeus had made anyone that stepped out of line into a will-less slave. Had he done that to his men? Worse still, had he done that to Emily?

 He wanted to charge into town, smashing everything until he drew the man out so that he could crush him in his fist. Caution, and his dwindling rationality, dictated that if the man used a dimensional lattice he might have other unexpected things laying in wait. No matter what he has, I will break him if he has hurt her. 

 He was almost at the edge of town, only a few hundred feet from the boundary marker, when he saw something approach. One of these was Emily, clad in a robe of some sort, being led by a shorter figure. At first he took the man to be an automata of some sort, for no part of him was visible through the strange scaled armor. It was only when the figure removed the snarling mask styled in the form of a demon, that Edward saw the face of the man he had been sent after.

 “Doctor Zeus I presume?” The armor-clad man nodded once. Edward barely noticed the man, not when he saw the vacant look in Emily’s eyes. “WHAT DID YOU DO TO HER?” His voice, before a low rumbling earthen thing became a massive God-Voice when he made his demand. He almost attacked then and there, but then what if he needed the man to undo what he had done to Emily? It was that thought, and that thought alone, that kept Saburo alive. 

 “Edward. No.” Emily’s voice sounded strained and tired as well as halting. She looked tired, but she sat straight and even though her eyes seemed to hold nothing her voice told him that she was still there. “No Death.” Zeus gave her a withering glare, but she somehow held where she was. “No Killing. It won’t happen. Not Here.” She wanted that for herself. Her time confined in her body had stiffened her resolve. IT may prove a disaster if this Zeus had truly wanted to talk peace, but she didn’t care. She would kill him. That is, she would if her body would let her.

 “LET HER GO!” Edward demanded in his thundering God-Voice. He would not kill this man, not unless he must. He was taken aback when his opponent nodded once, seemingly giving Emily permission to go. At that signal she rode till her horse was by the Goliath’s rear legs. She smiled, seemingly at being let go. 

 Edward growled low as his opponent pulled a flask from his saddlebag and took a drink. “Your men will be released as soon as the formula has worn off. In their current states they would be a danger to you and themselves out in the wild.” The man craned his neck to look up at Edward, to try seeing the construct’s face. “I trust this makes things squa-” He was interrupted by a flare, white hot and fired at less than thirty feet, impacting his face. Never mind the fact it was a tiny thing that only burned for a few brief seconds. Emily shook as she clutched her now-empty gun.

 The armor-clad man, even as he was still blinded by pain and injury, drew the sword at his hip. It was curved similar to the cavalry sabers Edward was familiar with. Unlike those swords the army had for ceremony this one was thinner, better made, and by the noise it made as it was drawn, it seemed as if it had cut the very air around it. Still, it was only a sword. What could it possibly do against him?

 <Hear me Giant!> Edward had no idea what language the man spoke, but was more impressed that he man was actually able to speak at all in spite of what happened to his face. <I am Kobayashi Saburo. I do not care what intentions brought you here. You have destroyed my property and sent men to spy on me when I only wanted peace. You want my blood?> His sword seemed to glow, first red, then white. Edward rumbled disapprovingly at this. He had a heat induction weapon? <Come and take it!> The man spurred his horse into a gallop toward the Goliath.

 What foolishness was this? Did Saburo not know that, wonder weapon or no, he was still just one man on a horse verses a thing that had been forged to level cities? Was this suicidal charge meant to end his life in battle, rather than be taken as a prisoner? Edward leaped out of the man’s way. He would not attempt to see if this sword would be able to pierce his armor.

 When the Goliath landed the ground shook, causing both Emily and Saburo’s horses to panic. Emily rode her horse’s frenzy out placidly, swaying this way and that in her saddle. Saburo, on the other hand, reigned in his animal, not allowing it to give way to it’s fear by bending it to his direction. Again he charged at the Goliath construct. This time Edward smacked the ground ahead of Saburo, causing his horse to rear, knocking the man to the ground.

 “Yield.” The God-Voice was gone. His anger was there, but now on a much tighter leash. His opponent had not attempted to use Emily as a hostage or shield. Emily was safe, and so he saw the situation slightly more rationally than he had moments before. The man needed to be taken prisoner if not because of the substance he had drugged people with than because of the strange and disturbing technologies he had made use of. 

 Saburo’s sword had lost it’s glow, becoming merely a well made blade instead of the wonder weapon it had been moments ago. “I cannot.” He attempted to stand, and found that one of his legs could not handle the weight. “Surrender is a thing I cannot do.” He wrenched his helmet free before placing the sword at his throat.

 His eyes never left the Goliath, and so missed Emily slide off of her horse. Her eyes were still dull, but they showed a faint glimmer of their usual glow. “It’s over.” Her voice trembled, “We will see that your work does not get misused. We must take you with us, otherwise all this.” Her speech was still strained, if not as halting as it had been before. “All you’ve done will be either forgotten or used for evil ends.” She placed a hand over his, and moved his sword away. She still wanted to kill him, but the thought of him wrapped in chains rather than taking this quick way out suited her mood better. Maybe in time she would forgive the man for what he had done. After all were he the more familiar sorts of monsters that she had seen than he wouldn’t have been nearly so sparing with his discoveries. I doubt this, friends and gentle readers, but for her sake I hope she can let her hate go.

 Surrender was a thing that Saburo had been taught was the lowest of the low, the unendurable shame. Seeing the fruits of his labor, his life’s work since coming to this country, fall into the sort of men that ran the railways and mines and a thousand other institutionalized monopolies would have been an even worse thing. He threw his sword away and whispered, “I yield.”

 

To: [Marked out Text]

From: Edward Fawkes 

Subject: Mission Summery #15 

We will remain in the town of Beth until more agents are sent to act as both peacekeeping force and oversee the transfer of all marked materials to [marked out text]. Until they arrive Emily has decided to act as our spokesperson when dealing with the town officials. Once they had been made aware that their respected and lauded Doctor Zeus had used his mind-controlling concoction on persons that had nothing to do with the the sabotage of the town’s power stations they were quick to aid in locating the stores they had of the stuff for immediate disposal. 

 

This was done under my personal supervision, but not before we had taken enough to keep the ‘good doctor’ out of trouble until we transfer him into long-term care and observation. To preempt anyone wanting me to take a sample for study I have to refuse. Nobody can be trusted with the means of turning other men into slaves. While I owe you much, sirs, I cannot trust you or anyone with either a sample of this substance or the formula for making it. What we have kept to keep the prisoner subdued for the journey shall be destroyed the instant it is no-longer needed.

 

It must be stressed, for the record, that I very much doubt that this man is without morals. Emily was treated well, as were all those that were, rightly or wrongly, subjected to this formula. He used his talents largely for the betterment of those around him, and those that Emily spoke with after the fact explained that they had been in discussions, that this man had initiated, over how best to oversee administration of this dread tonic to minimize possible abuse. For whatever it is worth I feel that once he is safely locked away he should be treated with as much respect as possible, that is of course barring escape attempts, violent behavior, or anything else his forced surrender and captivity might make him do. His crime, no matter how it is looked at, is severe, but I ask on his behalf for leniency.

 

I have, in the meantime, packed away several crystals from the power stations that had been constructed around the town of Beth both for further study, and because they contain energies that can be used to keep the Goliath powered. That is one matter, among many others, I would wish to speak at great length with our prisoner over once he has regained the ability to speak. It is regrettable that this man is among the small portion of society this foul drug leaves mute as well as pliant to suggestion once it has fully taken hold.

 

Once we have returned I ask that Emily be given time to recover from her experiences. I ask also that I be given time away from field work to personally speak with the prisoner at length as well as attempt to make sense of what discoveries he has made. The chemical mixtures I can believe were his work and his alone. However the technologies that went into the power stations as well as the strange suit of armor he wore when he came to confront me reek too much of either some long forgotten or far too advanced knowledge being given to him to use as he would. I do not like either in all honesty and would like to know if we should face more of these things coming out of the woodwork anytime soon.


 

Minion 

 

 The trip was supposed to last five days. She had gone during fall break because going to Europe was something she had always wanted to do, and she had recently won money in a contest. It was all planned out. She would leave Saturday morning, get there sometime around Sunday morning, possibly as late as lunch local time, spend the next five days taking in local culture, buying useless knick-knacks, and otherwise enjoy herself, then come back on the following Saturday so that she could try readjusting to normalcy Sunday before going back to school. It had been a good plan. She knew the local languages, had a list of things she wanted to see and do that had enough wiggle room built in for the unexpected she was surely to encounter, and she was more than capable, at least according to her kick-boxing instructor, of handling most people that didn’t have a gun pointed at her.

Naturally this means that something monumentally wrong is going to happen to ruin this, do do realize that right? Sod’s law pretty much ensures that when everything is planned, running smoothly, and otherwise worry free something, anything, will happen.

 This unfortunate bump in this woman’s life happened while she was skiing. Normally when people ski they do so with at least one other person, after all one could break a leg, arm, or worse out there. The woman we’re following decided that a short trip wouldn’t hurt, and that she was familiar enough with the path between where she was and where she was headed to feel that she was perfectly fine going alone. In her defense it was a clear day, with no hint of inclement weather, and the path she had intended to travel was one well known and well traveled. Ordinarily if something were to happen to her in all likelihood someone would have been along within five or ten minutes of her hitting her suit’s distress beacon, which would have alerted the main desk at the resort she was renting her cabin from both who she was and her position.

 Her first and last warning that something was amiss was a low growling from somewhere ahead of her in a nearby bunch of trees. Fears of rabid, or at least hungry, wolves entered her head which caused her to attempt to scurry along as fast as her skis would allow like a sensible person would. Because her back was turned she did not see what attacked her. Instead she felt herself get tackled, hot breath against her ear, animal growling, and pain. Oh yes she hurt. You try getting pounced by something that weighs as much as a linebacker and not hurt. Thankfully for this poor woman she either hit her head on a root, rock, or something to cause her to pass out. I shan’t clarify what exactly happened, save that it likely isn’t what you believe and that she’s safe and sound.

 When next this woman opened her eyes she found herself laying on something much like a doctor’s examination table and without her outer wear, those thick layers of material protecting her clothes from the snow, and her body from the cold. She was dressed warmly, and in spite of feeling somewhat weak and a little sore here and there she felt reasonably well.. While she took stock of how she felt she made the very reasonable assumption that she had been carried off to be treated by medical professionals. This belief was reinforced by the fact that she was in a clean impersonal room filled with the sorts of things one might find in a doctor’s office. The man wearing the white lab coat looking her over seemed to further enhance this notion, because he spoke like a doctor, gentle reassurances that everything was alright and that he was just giving her a quick look over. No worries, just a little blood, you’ll barely feel it.

 So they thought whatever attacked her might have been rabid? Why not just give her whatever shots they had to anyway? That’s how doctors back home did it. They suspect something was rabid, you get fifteen or seventeen injections in the naval. Of course that was painful, and the injections had to be spaced out over time, but then again maybe this fellow and whoever he worked for wanted to make sure before subjecting her to all that.

 “Miss Elizabeth Crowley?” The man patted her shoulder reassuringly when he finally spoke to her rather than himself. He smiled at her when he saw her eyes focus on him. “My name is George Shelby. Other than a little blood work that I need to do it looks like you’re in good shape. To be honest you’re doing far better than you have any rights to considering when you were brought in your arm was mangled and bloodied.”

 She looked at her arm and flexed. Sure the sleeve to her sweater was gone, probably cut away, but she looked and felt like she’d already healed whatever had been done to her. “I’ve always been a quick healer Doctor Shelby.” That name tickled at the edges of her memory. In the back of her mind she hoped that whatever he was looking for in her blood wouldn’t turn up the few oddities that were supposed to be there. “Any ideas what attacked me? All I really remember was growling and something hitting me. I didn’t think wolves pounced.”

 Doctor Shelby looked at her arm and nodded to himself before speaking. “How do you think they get on top of their usual prey? Your visa says you’re from America. On break from school and decided to come visit one of the less overcrowded parts of the Continent?”

 “Well I had heard stories my grandfather told when he came this way, and my father came here about five years back on business. I figured I might as well follow the family tradition.” She started to sit up and, after Doctor Shelby backed away she smiled, somehow invoking a predator eyeing prey as she did so. “How long before you finish and I can get checked out?”

 Doctor Shelby shifted uneasily at that question and, after backing just out of arm’s reach then straightening his coat he dropped the proverbial bombshell. “You’re not at the,” He glanced at the keycard laying by Elizabeth’s wallet, “Blue Mountain Resort and Spa.” She stiffened at this news, understandable considering she had just been told she’d more or less been kidnapped. “I brought you here because the creature that ambushed you was something I had been hunting for the past three months.” 

 He looked somewhat uneasy, but continued in spite of himself. “A rival of mine had sent it and others after me since he’d broke our agreement and started expanding into biological experiments.” A pause while he seemed to try collecting himself. “I know any explanation I give is going to sound insane, so I’m going to tell you the truth. First though do you want anything to drink? I assure you that if I wanted to I would have drugged you while you were still recovering, and you are, by all accounts, as unharmed as your attacker has allowed.”

 Elizabeth coughed at the mention of being drugged, “Well like you said, if you wanted to keep me doped up to sell to some rich Russian it’s not like I could have stopped you from just putting a needle in me earlier. Got any beer?” She leaned forward, leaning on her elbows while she eyed the ‘good’ doctor. If he was dealing in the sorts of business she thought he was she may well have to come clean herself just to absolve him of any feeling of guilt over what he might find.

 “I don’t think-” Doctor Shelby saw her grin again. “OK OK I’ll get Steve to bring you something. Happy?” Then he muttered something about it being her liver not his.

 “Oh don’t worry Doc. It’s not like I’m going to try for a whole pitcher.” Elizabeth made a go-ahead motion, ‘You were saying something about you and this rival of yours?”

 Doctor Shelby quirked an eyebrow but decided that if she wanted to hear the rest he might as well. “I’ve been trying to find a cure, or at least a use, for zombies.” He watched for a reaction, and was caught somewhat off guard by the lack of change in the dark woman’s expression. “I’m not talking voodoo or brainwashing someone into thinking they’re dead and revived. I’m talking of a virus that infects, destroys the thinking and frontal lobes of the victim’s brain, essentially lobotomizing them and give them a hunger for flesh of any sort, but preferably human. Oh sure there have been natural outbreaks here and there for the past few hundred, if not thousand, years. However this thing has been a relatively quiet disease, not getting the sort of exposure or range that most other pathogens that make it out of their natural territory seem to.”

 Elizabeth perked while that explanation had been given. “Ethics of infecting even willing volunteers aside, wouldn’t any lab created strain simply compete rather than supersede the natural variant?” She saw that she had scored a hit so went somewhat further. “I had a friend that did a paper on zombies so I kinda had to put up with a semester’s worth of him going on about the material.” Again that predatory smile, “Granted there’s a world of difference between a term paper and being out in the sticks isn’t there?”

 “Hm, this friend of yours wouldn’t be a tree trunk of a man, someone you’d think would have a brain the size of a walnut, but could run you ‘round in knots trying to keep up?” Elizabeth nodded emphatically at this. She knew the man quite well, and loathed how easy everything seemed to him. “I see you’re yet another member of those that feel slighted at how the man seems to do eight things at once and expect the rest of the world to meet his standards. Don’t worry, you’re far from alone in that sentiment.”

 A buzz from the only door to the room was their only warning before a well dressed man-like thing shambled in the room. I say manlike because while it had the general appearance of humanity there were subtle things about it’s expression, or rather lack thereof, the vacancy in it’s eyes, and paleness of skin that made it seem more an animated corpse than something alive. Doctor Shelby took the tray it held and waved it off. “Thank you that will be all.”

 He offered his guest a pint glass of a dark liquid with roughly a quarter inch of frothy head at the top of the glass. “You’ll like this stuff. I trade regularly with the guy that brews it and,” He sighed before setting the glass beside Elizabeth’s wallet and other personal things .”Right. Sorry. Forgot to warn you that my servants were undead I’d managed to re-purpose into something a little more useful. They’re crap for anything that needs any sort of flexibility or speed, but they’re good for carrying things from place to place, don’t whine about pay, and if the controls I have wired in ever go on ‘em there’s a charge just inside the skull that vaporizes the brain without sending messy infected bits everywhere.” He waved a hand in front of his guest. “Elizabeth. C’mon it’s alright. They won’t hurt you. Promise.”

 “That’s just plain creepy man.” There was no anger in Elizabeth’s voice, nor was there accusation. “Since you’ve come clean, and you smell worried about something I might as well tell you.” She grabbed the glass of beer and took a sip, then a long drink before setting it back. “Good stuff, I’ll have to see if I can’t get some of it imported when I go home. Anyway George you don’t have to worry if I’m going to turn into a werewolf or something like that because of that thing that mauled me because I already am one.” George quirked his head to one side, then the other, but didn’t interrupt. “Had I been paying attention to my nose I would have known he was there long before I got to where he was waiting, but I’ve always been a city girl so just took the smell as something that was supposed to be here. I mean I’d had a whole load of scents stuck in my nose I’m not familiar with since I got here.”

 “That would explain why you’ve healed so fast,” George’s eyes flicked to Elizabeth’s arm then to her face. “I won’t ask for a family history or anything like that, but till you have to go would you mind staying here? I wouldn’t mind the company, and while the resorts and hotels around here are good, I’m sure you would like to discuss a few things with someone that won’t think you’ve gone off the deep end, drunk, or have a few crossed wires.”

 “That actually sounds like a pretty good idea. I’ve got what, three or four days left before I have to get back. If you can get me to a phone so that my folks and everyone else knows I’m alright I wouldn’t mind.” She gave another of those predatory smiles. “Just so long as you keep as well behaved as you are right now I think my folks might actually want to know you a little better. They keep whining about me needing to find more people I can relate to and, well...” She covered her lack of anything else to say by draining the rest of her beer.

 

 The rest of the week was spent with Elizabeth learning the ins, outs, and other assorted things that might pop up at George’s ‘lair’. He laughed when he described his home in terms that most might find more fitting to a mad scientist rather than as the home of a young networked bio-engineer with seven different degrees, and several ancient titles. Though to be perfectly fair if the man went by his full and proper name, Count Milliardo Gregorie Von Somethingorother, we would be somewhat harder pressed into not thinking of the man as something ripped from a cheap dime novel drama, or garishly colored comic-book villain.

 George, with more than a little help from Elizabeth, had finally managed to get several of the larger boxes his more usual help had been unable to unpack without destroying the contents, and all but two or three of those that had offered to help seemed to not show up till roughly an hour after the hard and heavy work had been done. Coincidentally this was right when our intrepid duo had relaxed in front of the just-unpacked TV to watch a movie. Needless to say, while they would probably welcome any other day, they were asked with carefully chosen words to find somewhere else to be for the rest of the afternoon.

 Elizabeth learned that other than zombies and other engineered life George made it his business to study ‘mythic’ life. For you and I that means he studies dragons, were-creatures, chimera, and other things that modern science tells us either never existed or were simply based off of half-wrong ideas of how old bones went together. Try telling that to George after he had been out to take a survey of the local population. Granted most were about the size of your average rottweiler full-grown, but then again George holds out hope some of the larger examples will surface.

 “I don’t care if they’re pretty, or a natural part of the landscape. I had an uncle that would go looking for them.” Elizabeth had a cross expression on her face when they spoke of George’s outing over dinner the night before. “Note the past tense there. Had. As in he went and got himself EATEN!”

George waved off her concern, even though she could still catch a slight whiff of worry in his scent. “Don’t worry Beth. I’ve got everything in hand, and I’ve got people with me so I’m no more than two minutes from help, five tops. Between that and the mace I tested this morning in case any of them do show up when I’m at any of the nesting sites it’ll probably be one of the most boring trips I’ve made all season.

 George’s phone rang, prompting Elizabeth to roll her eyes when she thought he wasn’t looking. “I know Don. I know, Listen to me. You’ll have your money when I have my molecular-decohearer!” He practically stabbed the end call button before setting the phone back down. “Sorry. I’d put an order for a few odds and ends that might make things go a little smoother here.” He shrugged while attempting to stop being angry about his order being fouled... Again... “What sort of work does your family do?”

 “Lets see.” Elizabeth looked up from her food. “Mom used to sell furniture before she met Dad. After my little brother got big enough to leave with a sitter she worked part time at a few places, but right now she’s trying to get a realtor’s license. Dad, well, He’d worked his butt off to try getting in at NASA. Unfortunately once he and mom started dating, well,” She sighed theatrically, “He thought it wasn’t safe for anyone after that so switched to a position with the ground and testing crews. Sure it doesn’t have the glory that the guys wearing the mission patches have, but without thousands of people on the ground working their hearts out those eight or dozen people that go up might not make it back.” She gestured with her glass, “Take Apollo thirteen, Skylab, or even a few of the shuttle missions if you want examples of how needed the ground crews are.”

 George nodded thoughtfully. “An interesting set of parents. What about you and your siblings?” After taking a drink Elizabeth hmmed thoughtfully. “I think Zack’s still got his heart set on opening a hardware store of his own rather than run one of the big box places. I don’t get it, but then again I try staying out of the local v national issue. A store is a store, and so long as the people there don’t treat me like dirt I generally buy where I know I can get what I want.” George seemed to take this in with little comment, so she continued. “Me personally? I dunno. Other than howling at the moon and having a few mad scientists or former experiments show up my family seems to largely go in for the normal humdrum of life. Sure they sent me to a school that teaches cryptobyology and has a few centaurs and other ‘mythic’ races as staff, but I think they have me pegged to follow in the nice normal routine.” 

 “you sound like you’re not convinced you want that.” George sounded somewhat sympathetic. “What’s the problem, can’t find a way to break it to your folks that you want to go for the less conventional?”

 “Actually,” Elizabeth pushed her plate away from her, “It’s more a problem of finding an employer that would treat me as something other than either a minion to be ordered about, or someone to put in a skimpy outfit to act as eye candy for the visitors.” She grunted, “I’m sure you know how most mad science types are. It all seems either death rays, big discoveries made in the small hours of the morning, and all about them and their needs. Sure I like the idea of helping someone put conventional science in it’s place, but I’d want to be treated with a little dignity.”

 “Well, I wouldn’t mind if you stayed on as staff. Lord and Edison knows I could use someone with a little bit more conversation skills around here.” He noted Elizabeth growling when Edison was mentioned and sighed ever so slightly. “Please don’t tell me you’re another of those yonks that have a burning seething unreasoning hate of Edison. He practically invented the modern laboratory.”

 She continued growling low until she could think of a proper response. “Without digging up how he treated Tesla I’m going to have to point out that by all accounts his methodology tended to go along the lines of ‘throw everything at the wall and see what sticks’ instead of trying to do any of the math. Plus it’s funny how you seem to speak well of the man since he pretty much put the lone inventor out of business.” She smiled warmly at George then added, “I did see his lab once. I might think the man a self absorbed arrogant grade a louse, but his workspace is something to aspire to.”

 On that point they found agreement, so decided to end the discussion while they were at a point where they weren’t shouting at each-other. Instead they finished dinner and went out to tour the latest round of test animals George had been using. Two had died, and autopsies would need to be preformed later to see just how they had died, and a few others were in the process of dying. These were put down painlessly after what was killing them had been noted. Elizabeth didn’t like when the animals died, and for the matter neither did George, but both knew that you couldn’t find answers without a little mess. Plus at least this way it had been animal lives in the balance. If all worked as they hoped those would save who knows how many human lives over the years. Both also noted that they were combating diseases and other ailments that mainstream medicine had no clue existed.

 Soon Elizabeth’s vacation ended, and she had to return to the states. For a moment she was tempted to drop out of school and keep working here, but even with an amiable boss, and an apparently low-stress environment were not enough to sway her from her degree. Sure it may not be needed, but not only would her family give her hell over dropping out, she’d have to look herself in the mirror and wonder if she had it in her to grab the brass ring or not. They had talked it over, and though he would miss her help and conversation George said he understood. He also said that if she ever changed her mind he more likely than not would still need that extra pair of hands.

 Before she left, George had seen to it that the things that a few added things were packed away that she would not discover till after she had gotten home. On unpacking her luggage she found a note from George asking her to keep in touch as well as a physical address she could send packages to, or expect to receive items from, as well as an email address she could keep in touch with on a more routine basis.

 Idly she wondered if people that deal in ‘abnormal technology and sciences’ would be interested in a more modern approach to social networking. Most were stuck in the fifties in terms of communications, but a few forward thinkers seemed to be trying. MadSparks.com and ScienceGoneWrong.net both looked like possible solutions for this social networking problem. She had bigger fish to fry though, school meant working ‘round the clock again.


 

Old Dogs 

 

 Right. Every story needs a lead of some sort, and since this one focuses on a man meeting the God of Mummification let’s make him a... No not a mortician, how about a Medical Examiner? Seems in line enough for my purposes. What about names? Names are very important after all, but I mustn’t choose one that’s too cliché, punny, or obvious. Richard ‘Ricky’ McAllister? Hm.... It seems to work well enough. How old is Mister Richard McAllister?

 Age? Tricky here. Let’s see. He must be trained as a physician for this line of work, possibly with some specialization in forensic medicine and or pathology. It takes a fair bit of dedication and time to manage all that. So, eight years of medical school plus another four or five in specialization. That would, I presume if my math isn’t too far off, put Rickie in his early thirties. Let’s add on a couple years of actually working and that puts him at a reasonably vague ‘mid thirties’ mark. Am I forgetting something? Ah yes the all important ‘what does he look like’? We’ll find that out as we go along. There’s already more than enough in this little introductory paragraph as is.

 We have a main character and a relative excuse to follow him around. Where are we following this man? Unfortunately it is one of those horridly not nice places. This story starts, as with so many others, with a dead body. The particulars of this body aren’t important, but if you really must know I’ll cut to the characters themselves.

 

 Ricky was in the process of cataloging and recording details of his examination. He had concluded that death was caused by lack of oxygen due to being strangled by the silk cord tied around the poor man’s neck. He further noted the chest wounds were done after death. Why? He frowned when he probed further.

 Something was very wrong here. Everything was there, but the weights were wrong. Some too light, others too heavy. He hated probing further, but each organ needed to be cut open and examined. That’s when he found the two thumb-drives.

 Authorities needed to be notified. He couldn’t risk examining the drives contents for fear that they might do something that couldn’t then be repeated. Still, their presence had changed things. Killers don’t go about leaving things inside bodies if they didn’t want somebody that wasn’t the victim to pay attention.

 Ricky was partially disturbed and partially grateful when they were taken from him.

 When work was over and he was allowed to go home he lit several incense sticks, bathed,l ,and went to the shrine he had made in the corner of his bedroom. It wasn’t an elaborate thing. A few candle holders for those short stumpy candles, a central place to make offerings (though mostly these offerings were burnt incense or other things that would mostly clean themselves up.... Leaving food out only to have to throw it away later seemed wasteful, even if it represented a larger sacrifice on his part.)

 His prayers weren’t to the Christian God, Allah, or YHVH (Jehovah). It certainly wasn’t to ‘Satan’, or some other selfish being. Instead he had followed one of the many oddball paths that had opened up since the seventies, specifically he prayed to the Egyptian God Anubis.

 Strange? Highly. However so long as a person isn’t trying to cram their theocratic structure down your throat uninvited why should you care? It gives him comfort in a stressful situation, and he isn’t hurting anyone. He ended his nightly ritual of prayer and offering and indeed felt a little better about the world around him. He was in a profession that was around for at least the past four thousand years. If anyone understood his position surely this, one of the oldest beings in the body-cutting-up business, would.

 Normally this would be the end of it. Nightly ritual preformed, stress released, but not tonight. Tonight he had a visitor. One that, though it obeyed the same physical laws (and had the courtesy of knocking no less) that we must and could easily be mistaken for human, was far from ordinary.

When Ricky answered the door he felt there was something different about this visitor. He also felt somewhat irritated because it was late and he was almost asleep. So when he pulled the door open he was quite.... Irritated.

“Who are you?” He demanded in an even, but obviously angry, tone.

His visitor dipped his head slightly. “I’m sorry for waking you Richard. However we have to talk.” This man, whom Ricky didn’t recognize, walked into his apartment as if it were his own. He didn’t seem arrogant so much as assured he would get his way. A fine distinction when the person who’s home you’ve invaded just came off a twelve hour shift on a very stressful day. Still, this man seemed unconcerned.

“Why. Are. You. Here?” Ricky demanded of the man and started to grab at his shoulders to put him back outside. He wasn’t usually violent, but this man was pawing through his home, or at least he saw it as pawing. In reality this self-invited guest lightly touched a few different things Ricky had just used and made for his bedroom.

 When Ricky tried his cellphone all he got was static. When he tried calling for help he couldn’t speak. His moved slowly, marching him into his bedroom where he saw the dark skinned stranger kneeling in front of his makeshift alter as if inspecting it. “Considering the debts you’re still paying off and how meagerly you live I suppose expecting better would be insulting. You’ve done a good job with what you’ve had, and for that I thank you.”

 “Just what do you think you’re-” His voice stopped when the other rose a hand.

 His face was apologetic and his hands held out where they could be easily seen. “I have not made a request of men in... A long time.” His eyes were distant, focusing on nothing. “However the death of Eli Mohammad has forced me to seek your help.”

 “I have been called by many names. You have always called me Anubis, and I want you to find my murmurer.” That’s when the resemblance hit him.

 A twin perhaps? Ricky tried to rationalize the claim. Part of him wanted to believe this man’s claim of who and what he was, but, “The divinities we have created never die so long as there is faith to sustain them.”

 “Sit,” No compulsion or forced obedience. “Please. You want proofs I am who and what I say I am instead of my being something as mundane as a crazed relative.” He smiled at Ricky. “I do apologize... Hopefully my story will be to your liking.”

 If one had to sum Ricky’s mind up in one word during the story this man that waltzed into his home spun it would have to be confused. Gods, at least so far as he had understood the concept, could not die.

 “You’re forgetting Balder was slain by LokI’s trickery with Hod as his chosen weapon. Then there’s Zeus slaying his father for control of the universe.” Sometime between the start and finish of Ricky’s thought his uninvited guest had somehow gotten a beer out of his fridge. “Then there’s the Osiris death and resurrection story which arguably the core story of the Egyptian mythos.” Another sip of beer. “Oh and the Christian death- and-resurrection thing with Jesus.”

 The whole situation reeked of strange. “So tell me why I shouldn’t be screaming and calling the cops mister I’m-the-god-Anubis.” His voice dripped with sarcasm and more than a little anger. He’d endured plenty of well intended teasing and more than his share of not-so-well intended jabs over the years.

 Let’s recap. Strange person just walks into your home and acts as if he belongs there and you haven’t yet called the police or tried throwing this person out. Perhaps Ricky is just too surprised to throw the man out. Perhaps he’s trying to figure out what this person is angling after. Maybe he’s just too stunned to think coherently. Take your pick. The point is so far he hasn’t made more than a half-hearted move to get this person out of his home.

 Ricky’s house guest, let’s just call him Anubis since that’s what he introduced himself as, smiled. “Somewhere in your mind you want to believe me. Your kind have always had that, a deep seated want to believe in more than yourself.” He made a quick quarter turn, hiding his beer from Ricky’s view, before turning back with both hands empty. No Beer. All gone. “If it will help you see past the skin I use to blend in with squint and look just past me.”

 Ricky did this, though he was still deeply puzzled. The optical illusion/magic-eye trick rarely worked with him, but this time he saw something. It wasn’t something he could have described as an image. There was just Anubis... And yet there was Anubis plus more.

 “Does that count as solid credentials, or shall I take you on a tour of the land of the dead?” Again the smile, which Ricky seemed to think was strange. It wasn’t a friendly smile even. It was more of a ‘I know something you don’t’ sort of smile, and it disturbed him a little.

 “No... No that’s quite fine. I....” He took a deep breath and sat to try reasoning things out. “You claim something killed you, and here you are. I would guess that means you either possess people to visit us, which seems unlikely considering all the surface similarities, or you create your body out of nothing.”

 This time Anubis’s smile was a signal of satisfaction. “Something like that anyway. While we are here we tend to try blending in.” Pause as he made another half turn and pulls his beer back from wherever he had put it.  “There are exceptions, but usually it’s more trouble than it’s worth these days.”

 “Hm. So why not tap the guy on the shoulder yourself?” Ricky held a hand up for quiet. “Sorry just thinking out loud. I guess there’s a reason you’re trying to make me do this.” Nod from Anubis. “Answers on the drives I found in your body?” another nod. “Afraid of that since both are being held as evidence and my responsibilities end at the examination slab.

 “Would you believe a group of ultra-militants that are killing ‘fringe cultists’ out of a misguided desire to protect the rest of the world from ‘poisonous thought’?”

 Ricky snorted, “I’d say that’s something ripped from a rejected Law and Order script.” “And after you had time to remember most people are irrational creatures attracted to drama and theatrics what then?” Pause for thought. “I’d say someone wanted to make a point.” Ricky and Anubis sat there thinking for several long moments before Ricky spoke again. “I take it I am not the only person you’re getting in touch with?” “Of course not. Though since it’s something of a sticky issue I ask that, for the moment, you not try seeking each other out. That will change, but for the time being your work will demand your full attention and I’m sure others will notice if you’re in a twist over a particular case. Anubis handed Ricky an unopened bottle. “I’ll be seeing you.” With that the man claiming to be an Egyptian god walked out of Richard’s home leaving him one very confused medical examiner. 

 

 The next morning Richard was willing to believe the entire encounter had been a stress-induced hallucination. After all one does not get visited by gods, or at least you don’t and retain functional sanity. Ricky had a brief chuckle over this as he washed and preformed morning rituals both routine and religious before the contents of his fridge slapped home the reality of the prior evening. How did an ice-box’s contents do this? Nothing so grotesque as body parts, or surreal as talking produce. Instead it was in the form of a single bottle of beer with a note where the label would normally be.

 This note was written in a very neat cramped style that began with ‘I am Anubis, the God you have chosen to worship and I bid you remember the task I have set for you...” Taken alone either the prior evening or the note could have been written off as elaborate jokes. Ricky, if he were to think on the matter, could have thought of six or eight people who would have pulled the bottle note off and had enough knowledge in slight-of-hand trickery to pull off his visitor’s bottle tricks. None of these people, however, would have since were this all a prank it would be a friendship-ending kick to the gut. Nobody Ricky was on good terms with would have done that, and as the rest of the note and the prior evening’s request put him in any sort of legal or morally questionable spots he would treat it at face value for the moment.

 Before leaving for work he decided to leave an offering at his little bedroom shrine. For a moment he considered pouring the bottle’s contents but decided against it. The bottle and its contents amounted to a gift, and giving it as a libation would amount to marking it as ‘return to sender.” Potentially insulting not to mention dangerous depending on the divinity’s mood. So he resorted to his usual gifts of burnt incense and offering from a friend that runs a microbrewery. He liked its taste, and somehow the Budweisers and Millers of the world didn’t seem terribly appropriate in this context.

 With that done there was the business of work. Traffic was light getting there and thankfully what passed through for the majority of the day was the less-grisly sorts of examinations. Each he treated with dignity and professionalism. His job required the latter but the former he did because each used to be a person. There was a bit of running debate between him and his old boss on the matter since he felt that in death the body was just a disturbing wrapper to be tossed away after anything useful was taken in the form of information about manner of death, or donor tissue in cases where situation permitted.

 His job was not all cutting up bodies, and paperwork was a constant irritation. Make one mistake and even if nothing else goes wrong there’s a sure bet your boss will be breathing down your neck. There was a gentle tap at his door while he was in the middle of transcribing his verbal observations from earlier to paper for filing purposes. “Be with you in a moment.” He waved a hand to the door as he set the papers aside and turned the playback off. “Alright, come I-”

 The glass in the door shattered and bits of the frame splintered from the force exerted by whoever was on the other side. Oh and the wall the door collided with probably didn’t come off much better either. Ricky looked from door to person clad in black robes holding a pair of bronze sickle swords. Were he not in shock at the entrance, or scrambling for his life when Black Robe rushed into his office swinging for his head he might have made a  Halloween joke. Presently he was terrified and wondering where security was, to say nothing of scrambling out of a psychopath’s way. Somehow he’d managed to get to the door and scurried into absolute bedlam.

 Alarms wailed, there were bodies on the floor. Oh and Black Robe was now chasing him through this while making almost bestial noises. The reason Ricky managed to evade an inhumanly strong and fast attacker was that it stopped to maul the bodies. Strange and counter-productive except in that even after finding a place it wasn’t Ricky found he was still pants browning terrified.

 There was a call to get police there, or at least there was an attempt at such call. Something about where Ricky was blocked the signal. It could have been some otherworldly phenomena, but it was more likely the fact he had fled deep into a building full of metal and concrete which is murder on reception.

“Lost?” A lean man. Dark Skin. Dark Clothes. Short bow with a quiver at his thigh. Hungry golden eyes.

Ricky grunted at the man. “Nut case. Robes. Swords. Lots of people dead...know about that?” The man nodded. “That’s actually what I’m here about. Father wanted me to try keeping you in one piece. I can’t take her in a straight fight, but I can buy you time. He says he gave you something that might make her calm down.” “Her?” Ricky would have asked for more details but he heard a growl. Big cat. Tiger, Lion. Something Big and Hungry. 

The lean hungry eyed man stepped out to meet that noise. “Hathor. Don’t you think you’ve done enough?”

 “Hathor died with her children little whelping.” Sound of hard metal on metal impact followed by a bestial cry of pain and rage. “There is only Sekmet now!”

 Fight between two Gods of War, for what else could stand up to the Berserker that was Sekmet? Yes. Ricky was smart to run. Of course there’s the small matter of him being told he had a way to make her not-berserk. Wait...

 Sekmet? Beer. RUN! 

 

Sekmet and Hathor. At first two completely, but not symmetrically opposite, beings. Hathor was the Goddess of Fertility and Love. Sekmet held dominion over War and Pestilence as personified by the lioness and uncaring and merciless desert. Yet there is a myth that connects the two.

 

 It goes something like this:

 Osiris saw wickedness and evil through the land. What exactly is something that could be debated and nickered about. Suffice it to say like in other pantheoverses where those On High saw things Down Here were not going as hoped they thought to hit the big reset button. Osiris’s reset button took the form of turning Hathor, goddess of love, fertility, and whatnot, into a neigh invulnerable berserker and set her loose on the world.

 Nothing could stand in front of her and live. Men. Beasts. Gods. Everything in front of her died. Messily. At some point Osiris was either convinced by others that the land as is was worth saving, or he was so horrified by what he had loosed on the world that he worked to undo what had been done. Small problem there. Miss Berserker wasn’t exactly going to sit still for Big Papa God-King to hit her with a whammy to calm her back down. So, probably with the help of Thoth, Anubis brewed up a special cask of beer. It should be noted that in Ancient Times beer was brewed by women what with men busy beating each other’s brains in, out on big building projects, or doing the non-domestic bits of keeping hearth and home from going to rot. This wasn’t your typical brew either. See, by this point Sekmet had shown a definite lust for and affinity to Blood, so that’s what this stuff had to look like, and so it was.

 One Drunken Goddess later and things settled down. Now ask yourself this folks. If she changed once and only changed back because she got too drunk to remember what made her that almighty upset in the first place, what do you think would happen if she got pushed beyond all comprehension into the land of White Hot Rage.

 

 The general shape of this story dinged around in Ricky’s mind as he fled. Who was his ally in the wannabe S.W.A.T. Outfit? He didn’t know and didn’t want to run towards the sounds of Not Nice Things to find anything out. The family commentary had a moment of attention, long enough to register a possible son, but his mind shoved the process aside in favor of getting his little econo-box car put-putting out of there.

 As he drove he realized he did know, at least parts of it he knew. The name itself wouldn’t form but the man called Anubis his father and he carried himself like a fighter. Opener of Ways, Wewap or something along those lines. As he drove he hoped his pursuer would leave well enough alone, but knew it wasn’t going to be quite so clean cut. After all she’d torn apart a building to get to him. Pause. Was she after him specifically? He had to work under that assumption since the world was just too big for Hathor to simply go nuts here instead of, say, Cairo Illinois

 Rush to his apartment. Cellphone ringing while he was fumbling for keys. Yes that was his car fleeing. Yes he would be happy to answer questions just as soon as he could get assurances whoever had cut their way through where he worked wasn’t going to add his head to a pole. Fine. He just had a few things to grab from his apartment. He would be there directly. Click.

 Beer in hand he turned to go. He’d told the person on the other end he would head to the police station to give a statement and a few other things. He was no fighter in any sense of the world and as much as he hated the idea of an enraged near unstoppable creature loose, but he had no way of knowing if she’d fled the building after him, was still there, or what. Plus if she were hunting him it would probably be a good idea to have as many guns as possible on hand.

 So he spent the next handful of hours giving his statement, submitting genetics samples, and helping sketch artists get a draft of what the attacker looked like. Not much help there since it happened fast and she, yes he was sure it was a she, kept her face hidden. He could’ve given vague details of skin and hair, but he chose not to. Why? Let’s see, brown skin, dark hair. He Really didn’t want to encourage yet more anti-Arab sentiment. He was thanked for his cooperation and shown to an empty office where he could catch some sleep until they checked things out.

 When the door closed the same lean hungry eyed man Ricky met earlier stepped from the shadows. He limped and one of his arms was in a sling, but he seemed otherwise no worse for wear. “Where is it?”

 Ricky motioned to the mini fridge he’d set the beer bottle in after the police left him. “Can you speak, or is this one of those ‘grab what you came for and run.” things?” His guest nodded once before taking the bottle in hand and disappearing back into the shadows. Ricky sighed softly. “Figures.”

 “What?” Woman’s voice. Ricky turned his head and saw uniform.

He waved her off and relaxed. “I finally get a decent morning at work and all hell breaks loose.” He started to smile but stopped at the lack of amusement from his visitor. “How bad is it?”

 “Bad.” She sat in the office’s desk chair and spun it to face him. “Four dead, sixteen wounded. They’re not sure how many will make it.” She looked grim. Several moments passed before she let out a deep sigh. “I don’t think your friend knew you would have to go through this. The trick with the beer might point otherwise, but I’d like to think that was just plan B.” This woman had Ricky’s full and undivided attention now. “My name’s Alice.”

 They shook and grumbled. “After this is sorted out I’ve got a few things you might want to see.” He gave her a questioning look but couldn’t speak. “Don’t worry I won’t get in trouble. I don’t think anyway. Besides I had copies made, so it’s not like they’ll be missing anything.”

 

 “Well this isn’t too surprising.” The drives weren’t secured and the files were opened with programs any computer in the past decade could run. The problem Ricky and Alice ran into while hunched over Alice’s computer was that everything was in hieroglyphs. It was translatable, but there were no guides on drive, and a search through the Internet would take hours.

 Ricky peered over Alice’s shoulder while they looked the mass of symbols over. He hadn’t the faintest idea on what it was supposed to mean, but something jiggled into place. “These look computer generated.”

 Alice shrugged while scrolling through files almost as if she knew what she were looking at, almost. “So? All it takes is someone with a tablet and time to kill to draw pretty pictures.”

 “What I mean,” Ricky broke a major rule of etiquette by shoving Alice’s hand aside and started mousing through the drive’s contents while he spoke. “Look at the creation dates on all of these.” The oldest were almost a dozen years old and the newest a few weeks. “They’ve been active awhile.” He saw a plain text file and opened it.

 Alice grunted, shoving Ricky’s hand away. “So? They’ve been worshiped for militia. Even if they stopped existing when they weren’t they’ve been slumming around since the seventies, if not possibly since the mid nineteenth century. They’ve had lots of time to- Well I’ll be.” Her amber eyes skimmed what turned out to be a translation. “Whoever wrote this could’ve tried a little harder to not be so literal.” The sentence structure and word use would have made even the worst fan-dubbed anime look like the work of an English major, but it gave the pair a sense of what was on the rest of the drive.

 “A dog getting people to do his digging for him?” Motherly voice from behind them. They turned and saw an olive skinned heavyset woman looking back at them. “Funny that he was the one that advocated keeping mortals out of our business.” Blink and you would have missed the spear in her right hand.

 Alice’s gun was out but she held it relaxed with fingers away from the trigger. “Who are you?” “Oh I could claim any number of important titles dear child. I could go on and on about my deeds, or tell you the name of the face I’m currently wearing, but they don’t tell you a bit about who, or to hit closer to the mark what, I am.” Her tone was warm and light as she spoke. “Oh do put that away. I’m not going to hurt you.” Blink and the spear was gone. 

 “I just wanted you on notice that no side of what you’re stepping in is any more right than any other. I suggest, for your own health and Welfare you go play somewhere else.” Light tone that didn’t match the hardness in her eyes.

 Ricky bowed slightly to her. “I apologize Honored One.” This earned him a raised eyebrow from their uninvited guest, “But we have been charged with a task by one who we’ve sworn to follow.” He saw Alice’s angry look and sighed. “Well I have at any rate. I’m not sure where she stands.”

 The woman looked saddened by this but returned Ricky’s bow. “He is honored by your dedication I’m sure, but so far other than that berserker woman you’ve been shielded from our doings by-” She had a distant look on her face for a moment and then it was gone, “-Treaty is too strong a word. Think of it more as an informal agreement to keep mortals out of our affairs. We can’t go lording over the world like we used to. Nobody likes to admit to that but there’s just too many of us and if we started warring with each other now.”

 She cupped her hands then spread them wide, releasing a fist sized flash of light and a miniature mushroom cloud. “Too much fighting in Our Names even when we don’t say anything. Nobody wants to see what happens if we take a direct hand and make it worse.”

 Ricky and Alice both looked somewhat confused until that nugget of information sunk in. Wars fought by the hundreds in the name of religion over just the past thousand years. Yes the idea of these ‘dead’ pantheons not wanting to just encourage more seemed sensible, especially with their own positions so iffy where maintaining a following was concerned.

 Blink she was gone, almost like she was a daydream.

 After a few moments that felt like minutes Alice asked, “Was that a warning, threat, or an apology?”

 “I’m not entirely sure.” Ricky took the thumb drive and pocketed it. When Alice glared at him he only made shushing motions before heading for the door. He had what he had been asked to gather, assuming both drives had been copied onto this one anyway. He figured Alice might be irritated at his exit, but he didn’t want to be seen hanging around her too much here. After all they were at a police station and even though she was off duty she was still at her job.

 Why was he here? He’d given his statements, given the bottle of mystical magical knock-crazy-goddess-out beer to someone who he thought would probably be able to use it better than him. So.

 They glowered at him but sent a car ahead to his apartment to make sure it was clear before letting him go home. Take three guesses on who was supposed to babysit that night in case crazy sword swinging person wanted to add his head to the collection.

 Alice was less than thrilled at the idea, but she made the best of it when he offered to let her in for a brief rest. It wasn’t romantically or even physically motivated. Ricky just felt bad for her and she was half asleep long before it was time for her to leave.

 Inside she nodded approvingly at his home. It was kept in order, though it did look like it needed many many of those little touches most people don’t think to do, but it wasn’t overflowing with dirty clothes, rotted food, or Unnameable Horrors.

 Tidiness wasn’t what got her attention. Instead it was Ricky’s little bedroom shrine. She gently traced the curves of the center statuette and nodded at the offering bowel. When Ricky offered to let her use it she shook her head. “Thank you but no. Horus asked me to help you, but I’m not sure how he would take this.” This raised an eyebrow. “You thought Anubis was the only one tapping people on the shoulder wanting things done?”

 Of course things inevitably turned back to the mystery contents of the drive, which had been copied again onto Ricky’s computer. Most of the rest of Alice’s shift was spent finding a way to translate the translation into something that could be read without causing headaches. Getting it to make sense was also high on their priority list, which is why it took so long just to find something that would help even though both were relatively active members in different ‘pagan’ discussion groups. Groups that gave them access to people that had a better than average chance of making sense of what they were looking at.

 The files themselves weren’t posted, since that would be chancy and might risk upsetting things that could do Very bad Things if they were so inclined even when the object of irritation was one of their own followers. That and they wanted to see what it was before showing off even if it wasn’t some hyper secret plot to... Whatever.

 

 Days passed for Ricky with little out of the ordinary, and that little being the mundane aftermath from Sekmet’s rampage through his job. Word pas passed along here and there through people he and Alice knew to get a better idea what the files that, apparently, somebody thought was important enough to kill for . In fact the whole point of this little narrative skip was to fast forward through the boring parts and straight to where things start picking up again.

 We rejoin the Anubis pulling Ricky’s bedroom blinds open and the covers off his bed. Might be good, for the sake of clarity, to mention here and now that Ricky was still in bed. Actually he’d only gotten to sleep an hour before, but Gods, plural, are rarely all-knowing.

 “We need to have words.” Calm voice but even in the haze of tired and not quite awake Ricky new his visitor wasn’t going to take no for an answer. He mumbled something before crawling out of bed.

 “Not in ten minutes boy. Now.” Anubis started tossing clothes at Ricky. “Clothes. We’ll eat on the way.”

 Ricky dressed and was half led, half drug by his visitor out his front door. The whole time he wondered what happened to the whole ‘must be invited into one’s home’ bit all the old (and new) stories of supernatural doings seemed to hold as something not-humans had to do before breaking in.

 As if he heard the thought, or maybe it was because Ricky was muttering the whole time, the corners of Anubis’s mouth twitched into a faint grin. “I am permitted to go where my followers are. Our Shrines are Invitation enough.”

 Outside a black sedan waited for them. Ricky looked it over and shook his head. Sure the car looked nice, but though he wasn’t terribly interested in cars he saw dozens of little oddities that let him know this was no assembly line creation. He glanced, questioningly, at his companion as he got in.

 Anubis patted the car’s roof before sliding in. “Built for my needs by a few out of town friends of mine.”

 While he talked the car started on it’s way, a thing Ricky wouldn’t notice for a few more moments, “More from your pantheon Sir?” He tried puzzling out who out of Anubis’s extended friends and family list would be the most likely suspects and failed utterly. The source material was so old and so much time had passed that any of them would have been as good, or bad, a candidate as any other.

 “Hephaestus actually,” Ricky was somewhat surprised by this. Inter-Pantheon trafficking? First he finds out his God exists and, if sparingly, interacts with the world. Now he finds out multiple pantheons exist. Food for thought there, not to mention more than a little worry. “It’s somewhat hard to explain,” Anubis saw the expression across his follower’s face. “You would know him as that anyway.”

 “And this has to do with those drives you lost... How?” Before his host could respond he pulled out a thumb-drive of his own and handed it over. “Everything from what was there plus notes Alice and I made while trying to figure out what the translation file actually says.” He snorted, “Hard to get a written language that’s been dead to wrap itself around modern concepts.”

 Anubis looked out the window on his side, tinted blacker than was probably legal. “I have faith you managed well enough.”

 

 Their car, for the record I’m envisioning it to look like one of those London cabs except that it’s solid black (but you may picture it as whatever you like), seemed to ignore traffic by Ricky’s estimation. Though to be fair where it had gone there wasn’t traffic in the traditional sense. He could barely see anything from his window and found that rolling it down to get a better look wasn’t going to happen since there was no mechanism or button for this to happen. So he looked out and made guesses at what was on the other side based off of the darker outlines inside the darkened landscape he was seeing.

 Traffic moved like one would expect. Stop, go, intersections, and that sort of thing. However there were more than cars out there, and even if he could only guess at the details it was clear to Ricky that he wasn’t in Kansas anymore. No, really. He had lived, worked, and grew up, in Kansas and he wasn’t there anymore. So the expression, tired as it may be, fits.

 The fact that some of the ‘cars’ on the road they were traveling had legs and moved like giant beetles scurrying along probably didn’t help with Ricky’s sense of normalcy either.

 When both the driver and his... Companion? God? Ricky wasn’t entirely sure how to think of Anubis in this guise. Neither were telling him where they were headed or why. God’s will be done. Yea sure, works fine until you can stare ‘em in the face and they still give the tight lipped ‘we know better than you’ act. Ricky kept his complaints sub-vocal. For all he knew both ‘persons’ with him were mind readers, or at least could sense mood if not the actual content.

 To sleep or not to sleep? Sleep won out over curiosity and then there was blessed Nothingness until he felt himself being shaken awake.

 Where they were is hard to describe. Purely from a physical standpoint it looked like someone had taken them to Anywhere U.S.A. Then there was the stillness to everything. Other than a few other groups there was no traffic either on foot or car. Too few people in a place that was too clean. Ricky couldn’t help but chuckle at the thought. Instant city. Just add people. 

 Anubis walked slightly ahead, leading him to a building very much like the one he worked in. Inside it was a near duplicate, which seemed strange yet for some reason it wasn’t nearly as disturbing as he thought it would be. While he was being led he was trying to figure out if this was a construct for his benefit, if they’d actually built this place, if they were even on Earth or-

 Two bodies. One male, the other female. Both had clearly, to Ricky at least, been dead several days. Normal autopsy room. Tools lain out and it wasn’t until Ricky had put his scrubs on and washed that he hadn’t been directly asked to and that there was an audience.

 A handful of people, each of different ethnicity, watched. Closest to the bodies was a woman, whom Ricky judged to be their mother. He bowed slightly to them and, with Anubis acting as his assistant, he started the examination.

 Shouldn’t you be leading? Ricky’s hands were steady and when he spoke his voice calm and professional. Just a job, no matter how strange the venue or abnormal it was to let probable family members observe. At the very least shouldn’t Imhotep be here? 

 Anubis shook his head as if he heard the thoughts. If he had there was no other sign while they worked. The bodies were washed. The organs removed and weighed before being washed. Only later did Ricky wonder when the procedure moved from autopsy to modern-day-mummification ritual.

 Again he wanted to question, to demand to know why he was there, but he found that the procedure was completed and orderlies were wrapping the bodies while the woman who he thought was their mother spoke blessings over charms that were placed on the body to be held there as more layers of linen were added. Anubis said nothing and when he spoke it was only to add his blessings on both bodies once they were prepared and ready to be taken away.

 Ricky watched as the mother bowed to them before leaving. Only when he was sure they were alone did he speak. “Perhaps I’m pushing my limits, but what was that? Why didn’t you lead... This is your line of work. Why bring me along at all?” He was careful to keep his tone questioning rather than upset as he spoke, not sure if he was getting too familiar sounding with his patron.

 “Fair questions Richard.” Anubis led them into the street but not to their car. The sun was down by this time and Ricky followed, since he saw no other reasonable option. “I brought you here partially to show you that Hathor is herself again and so that she could see that not everyone who she was around while enraged had perished. You also need to know more of what is going on and I can only come to you for short periods.”

 “Where are we?” If this were the deadlands or spirit world then the Gods had modernized a great deal.

Anubis wiggled his left hand in a noncommittal gesture. “Let’s just say you’re where we go when not making uncommon requests of our followers and leave it at that.” Ricky nodded and they walked in silence until they’d come on a hotdog cart. Strange, but if things were taken at the god’s word then the rules here were bound to be different.

 Once they were seated at a nearby bench Anubis pulled out a thick spiral notebook. “A transcript of the debate Athena, Marduk, Odin, Osiris, and several others have had on attempting to reassert ourselves in mortal affairs.”  Ricky gave him a questioning look before he added, “Don’t worry, Thoth assured me it’s a perfectly understandable translation.” When Ricky went to open the book he was stopped with a warning glance. “Not yet. I gave that to you since our time isn’t best used here for story telling.”

 “Why are we here then Sir?”

 “Zeus, Spider-Woman, and Set all wish to have words with me. We are each bringing a mortal witness.”

 “Which is where I come in yes?”

 “Bingo.”

 

 How to describe when gods meet? Each appeared unassuming and everyday. Yet at the same time each had gathered the very essence of their Office. Spider-Woman was the lone exception to this and chose instead to wholly clothe herself in the guise of a gray haired woman clothed in hand man garments.

 Zeus was much what the media of the past two thousand years had portrayed him; broad shouldered, wild dirty blonde hair, bronze complexion. In short he was a God’s God. Yet at the same time the Greek Sky-God, Conqueror of Titans, and holder of a number of other well earned titles carried himself as if he were expecting the full weight of the world to come crashing on his head at any moment.

 Each brought someone with them. Zeus a light skinned dark haired woman, and Spider-Woman brought a woman that looked even older than the goddess herself. As if the two groups rehearsed the meeting beforehand, and they may well have, they each flanked Anubis and waited.

 “Set is late.” Spider-Woman observed.

 Zeus smoothed the wrinkles out of his suit and grumbled, “Set is always late.” His voice was sour. “Except when he’s early, or never bothers showing at all. You should’ve taken my advice. Nothing good comes from dealing with family.”

 Anubis grinned slightly, “Not all of us had a cannibal as a father, and Set has his uses.” Anger flared in Zeus’s eyes as sparks danced through his hair. “Really? Like the time he-” He stopped mid-sentence when the woman that came with him touched the god’s shoulder. 

 “Anger resolves nothing Honored Father.” Meek voice to match the girl’s posture but Zeus seemed to relax just the same. “Our lot is cast.”

 The grandmotherly woman of the group was careful to keep her voice neutral. “Wise words for one of Zeus’s play-pretties.” The younger woman glowered. “Oh get over it. You knew what he’d be like going in on this business.” She turned to Ricky. “And what of you? Don’t seem the sort to follow the Old Dog this far down the rabbit hole.”

 Ricky fidgeted, then stilled himself as he didn’t want to make a poor impression. “I really don’t know what’s going on. It might make me seem young and stupid, especially since you both look like you’re comfortable with wherever here is, but I got shoved in head first. So feel free to lay off the insults.”

 Spider woman looked from her own assistant to Ricky and smiled. “Such fire. Have a care young man lest you burn yourself and everyone around you.” Her eyes flicked to Anubis before she added, with no small amount of amusement, “You called for us. Since Set has chosen to be late I suggest we move to business.”

 “Agreed.” Anubis pulled the thumb-drive Ricky gave him from his pocket and showed it to the assembled group. “A copy of Thoth’s analysis of Nemesis’s prison.”

 A moment passed. Then two. “Well?” Zeus grumped, “You wouldn’t have called us if it was good news, so out with it.”

 “Fifty years, at most. It could be as little as a dozen years if somebody manages to get past the physical defenses and starts chipping from this side.” Anubis spread his hands wide. “Then it’s all over. It’s free and humanity becomes an all-you-can-eat buffet while Osiris would have us sit on our hands.”

 Ricky tried juggling what he and Alice had pieced together with the tone the conversation was taking. The documents they had tried making sense of were cut and dry and holding very little context for them to put it in. Much was there about directed entropy, wards, and a few hints pointing to the whole thing collapsing in on itself but here was the context that information went with.

 “New guy here.” Ricky raised his hand. “Why can’t you,” He pointed to Zeus, “pull a giant bug zapper off on whatever’s on the other side?”

 Zeus frowned and faint echoes of thunder could be heard when he spoke. “Because, boy, it took all of our combined power to just seal it. Against any one of us, or even all of us, it has the advantage.”

 “Nemesis is a creature of decay and unmaking.” Spider-woman’s voice held a lecturing tone; the same sort as an aging mother explaining a family embarrassment. “It is Hunger and Void manifest.”

 Zeus’s assistant chose then to speak. “There are many rules to direct intervention, and by the time tradition allows our patrons to act with free reign it will already be too late.”

 “Ah.” Ricky stepped back and thought this over. “Soooo....” He looked about. “Why are we here?”

 “They’re here to convince me to break the rules for them.” Short stocky man hanging from a lamp pole nearby. When he landed he half-ran half-tumbled his way to the group. “Isn’t that right shaggy?” Anubis growled.  “Your hands are tied and Horus’s little pretty is getting tired of everyone trying to lead her around by the nose.”

 The newcomer looked to Ricky and bowed. “There. It’s all summed up for Duncy McCluless M.E. Over there. You three know my price. Same as it was last time you asked. Yes or not.”

 Spider-Woman’s eyes narrowed. “Absolutely not!” “What makes you think we’ll consent to such a lopsided deal?” Anubis’s growl grew louder. 

 Zeus’s right hand shot forward just before a bolt of lightning hit Set square in the chest, which seemed to do little more than singe the fabric of his bright red clown suit.

 “Oh come on. That was uncalled for.” Set tried wiping the scorch mark away. “This was an authentic Bozo.”

 “You have our answer. Your terms, as they stand, are not accepted.” Sparks danced in the palm of Zeus’s right hand.

 Ricky looked at the group, trying to figure out if speaking was a good idea or not. Deciding that it wasn’t yet not speaking was an even worse idea he took a deep breath. “Without knowing anything I have to wonder. What’s the point in getting everyone here if you’re just going to turn laughing boy there down?”

 Three of the divinities glowered at him. The fourth gave a hyena-like laugh that was cut off as soon as the three turned their displeasure from the mortal onto him.

 Ricky fidgeted. “So let me see if I have the right of this. Sealed Evil in a Can that would like to snack on the human race en mass as soon as it gets out right?”

 Spider-Woman nodded. “There are details that must be added in but that is largely correct.” “By the time you’re allowed to act openly the bogyman has already eaten most of the planet and would then be too strong for you to do anything but be the ambrosia flavored after dinner mint?” “We would not go down so easily as that,” Zeus looked grim in spite of the light tone of his words. 

 Anubis’s tone, on the other hand, was as grim as his look. “Yet in the end we would go down. Without people to sustain us it would just be a matter of time.”

 “Let me get this right.” Ricky’s voice held little of the flood of confusion in his mind. “You’re talking about a literal end of everything and at the same time you’re shooting down the one guy that, from where I’m standing, looks like he has a plan just because you don’t like the price tag?”

 He paused to collect himself. No sense in letting emotion run rough over his decision making, especially where it concerned beings that could kill him or worse. “What, exactly, is your price.” He gestured to Set. “Killing Osiris? Somebody’s first born? Your face on the one dollar bill?”

 “I want you people to stop treating us like last week’s garbage.” Set looked Ricky and the other two mortals over. “Oh sure you three and a few thousand others are good as far as yo ugo for modern worship, but mostly its the cranks and crazies.” He paced as he talked. “I want recognition beyond the fringes. I want to see stadium sized temples packed with Thousands! I want to not be remembered only for some cheap kids show. What I want is to not be forgotten.”

 Anubis waited until the other divinity was finished before speaking. His voice was calm and his tone somber. “What you want is impossible. Our time may come again. It may be long passed. It is not our choice and to attempt to enforce worship is simply not possible.”

 “What you ask is something we cannot give. Yet what you offer is a way to avoid total oblivion for all of us.” Spider-Woman sounded more like she was thinking out loud rather than intentionally addressing anyone. “Would preserving us all not be enough of a reward?”

 Set looked at her and seemed to deflate. Surviving, even if you were left to the margins, was better than everything collapsing over stubbornness. “You will wait until I see if this works before letting the others know?”

 Everyone else nodded agreement. They would wait and see.

 

 While they were being driven back to the world of the familiar and everyday Ricky was silent. What happened was still processing and he wasn’t sure how to frame his question. Plus Anubis motioned for quiet every time he tried speaking.

 When they finally stopped and Ricky was let out Anubis rolled his window down and looked at the man. “You still have a murder investigation to help along. I’ll keep in touch.” And with that said the car sped away, disappearing in the most literal of ways once it merged with traffic.

 Anubis was right. The John Doe that started this God-Ball rolling was still considered unsolved. He was still officially on leave due to psychiatric reasons so he didn’t have direct access to the body. Still, he had his notes and pictures he’d copied over. While that was more likely than not a huge no-no he had taken the chance anyway after that first night’s visit.

 Because it had been days since he had reviewed the material it was almost as if he were seeing it for the first time, and what he saw bothered him. Postmortem wounding was consistent with the victims of Sekmet’s rampage, which made sense in a way. The strangulation-by-silk-cord bit didn’t. Anubis told him a group of militants had strung his prior body up. Had they been the one to loose Sekmet? Was it merely coincidental that she was there at the time?

 He grumbled and fumed as his mind poured over the data. None from the communities he’d walked had gone missing, or anything out of the ordinary. Oh there were the usual line of threats, door knockers, and the odd bit of vandalism, though that last was rare it wasn’t outside of what Ricky had considered normal.

 

 “Speak and be heard.” Alice’s voice was upbeat when she answered the phone.

 “Mind coming over for a bit?” Hard asking a near-stranger, even one that had common interests, to show at your door on short notice. “Need you to help me pick through an old puzzle.”

 “Oh,” Decidedly less happy voice. “Give me twenty and I’ll be over.” “Gratsi.” 

 

 “Homicide’s got this one and isn’t sharing.” Alice frowned at the pictures and copied reports. “All I’ve heard is the same song and dance you did. Group of nuts taking Old Testament judgment too literal.” She tapped one of the pictures showing the cord. “Why white?”

 “Why not? Maybe it was the cheapest they could get.” Alice shook her head, “I’d gotten asked into a group early.” She took a breath, held it, and let it out slow. “When I saw how they wanted to go about things I bailed. Saw a few other groups like that too. Did research into the Davideans, Jim Jones, and a few of the Millennial groups. Most religious groups put meaning on all kindsa crap. You know that.” Rick nodded slow. “So? It’s just a cord like you’d get off a set of really nice drapes. Nothing special there.” “How long have you kept a shrine going?” Barely contained exasperation to Alice’s voice. 

 “Off and on since college. Why?”

 “White. Purity. Purification maybe? You didn’t find anything on the body?” Headshake, “Other than the mauling that’s likely Sekmet’s doing? None.” Alice looked thoughtful. “Think she busted in and broke everything up before they got that far?” “I dunno.” Ricky did a quick look through and pulled up pictures of the crime scene. The place was pure chaos. Everything was hacked to pieces or broken apart. If one were to look past that it might have once been a reasonably nice looking room. 

 “You find anything out about her kids?” Alice looked over at Ricky hopefully. “Might give her motive to hunt them down. When they fled she settled on busting the place up.”

 Slight nod, “Tracks with what the stories say about her.” He then started explaining what he’d seen during his examination/embalming of the children’s bodies.

 “You get any samples?”

 “They wouldn’t let me. No marks or residue, though the latter could be because they’d been scrubbed head to foot.”

 “Damn.”

 Ricky grunted and looked back at the pictures spread in front of them.

 

 “Thank you Priestess.” Ricky stood in front of a crowd of maybe two dozen, maybe a little more, gathered in a rented basement room for their collective services. The preaching, chanting, burnt offerings, and such usually end with a closing prayer for guidance and an after meeting dinner, but while everyone was gathered Ricky took his chance to speak.

 “About a week ago,” How to phrase getting mauled by a pissed off goddess when the powers themselves wanted you to keep a low key? “About... I got attacked. It was all over the papers, several dead lots of speculation.” A few nodding heads. “OK good. Night before that I’d looked at a body that came in. Strangled, Mutilated after death. It’s been kept out of the news because they don’t want to start a panic, or scare whoever did this off, but the police think it might be a group of zealots targeting what they consider cult worship.”

 Pause to take in the crowd. Plenty of familiar faces. Even a few door ringers trying to ‘show wayward children back home’ were sitting in the back. He smiled at this and nodded to them. “First let me make this perfectly clear. I refuse to make a blanket statement that it’s any one group. As our guests here prove that tolerance and good faith aren’t quite dead yet, and for your time I thank you.”

 “Unfortunately the problem still stands and while it is being investigated I feel some obligation to try helping the police as much as possible.” He was sweating bullets here. Too many details he couldn’t go into that he desperately wanted the others to know. Had their faith not earned them the right to know that their whispered prayers and enduring public ridicule is not in vain?

 He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Do any of you know Eli Mohammad?” When he opened his eyes he saw one person in the crowd step forward.

 “He used to be my boss before I’d moved.” Rail thin, delicate face, fine mouse brown hair. He nodded to himself. “Actually he’s the reason I’m here.”

 “I’m sorry for your loss then, and I’m sorry about this but I must ask you when you saw him last and if there’s anyone that might have had a grudge against him.” Police questions, probably already had been asked to the girl, but Alice had told him to ask anyway in case anything had shaken loose between then and now.

 The woman had the additional pressure of being in a crowd when asked these things. Sure it was a crowd largely of friends in a place of safety, but still a crowd of onlookers. She had a far away look on her face for long moments before shaking her head. “I remember this antiques dealer, evangelical sort that just wouldn’t leave him alone. He’d filed harassment charges and tried getting a restraining order placed. Seems like it didn’t do any good.”

 Several people around her offered comforting words then, which seemed to get her more flustered than anything else. “David something or other. Starts with an M. I’ve got his card somewhere. Used to like browsing there before he got all weird. Cops won’t touch him, says something about not enough evidence to get him down from Canada.” She snorted, “Harassment for months on until he’s dead and this guy gets to walk?” Anger seemed to make the diminutive girl swell.

 “Thank you child.” Anubis’s voice. Different face and body but same voice, or near enough anyway. He stepped from the shadows to take the woman’s hand. None seemed to react to him, possibly out of the suddenness of his appearance, possibly some glamor.

 Ricky saw him take something from the woman before inclining his head to their guests. “You are always welcome in our house.” Out the door. Gone.

 With Anubis gone things broke down into the more usual routine. Food, small talk; though in deference to their guest’s comfort the offerings were held off until they had left. They were nice enough to come and keep civil after all.

 Alice frowned. “I’ll start digging when I get back to work.” “Honestly, what do you think?” Ricky sounded worried. He understood the reasons for most of the hoops and red tape that existed, but that didn’t mean he had to like it. 

 A shake of her head and a frown was Alice’s only answer. “So, I hear you got a few observers.” With the subject changed Ricky smiled. “Nice group, kept the debating civil and actually took notes... That were actual notes and not chicken scratching. Maybe I’m buying too much into the stuffed and ridged Catholic stereotype.” he chuckled,  “Wouldn’t that be something of a cosmic joke. Get all bent out of shape then do the same hand wave and ‘you’re intolerant pricks’ in return.” “Sad but s’how it usually goes. I’m sure they appreciate Jon and Anna letting them have a looksee.” “So long as it doesn’t show up on Faux as some sort of ‘expose of a godless cult.”” Eyeroll at the thought. 

 

 “We’re sorry but this number is no longer in service.” Ricky hung up, swearing under his breath as he did so. Alice was gone. No, gone would have been normal and understandable. Nobody in her apartment complex remembers anyone living in her unit for the past three months. Police have no record of her ever working there or anyone by that name.

 Were it not for the things she had left at his apartment he would have bought the idea of her being some sort of post-traumatic hallucination. It worried him that she had disappeared so thoroughly, and even though the divinities out there obviously had their hands full with this Nemesis business he had to know just what happened.

It had been years since he had attempted a summons. It, in fact, wasn’t strictly Egyptian so far as he had known. What he was doing more closely resembled the sort of thing one expects out of pagan ritual as propagated by sensationalist media. It took the better part of a day to gather everything and make everything ready.

 Of course since his apartment was rented he couldn’t very well do anything permanent he had to settle with a raised plywood platform for everything to work on. Nothing special there, just a four by four square of wood with studs along the bottom edge to give the whole thing a little rigidness. On top of this he drew the summoning circle and placed candles, with several glances at the compass he’d bought for this reason,, at the cardinal points. No internal pentagram though. Not only was it unnecessary, but if anyone chose to walk in he would have all manner of... problems ...what with the pentagram’s association with satanism and such.

 There’d be a fun headline. Pagan cultist arrested performing blood ritual. He did not take with Vouden’s stipulations of colors holding purpose, but he found white and black to suit the aesthetics and with them spaced as they were there was a certain amount of balance in play.

 Beer would not do, not even something brewed by his own efforts, not for this. He did not like what would be his best method of calling the god to him, so like anyone faced with unpleasant options he stalled. Oh he told himself he was going through a ritual cleansing of the body, and even though from a certain perspective that was true, he was most definitely stalling.

 In his next act of caution/stalling he inspected the binding circle again. It was made with gold paint carefully rolled along a penciled in circle done with a landscaper’s compass and chalk. In the gold border he drew a series of hieroglyphs that seemed to best suit his needs. A somewhat lax translation would go something like this, ‘You are commanded to not cross this line. Failure to heed this warning will cause your soul to be thrown into the underworld to be consumed by the lion, the crocodile, the hyena, and the hippo. You are commanded to not cross this...’ etc. etc.

 If it worked it would be something like luring a wild lion to you with bloody steak then putting it in a big paper bag while you stand in front of it hoping it doesn’t decide to tear your head off. Ricky took a deep breath and exhaled before picking up a silvered bell, the sort that the salvation army used to use when calling for donations.

 Candles were lit at the corners and the other lights in the room were dimmed. He fought down panic and fear over what he was doing and approached the southern point of the circle. “Anubis. Lord of the Dead. Anubis, my lord. I call you to me in my hour of need.” He brought one of his kitchen knives up as if showing it to some invisible spectator watching from inside the circle. “I offer a portion of my life’s blood to you now to honor you Lord.”

He used the knife to cut across his left palm. It wasn’t a deep cut, but it was deep enough to cause precious bodily fluid to fill his cupped hand almost before he could grab the bell in his other.

 “Come forth.” He swung the bell once.

 “Come forth.” Blood was threatening to spill on the carpet when he rang the bell a second time. He could not afford to pay it any attention though. His mind, in it’s entirety, was focused on the calling.

 “Come forth!” When he rang the bell a third time he tipped his left hand over a shallow bowel just inside the circle and quickly pulled outside it’s parameter.

 For a minute there was nothing. Just Ricky standing in his bedroom pressing an old t-shirt into his hand to keep from bleeding everywhere. There was no whispering of power, no manifestations. Nothing.

 Other than grabbing something for his hand Ricky did not move. He barely breathed. Work! This has to work! I’m caught in something and I have nowhere else I can turn. 

 The candlelight stirred. Was it from the air conditioner kicking over? Still, Ricky did not move. His god had revealed himself, and he found it impossible to believe that he would be casually turned aside.

 Shadows gathered, it was a subtle thing at first but soon grew more pronounced. Slowly a man-shape formed in the circle’s center. It was, and was not, the same as Ricky had seen him before. This was the god in his natural form. Human, but exuding an aura, not quite of power but of self around him as the shadows fell away from his newly minted body.

 When his eyes opened he saw Ricky kneeling, head down, on the outside of the platform. “Bit of trouble you’ve gone to here Richard. What can I do for you?” Conversational tone, easy manner. He even gave an amused glance at the circle.

 Ricky was taken more than a little off guard by this. He hadn’t thought the summoning would work, not really. It was only a little paint, a few candles, and only a little bit of his blood. “I... uh sorry for yanking you away from whatever you were doing Sir.” Always a good idea to apologize, “But I did not know who else I could call for information.”

 Anubis stood calmly within the confines of the summoning circle and waited. He could break free if he wanted, but it had been a very long time since anyone had bothered Calling him. However Ricky was starting to babble. Mustn’t have that now. “And?” He growled low, “What is it?”

 Attention refocused. Ricky shuddered at the look in the god’s eyes. “It’s Alice, she’s gone.” 

 He snorted, “Call missing persons? Talk to her landlady? One does not call down the divine l-” 

 “There’s no record of her ever existing.” Even calm voice in spite of the fact Ricky was terrified at having probably overstepping what he could do without getting ripped to itty bitty pieces.

 Anubis went from annoyed to interested in roughly a heartbeat. “Horus’s child yes? Dark hair, dark skin, green eyes, that sound like her?” Ricky nodded. “Strange, as I understand it having no paper trail or other records of your life are next to impossible while functioning in your country, yes?”

 “If you kept yourself to menial labor and used the same methods illegal immigrants use it’s possible.” Ricky conceded after a few moments to look at the problem. “Trouble is she was posing as a cop, and they take an extra long look at you before letting you in for training, educating, and the like for fairly obvious reasons.” Obvious to him at least. Would be more than an embarrassment to let someone with a criminal history or someone that wasn’t supposed to be in the country work as law enforcement. Imagine someone with ties to gangs or other similar groups that could not only get their hands on the sort of equipment most departments had, but also had access to patrol routes, duty rosters, and other such information.

 Anubis seemed to recognize something of this. “Indeed. Casting the wolf as the sheep’s guardian is self-destructive.” He paced within the confines of the circle as he considered potential actions. “I could just ask Horus what’s become of her, though if he’s playing his own game I doubt a direct confrontation will do anything other than antagonize him. Maybe she left some clue or tell-tale of her passing. You two were, if not friends, allies. I find her behavior disturbing.”

 Ricky watched and listened as the god thought the problem over. Eventually Anubis turned to face Ricky before making a gesture and breaking the circle and heading to the kitchen. When Ricky looked at the now broken summoning circle he frowned. The writing had changed from hieroglyphs to plain English and now read ‘A nice attempt for a beginner with little knowledge to work off of, but as it is barely adequate a barrier for shades and restless spirits it is far too little to hold me or my kin anywhere. We will continue our discussion in the kitchen.’ 

 When he got to the kitchen he was handed a coke and a sandwich. “Sit.” Anubis pointed to a chair that scooted itself away from the table. “Please.”

 After Ricky did as instructed Anubis looked at him. No, not with the distance in his eyes. His head turned but he wasn’t looking at Ricky. “Horus told me something of this girl and I urge you to leave the matter alone Richard.”

 “Why? Didn’t you ask me to find out what happened? She’s a clue she’s-” Ricky bargain, but was cut off.

 “An immortal.” Anubis interrupted. “She is also a magi of some considerable skill. Perhaps her business here relates to Nemesis. Perhaps she is merely passing the time. Either way her involvement with you is apparently at an end. I can get no further with Horus without pressing, and that is something I do not risk for very little apparent reward.”

 “But-” Ricky tried speaking but was again silenced.

 “I know, you feel like you need to know what is happening so you know which way is your best course.”

Ricky shook his head. “It’s not that exactly Sir. Everything’s getting over my head here and if I”'m expected to do I’m going to need help to keep from sliding under.”

 “I see.” He might have, or the god might have been trying to buy himself breathing room.

 “Do I have your permission to try bringing a few others into this?”

 “You may, but convincing them you’re not delusional could be a problem.” Anubis kept his expression neutral when he spoke. “I dare not upset matters even more than they already have by showing myself as I really am.”  Annoyed? Sure. Richard was annoyed. “You outright blurted what you were to me!”

 “A singular risk I was forced to make to have an agent that could move freer than I am normally.” The god’s expression soured. “Were I able to act as freely here in this world as you are I would never have shown myself.” 

 “So you don’t care about the sort of humiliation and suffering we face by being nonconformists to the Book People huh? It’s all about what we can do for you.” Were he able to take those words back Ricky would have, but a moment’s impatience and aggravation has left him saying something very regrettable.

 “Is that what you think?” Anubis eyed the man before his expression sagged. He looked like he’d gotten slapped by Ricky’s words. Who knows, maybe he had been. “I’m sorry you feel that way.” He got up and started for the door.

 “Wait! Please I’m-” The door slammed shut leaving Richard more alone than he had been in a very long time.

 

 Time passed slowly for Richard. He was allowed to work again. New bodies, new puzzles, and thankfully no children on his work load. He worked efficiently but joylessly. Members from his coven had called but he wasn’t having any of it. Maybe later. He told himself whenever anyone from his old crowd would drop by. Not now though. 

 A few calls he couldn’t put off though. They were his friends, and they had gotten concerned. What to tell them though? Nothing felt genuine to his mind when he considered his options when somebody was banging on his front door. He had missed services. They were just checking on him.

 “I’m fine. Go away!” He heard himself yell as he dressed. The pounding wouldn’t stop. He breathed deep and exhaled. “Be there in a minute.” He didn’t want to see anyone but in his mind it would be quicker to get it over with than to have to wait until they left on their own.

 Door open. Ricky was staring out at the door knocker in little more than a half-unbuttoned flannel shirt and sweatpants.

 His visitor, in contrast, was dressed in a three piece suit straight out of the turn of the last century. His features were different, but Ricky recognized the eyes. Gambler’s eyes. Dancing merry one moment, somber and severe the next and just the hint of the always changing mind at work.

 “Well?” The man asked. “Can I come in?”

 Given everything Ricky had experienced so far his sour look at the over-dressed stranger might be understandable. “I’m not sure, can you?” Mocking tone. It was a gamble, but one he felt was safe given how much almost everything on the supernatural seemed to agree on unwanted creatures and critters needing an invitation.

 “Ah,” The man grinned wide as those dancing changing eyes looked Ricky over. “The wayward child has an ounce of sense after all.” Approving tone, but the man shoved past Ricky into the apartment anyway. “Not that it keeps our kind away entirely. Oh sure my effects budget is cut by barging in,” The man’s words felt almost carelessly tossed aside as he swept through Ricky’s home. “You would be a fool to think me powerless though.”

 Laughing Man, yes let’s call him that for the time being, was in the middle of making himself a sandwich when Ricky swung a baseball bat at the backs of his legs. On impact the bat cracked down the middle and Ricky’s hands went numb from the jolt.

 “Can’t even depend on a good Louisville these days.” Laughing Man commented right before taking a bite.

Ricky grimaced and managed to work his fingers enough to know that they were still attached, but they wouldn’t do anything else for the next while like that. “Get out.” Steady voice, but against this intruder the words felt small.

 “Oh I think not little duck blue.” Laughing Man picked Ricky up by his shirt collar and dropped him in the living room couch. “We have things to talk about,” He leered before pouting, more a caricature so overblown that it would have been more at home in a bad stage play than a person’s home, “It isn’t like we can do that if I'm not here? You want me here don’t you?”

 “No.” Monosyllable. Sour.

 The Caricature that was Laughing Man’s face instantly went from pouty/sad to happy/maniacal grinning. “Your head says No. No.” He reached over to grab the top of Ricky’s head, which was a feat in of itself since he was still in his kitchen, and made him shake his head. “But your heart says Yes. Yes.” He made Ricky nod before letting go.

 “You feel like yesterday’s newspaper. Used and discarded once all the interesting tidbits are read through. Right?” Before giving Ricky a chance to respond Laughing Man continued. “You want to have faith, but now that we’ve all been knocked off our shiny unapproachable pedestals having fallible icons of worship isn’t as nice as you thought is it?”

 Silence was Laughing Man’s only answer so far. He didn’t seem to care and took Richard’s silence as approval to filch more from the kitchen. “Have to say, even with all the bugaboo over the environment have to like all the progress you apes’ve shown in the past couple hundred years.”

 “Get. Out.” Ricky stood, glaring at the intruder. “You are not invited. You have no Power here. Get. Out.” He trembled and shook. That’s how angry he was at what was going on.

 “Pfft. You and who else? You gave mutt-boy the middle finger, so I doubt he’ll answer any bleating for help.” Laughing Man snorted. “And what of the White Christ? So Impersonal. So... distant. ‘Help those that help themselves.’ Kind of charming way of saying ‘you’re on your own kid.’ Hope you haven’t traded in with those lot on account of a little rudeness now-”

 Ricky punched him in the face.

 “Hey! You can’t go doing that sort of-”

 Again. Fist. Face. Briefly he wondered why this person... Spirit... God.... Whatever. Why it didn't bother flattening him.

 “YOU WILL STOP THIS INSTANT MORTAL!” Laughing Man hadn’t changed a single bit, not physically. He held himself straighter. Proud. Confident. Every inch of him was a God and he would not take any lip from a mere mortal.

 “Either blast me into a grease spot, sign me up for a few thousand years of torment, or Get Out.” Ricky stood there. Mortal man. No special protection (that he knew of anyway) and very much afraid he’d finally gotten himself in deeper than he could dig out of. At the same time though he stood there, waiting for the intruder to make his move.

 Laughing Man glowered at Richard. His gaze penetrating and all-seeing. “I can see why he thought you would be helpful. Pity you took yourself out of the game.” He snorted dismissively, “pity but oh well.”

 Gone was the regal commanding presence and back with the dismissive living cartoon comedy face. “Taa!” Gone. No special effects just. Here. Blink. Gone.

 

 Even after several hours Richard was mentally pacing through that brief but strange encounter as well as other facts that he’d managed to hang onto since his life had gotten strange.

 The, for lack of better word, Gods of Old apparently kept ties with each-other over the millinia, or possibly only started just recently. All of them were worried about some creature... entity... thing that would turn the human population into the largest all you can eat buffet imaginable, which would also mean even these ‘gods’ would die due to lack of worship.

 So does that mean when we stopped worshiping them they stopped existing and only came back into being when popular culture picked them up again? Risky shook the thought away as interesting, but likely not important at the moment. Rather he labeled it as important, but too far on a tangent to worry about.

 Somebody had killed a body Anubis had created for himself. Why though? Ricky frowned. The drive everything was on was in a condom but either the string’d broke or he never tied it off. So how could he have gotten it out-  Pause as realization hit. Eww. Alright he had data he didn’t want some random mugger to grab. There was somebody that wanted what he knew and either killed him so it wouldn’t get passed along or killed because it didn’t look like he had it on him. 

 At some point Ricky found himself pacing his apartment. He didn’t think any better on the move, but even so he was feeling restless. He wasn’t a cop, and his used-to-be-ally was the one that was supposed to do all the deductive reasoning. Unfortunately she turned out to not exist according to anybody’s records and even his patron deity had told him poking further would only irritate his relatives.

 Ricky had found himself staring at Anubis’s shrine. It had only been a couple days since he’d last used it, but residue from offerings past as well as leavings from incense and candles that hadn’t been cleaned up made the thing appear insulting somehow. So he’d carefully taken it apart and started cleaning all the different bits that usually got dirty during his personal services.

 I’m still mad at him for cutting me out and being rude about it. He told himself as he went about this task, Maybe tomorrow I’ll see if I’ve completely burned that bridge or not. It felt, to him anyway, too much like a couple’s spat. One person does something unintentionally aggravating, they argue, walk away, then eventually figure out both were being morons about the whole matter.

 Before that, however, he carefully reassemble the now clean shrine and made a call. Ring ring. “Hey, now a bad time?” Pause. “Ah.. yea actually I wanted to know if you, Mike, and a few of the others could swing by. I need a few people I can talk to.” Longer pause. “I know I’ve been acting like a drip lately but this is kind of important.” He scrambled for something to write with and started taking notes. “OK... thanks.”

 

 Getting everyone to believe that he wasn’t crazy after he had given a brief retelling of his doing since being put on the trail he was on was surprisingly easy. Stress, all of them had put his standoffish down as stress from having a difficult case on his hands and almost getting killed at work. Of course he hadn’t, at that point, told them about his relationship to the being he worshiped. One step at a time.

 Next was to show everyone the copied over contents of the drive. He frowned at the folder, half expecting the whole thing to have been either deleted or garbled into unreadability. Instead what he got was the original images as well as the translation of the translation which made reading far simpler for the home audience.

 After letting everyone have a skim each frowned. Take things from their perspective after all. They have had no dealings with the supernatural and here was a set of texts explaining that some ancient sealed away entity was soon to break free from a prison that it had been stuck in since the end of the crusades.

 One of those that Ricky had brought in, the woman that had told him who had wanted this information in the first place, looked lost in thought. Granted Anubis, in the fleshy disguise he was wearing at the time, had been her boss and this was what he had apparently been killed over so it was somewhat natural really. He himself wasn’t sure how best to approach the rest of the group so he’d left them to talk amongst themselves while he got drinks. That’s when he noticed someone had left something in his fridge. He looked at it, unwrapped the note from the bottle it had been taped to, and frowned before heading to the door.

 He had half expected the man that he found waiting on the other side and nodded in the man’s direction. “I haven’t told them the stranger bits yet. I wanted to get the more mundane things told while I still have some credibility.”

 The man smiled and stepped through. “It is good you waited.” Ricky let him by and watched him approach the rest of the group. The girl stopped mid-sentence and stared slack jawed at him.

 “You.” She bowed her head to him. “I thought you might have been involved Lord.” Ricky stared.

 The man nodded. “Aye lass. You’ll have to forgive Richard here. He was more than a little afraid he wouldn’t be believed.”

 To Ricky’s surprise the woman blushed slightly, “I’m sure you had nothing to do with that at all right?”

It was his guest’s turn to color but he said nothing else on the matter.

 The two others of the group looked rather confused, a condition that only worsened when his guest started explaining the more spooky aspects of recent happenings.

 

 “So what you’re saying,” Matt looked between Ricky and Anubis, “Is that Butcher was right even if he didn’t quite mean to be?”

 “In his own way, though the details are wildly different the idea he used of a collective subconscious giving life to me and my fellows has some truth.”

 Matt nodded quietly but was quiet.

 “I suppose,” Anubis took a deep breath then exhaled, “I suppose all of you want to know why we’ve been shying away from direct contact.”

 The woman shook her head, “I figured it was like you told me, nobody would believe us if we tried, and those that would aren’t really the sort that can function in normal society.”

 Mike grunted but continued to say nothing.

 Anubis folded his arms and looked at the four mortals. “We still owe our followers several apologies,” his eyes focused briefly on Ricky, “Some are owed more than others.”

 Something about this conversation felt different to Richard. It wasn’t tension so much as some nameless energy   hanging in the air. “All of you have read Thoth’s notes?”

 Everyone nodded.

 “Then you know what we’re faced with. Set has proposed a solution of sorts if things go,” His eyes unfocused for a moment, “pear shaped. How much do all of you know of the supposed Rapture?”

 Mike shook his head, “Load of crock really to give a few self important Christians a reason to feel superior.” Confused looks from the rest. “OK TL;DR version. End of days come knocking, God reaches down and snatches the faithful away so it’s only the unbelievers and Jews that have to put up with the worst of it.”

 Several eyebrows. Mike snorted, “Somebody even wrote a book series about what’s supposed to happen.” Pause. “What, I’ve got friends all over, some of ‘em even like healthy discussion.”

 Anubis nodded. “Details get kind of strange but that’s the gist of it. Each of my kin as well as those from the other houses have been given permission from On High to provide shelter for a portion of those that hold faith with us.”

 Lightbulb. Everyone starts speaking all at once.

 “What about those that you can’t take?”

 ”Are we going to be leaving with you?”

  “When’s this going down?”

 Anubis raised a hand and suddenly everyone else in the room was silent. Mouths moved but no words came out. “My apologies but if I may,” No arguments, even if it were possible. “I hate the idea of leaving anyone, but there is only so much that can be tolerated before a panic is started by the wider masses, and none save the powers that be know if this contingency is even needed. Still, better to have than not yes?”

 Again no arguments.

 “Three days I will give you four as well as others I have gotten in touch with. On the fourth day I will come for you all. I don’t promise a land of milk and honey, or whatever the modern equivalent is for easy living. In fact all of us are in pretty much universal agreement that having all of your needs totally covered would be a terrible thing. So instead we have provided a place for you to start over.”

 “Lord?” Ricky spoke soft, questioning.

 Anubis nodded.

 “I hope it doesn’t turn out as bad as you say. If we can’t take our families...” He didn’t want to finish, not out loud. Of course the thought didn’t need finishing. If they couldn’t take anyone with them and these measures were needed there’s be a great number of upset and heartsick people.

 “we’ll cross that bridge if we come to it.”


 

Night Watch 

 

I suppose it’s best to explain the purpose of this before you read further and get all muddled by confusing and sometimes conflicting accounts. Perhaps it would be more dramatic if I said I didn’t have a name, or had keep my private identity a secret, but there are too many in my profession that try high drama and come off worse for the attempt. The point about needing to keep my personal life to myself, however, is still valid; so call me Max. It’s not my birth name, but it is the name I have always used when I’m working.

 

I don’t like being called a superhero, or masked avenger, or any number of the colorful terms that people in my line of work have been stuck with over the decades. Having said that, yes I can jump Really High, bend and break things most normal people can’t, and in general shooting at me will be more of an annoyance than an actual problem. There are dozens, if not hundreds, of people like me. Each have their own unique talents, skills, and abilities, and most manage the trick of holding down a solid job and a ‘civilian’ identity. It is unfortunate that I’m not one of these, and though I do have a normal home and social life I tend to when I hang my metaphorical cape up, this seems to be the one job I seem well suited for. What follows is my attempt at sharing portions of my life, opinions, and tidbits in the news I feel are worth commenting on. Please keep any cringing to yourself.

 

Talent Night Goes Wrong.

 Where do I start here? OK fine. I’m sure nobody’s ever heard of Bugtussle. Small town I hadn’t heard of either and probably wouldn’t have ever known about except for the fact I rode through on top of a trailer load of stolen goods. Team of anywhere between six and ten guys come through with a Simi, park in front of Two Rivers Mall, and leave with- Actually I’m not sure how much was actually in the trailer. I showed up because I was closer than the police.

 That actually oversimplifies things by not taking into account that although technically I have legal authority and jurisdiction there are several in the traditional chain of command that my activities encourage, rather than discourage, criminal activity. These same people also feel that in those instances where I succeed I somehow hurt department credibility and undercut the need for Winston’s Finest. Can’t really say I blame the thought there. After all what if I stop going after cases where it’s pretty easy to tell who’s on which side of the law and start going into things that need a more delicate approach to finding enough proof to make the arrest stick.

 As interesting as that thought might be to some of you we’re getting off on a tangent.

 I’d shown up right when they were leaving. At first I’d taken them for either cleaning or re-stocking or something. No masks, calm I-Belong-Here attitude, and appropriate looking clothes. Still, alarm inside tripped and if these people were legit they would have probably made arrangements to have someone from their employer handle that all important detail. So while they were leaving I hopped on the top of their trailer to see what I could see. I left a noticeable dent in the top of the thing, and if something less questionable showed up I’d be unavailable to lend a hand. Plus I was in a pretty exposed spot if their response to strange noises involved automatic gunfire.

 I held on while they drove by a pair of really handy magnetic grapples. OK they’re stupidly strong rare earth magnets that most people would have trouble lugging about, much less reposition once they’ve clamped on. I carry them in my, well it’s been dubbed everything from the Justice-Mobile, WarWagon, SpookSter, and all sorts of other names besides. It’s mine; me and a few friends built it for my special needs, and unlike all those gaudy comic book cars it actually blends in with day to day traffic, and it has room for most of my stuff so I can have handy things like magnets strong enough to grip an aluminum walled trailer while going at highway speeds.

 We rode like that for, well, I’m not sure except it was awhile. I saw ‘Now Entering Bugtussle’ on the way so I guess we were still there when the truck stopped. By legal agreements I cannot quote anything anyone has said, because while I have the authority to make arrests and anything said after that point automatically goes on record and yea... I know I know. It can be a bit of a headache. The driver spoke with somebody else and they pulled further into the storage lot, presumably to the units they’d rented to put this stuff in.

 I was just thankful they hadn’t noticed me yet; because while I could have taken them all there it adds to credibility if they can’t turn around and say ‘this guy jumped us out of the blue. We were just moving inventory around.” Granted I’m not sure if they would have thought that far ahead, but they had savvy enough to pull this off so I didn’t want to risk their having faked work orders and delivery papers. I suppose one would wonder why they didn’t just rent space in a traditional warehouse to complete the illusion if that were the case, but the thought hadn’t crossed my mind till just now.

 Once they’d parked and started unloading I pulled a GPS unit off my belt. This was one of those expensive ruggedized models that not only could take abuse, but could also, if connected to either an Internet connection or cell phone, transmit its current location. Handy if you don’t want to speak, but you want someone else to know where you are. I’d done this trick a few times before so was pretty confident I could manage it under these conditions. While the trailer was being unloaded I’d taped a phone, pre-paid so there wouldn’t be any sort of bill leading back to me, to the back then made a gentle underhand toss so the bundle would land on the unit block’s roof. That would tip off a few friends I have with Winston PD that they might want to start looking here for missing goods.

 I could have taken them right then, but I didn’t see anything parked nearby, so if they didn’t scatter on foot I had to work under the assumption they’d pile in the truck and either meet with others from their crew/set/whatever, or they’d return the truck to whatever rental place they’d gotten it from THEN scatter. I tend to carry two or three of those GPS gizmos and I keep a few phones. Look, I know. I could probably have gotten something that does what my McGuyvered homing devices do without involving duct tape. I just like using as many commonly available gadgets as possible. Never know when I’ll come up against a bright bulb that can figure out who’s buying all the customized swag.

 Right. Good Guys know where the stolen goods are. I’ve put another tracking thingie on the truck itself, and if they’re going somewhere private rather than a rental lot I would see just who else was involved. Pity that last part didn’t work out so well. I was too busy trying to get a look at incoming traffic and got a face full of decorative gating and the last I saw of that truck or the people in it that night was of their taillights going down the road while I was peeling myself off the pavement.

 Eh well. One of the many reasons I deal with the homing thingies is in case I get thrown off the trail and the boys in blue will have a few facts to string together. It’s just embarrassing when the throwing off is this literal.

 After dusting myself off I took my phone out and called dad. He wanted to know how my first night out on my own went, good or bad. He’ll give me merry hell about not paying attention, but not nearly the level of grief that my granddad might.

 Not easy being the grandson of a legend, but it’s the only life I know. I suppose as a consolation things haven’t been a total wash, and in the event my judgment was off there would only be a minor embarrassment rather than a major fiasco.

 Gotta love these new do-everything phones. I’m truck surfing while typing all this. Grateful I pulled my magnets off the truck when I got clonked, it made the process of getting back as easy as hopping on something headed the way I wanted to go and keep an eye out for my exit.

 

Needful Things.

 I’ve just met with a friend in Winston PD, whom I will refer to as M to preserve their identity, and gotten back the jerry-rigged tracking devices I’d left for them to find. While my assistance had given them leads to follow, and returned the stolen items, they’ve requested that my involvement remain indirect in the matter because of some visiting high ranking muckamuck’s kid from out of state somehow being involved. Irritating they want me to use kid gloves, but I understand. Kid gets popped he’s going to have Daddy Morebucks call in the high powered legal team that could get Freddy Felon or Marley Misdemeanor off on a technicality caused by me throwing him through a wall before hauling him in.

 I’ve actually done that before to somebody that pulled a shotgun on me. It’s actually quite therapeutic, and if done right you don’t break nearly many bones in the perp as you would think.

 M gave me what they came up with on both who rented the storage units and the truck. Winston’s Finest had been explicitly told to Stay Away otherwise Bad Things will happen to their budget. However if they got tipped off by a dependable informant that has no official affiliation with the department followed up by a subtle but not too subtle hint that if nothing further is done an expose piece will be put through the late night circuit well, I’m sure Bad Things are still more likely than not, but at least this way it’ll get delayed until after a solid case has been built and arrests made.

 I got home from last night’s doings about the time most people go to work in the morning. Right now it’s close to what most people thing is lunch time. A friend of the family is going to show up tonight for some as-yet-not-known reason, and the people M wants me to check in on are from out of town.

 What I need is time.

 Thankfully I’ve got hours before Comrade Peter, yes That Comrade Peter, shows. I know it’s more than most are willing to believe that my family’s on good terms with the former Red Menace. Like I said before, to me it’s just how things were. He’s a nice guy, and even when he and granddad stood on opposing sides of the Iron Curtain they had self imposed rules and more than a little respect for each other. He helped train me when granddad got sick, taught me the simple joys that can help offset the heartache being ‘unique’ can bring, and he helped convince my father that it was in my best interests to let me follow the path he least liked. I won’t slight the man by being late in picking him up, especially since I’m pretty sure even though he’s in his seventies he could probably knock me into next week.

 First stop on my quick check through things is going to be at Lucy’s Bar and Grill. I’m hungry, and the guy that runs the place might be able to give me a better go-to on these people. I don’t advise anyone else try the man. In his prime he probably could take me in a straight up fight. Just glad that he, granddad, his wife, and I had a long heart to heart over dinner one night. Not sure if he actually knows anything, and if not I’ll have to suss these people out on my own. Don’t like it because I just don’t see any gang, especially a purely local one, stealing that much stuff without some sort of deal with one of the bigger fish. Then again I’ll admit I’m new at this so probably don’t quite understand how the criminal mind works.

 

Words Fail Me.

 Granddad’s Dead. I. Breath. Inhale. Hold. Exhale.

 Peter told me he wanted to give me the news personally instead of over the phone. The Funeral’s going to be next Friday after a week of national mourning. He’s asked me if I wanted to speak when they bring him to Washington for public services.

 I’ve gotten calls from a few friends that know all those little details about my life I don’t generally share. I’m not fine.

  Dad’s told me it’s better off for everyone that the Old Man’s gone. He said people shouldn’t look to any single person as their savior.

 We argued. Can’t think straight. Sorry.

 If anyone needs me I’ll be beating up pimps and drug pushers. Maybe Mr. Patterson will start hitting his wife again. He does it tonight and I’m not sure if I can keep myself from killing him.

 

Brawling the Blues Away.

 Nobody died because of me, though more than a few have broken bones and probably will have nightmares of what I did to them for the next decade. On the whole though things were slow. Maybe this is one of those moments where the whole nation stops and realizes just what happened is deeply historic and has to take a few moments to catch it’s collective breath. Maybe even if they don’t realize I’m the man’s grandson I’d more likely than not look up to him and as a result would be unpredictable if provoked right now.

 Case in point I see a Slurp n’ Shop getting held up and one of the thugs sees me. He motions to the door and the guy holding up the register pushes the money they’d just stolen back to the kid working there, and dropped their guns before finding somewhere else to be. Usually they either put up some sort of fight, or try taking the money with them.

Peter showed up around midnight, in full uniform no less.

 ‘Come. We will celebrate your Grandfather’s life by doing what he loved.’ I’m pretty sure the thick accent was a put-on, but even though the man’s old enough to retire to a quiet life wherever he pleases he still cuts an impressive figure, and he’s kept his Colors in pristine condition. 

 The night was slow, but there were places the two of us proved useful in keeping the peace. Underground fighting. Normally I turn a blind eye, especially when I know the people running the things enforce rules to limit how bloody they get. It’s the ones like we saw that involve weapons or ‘to the death’ that get my attention. Normally I try a calm rational approach before things get messy to see if at least a few people will see sense and find somewhere else to be. There that night though we’d told them to either leave, or they would be made to leave, and we didn’t care which. Even with the sort of extraordinary healing, tolerances, strength, and such taking on a room full of testosterone junkies in a confined space isn’t what either of us would consider smart fighting.

 Between the two of us we had the room cleared in maybe five minutes, possibly less. Normally I’d feel bad for anyone who I actually hurt. It’s generally better if I can incapacitate without permanently laming or otherwise compromising someone, but nobody would die because of our untidiness. Peter made calls both to Winston PD and to a few of the closer hospitals. Can’t be sure but I think Mercer Medical was closest, or maybe Julie Ann Memorial. Both were called before we left.

 Before the night was over we hit a burning building, working with Winston’s Bravest so they could focus on the fire while we looked for anyone trapped inside. Of the people we helped direct out only one needed more than a quick pointer on which way was out and I let Peter carry him out while I made sure it hadn’t spread. Bless whoever invented those oxygen masks. That would have been far more difficult with people dying in the process if they hadn’t lent us a pair.

 We called it a night after that. I was tired, Peter was exhausted, and we both had a flight to catch in a couple hours. M knows I’ll be gone, and though they and the rest of the department will miss me they understand.

 Typing all this while on the way to the airport. Police escort, people lining the streets. There’s a good number of homemade banners and signs. You’d think I’d done something to deserve the attention. Not sure who told them, or why. Things won’t be quite the same when I get back, but I left my gear in good hands.

 

Guiding lights.

 It was all over pretty much every network. I will spare you with details you’re already familiar with. Perhaps he would have said he’d rather the national attention to the causes he championed and his want for people to come together on this grand a scale to have happened before he died, but I’m sure he would have been happy with the memorial service. All in all I feel it was done tastefully. Was actually somewhat caught off guard that so many from his old unit are gone.

The words I said were not quite the ones I wanted to say. They were true words spoken from the heart, but it was only part of what I wanted to say. So here goes with the rest of it.

 

 His life has touched so many for so long that it’s hard to believe he’s gone. I grew up with this man and saw the flaws and failings that he tried to keep from the public eye and, I believe, everyone has tried to quietly dismiss as hearsay and black propaganda.

 When I started dating he took me off to one side to give me The Talk. I suppose everyone gets this talk when they first figure out girls aren’t icky. Hold open doors and such. His Talk also went into things he Never Ever wanted me to do. One of these was dating ‘those kinds of people.’ I can already hear the uproar this will cause and ask everyone to just settle down. He had the greatest respect for people of any creed or color, far more than many from his generation were brought up to have. That upbringing was bigoted, backward, and even though he often rose above it there were some things that had been so ingrained in him that they were a part of him.

 Skip ahead to my Senior Prom. I was scared out of my mind because my date, a wonderful and intelligent woman who is still in my life, broke one of these Unbreakable Rules. I couldn’t lie to the man, and had gotten away with things up until that point both by luck and not bringing the matter to his attention. Unfortunately he was going to be our escort that night and at first when he saw her I thought he was going to scream, shout, throw things, or even try hurting either of us. What he did was worse. He broke down and cried. Until that point I bought into the idea nothing could hurt him and seeing this big immovable and supposedly unbreakable man torn in half by my hands hurts, and will always hurt. He wouldn’t have anything to do with me months after, and even when we were on speaking terms again he refused to acknowledge that my relationship had ever happened or anything about that night.

He was flawed. Even though he was physically so much more than the rest of us that made him more than the legend that has grown around him. It made him Human.

 He used to bring doughnuts every Saturday when I was little, enough for me and the gaggle of kids from the neighborhood. It was one of those things that always happened and it was before I found out about who he was and what he’d done. Years later after I’d found out about my own gifts and was still trying to come up with a way to cope. I asked him how he had managed to not crack under the strain. He looked at me, I will always remember that moment, and grinned. “It’s the little things really. Remember those doughnuts I used to get?” I nodded, but he never finished. At the time I was puzzled, but it was one of those things that really didn’t need to be said. Those small acts of normalcy will be what I remember most when I try thinking of the bright spots in his life.

 To me he wasn’t just Commander Justice. He’s my grandfather, and I miss him.

 

What else needs to be added to that? What more needs saying? This is the last time I will bring the matter up in this place. My grief is my own. Just glad they’ll honor his wishes and scatter his ashes through Arlington. He had always considered the ground there sacred beyond anything he could either add to or take away from and he wanted no single monument there, no one spot that would be favored above those that already are or will be buried there. There is talk of putting a monument to him in the Washington Mall. That is something I will oppose at every step if it becomes more than rumor on the winds. He accepted becoming a national symbol only in the dark days of World War Two. After that he tried to differ much of his fame, deserved or otherwise, to those that didn’t have his... Gifts ...yet still jumped headlong into harm’s way. I think if the War hadn’t happen he would have done everything he could to remain little more than a local fixture.

Because my father refused to attend they gave me the flag.

 

Back to Your Regularly Scheduled programming.

 Well, I’m not back to normal. It will be a long time before that happens, but the world does not stop, and sadly neither does crime. M and several others from Winston’s Finest met me at the gate when I returned. After the small talk was done they had my van waiting for me. They wanted me to meet at the usual place after the press conference. It seemed now that the rest of the country knew who I was related to somebody had already sent out a death threat.

 Few things cut through grief like anger, and I’m not going to stand for people wanting to kill me on account of a grudge they might have had with my granddad. Worse, there’s talk, when they think I’m not listening, of trying to get me to leave town ‘for the safety and welfare of the general public.’ The sentiment is understandable, especially if this threat’s from someone that thinks they can take me. It’s often joked that the Air Force measured just how destructive their bombs were by seeing how much they could make my granddad flinch. Sure I’m tough, but I’ll be the first one to admit I’m not that tough.

 I will tell the world now what I told it an hour ago. I Will Not Bow Down. To run and hide now means whoever’s behind this will always have some sort of handle on me they can twist to make me step aside whenever they please. I don’t like the idea that just being somewhere might endanger people, so I’m going to remove that danger now by finding whoever this is and make them go away. To that end I’m working with several agents the FBI are going to send to asses the threat and do the sorts of detailed work that I’m just not trained for.

 It will take time for that to happen, and since all work with no play makes Max Go Crazy I’m calling my lady friend for a quiet night of movies and maybe we’ll slide into Worlds of Wonder a bit to finally finish out my Necromancer’s Staff of Vile Deeds. Don’t give me that look. I have a stressful job; I’m allowed to goof off now and then. 

 I’m not, for the record, the only ‘Mask’ that uses that place to blow off steam. In fact It could almost be thought of as an online gathering spot for those from my generation. I will neither confirm nor deny the rumors concerning who controls which characters. Generally though it’s my experience that most of my peers do the same stunt I do; get billing details routed through NSA and have them act as a designated go-between like any other matter that leaves a paper trail.

 After all why not? I’m not a big fan of the national registry, but my granddad endorsed the idea even after he’d become bitterly opposed to everything else Government related. My dad and several others that have interests in keeping the thing from abuse is on the committee that has direct oversight of the thing. It’s not the best solution, and if anyone wants to discuss the matter further leave comments or email me. To sum up though it acts as a layer of protection when someone’s trying to figure out which costume belongs to which person.

 Back to what I was saying about Worlds of Wonder. I’m actually in a Guild that only allows known Masks to join. Everything’s on the up and up and I trust the group, mostly because I’m one of the founding members and we make it a point to check to make sure people are who they claim they are before letting them join. Why? The place gives us somewhere we can relax, talk shop, and get to know each other a little better without having to go gather at some weekend retreat in Middle of Nowhere USA.

 

 Mostly because I feel like it, and because I cleared this one with everyone ahead of time I’ll let you in on a little something. The founding members are Lucky Quickdraw, Sarah Speed, Black Hornet, Billy Brick, Zeus, Hiro, Mister Miracle, and Anvil. After that first batch I’d have to look at the rolls to make sure I haven’t left anyone out, and I’m not going to claim everyone who’s a fellow Mask goes there to pal around, but I like to think just those eight names, plus myself, should give the wider world some idea of how far flung we are. Sure there’s Social networking, and I’m not the only Mask to keep a blog, but the place gives us a chance to meet more or less face to face on matters.

 Between one quest or another Zeus brought up the fact I’d never let them in on who I was related to. I brushed it off, I mean why bother? I am not my grandfather and I wanted to make my own identity without benefit or burden of his shadow hanging over me. Sarah stepped in after Zeus went quiet and tried saying they weren’t mad, that even with the similarities in what the two of us could do it just blew everyone’s heads wide open that one of their own was related to The_Legend. Maybe I could have gotten him to speak to everyone from our generation to try giving us some advice and perspective. So I had to tell them, and the rest of the guild that was there, that he hadn’t really done public or even privet appearances in years. Either because of age or his declining health had made him afraid that if anyone had seen him so reduced might have crushed whatever credibility he had built up.

 As a consolation I told everyone I’d see if I could get Comrade Peter to open up a few days on his calendar. That seemed to brighten the mood back up enough that we blew through Anvil’s request to hunt Loremaster. Hard run to make even wit ha full party, but we managed it. Pity he didn’t drop the Occult Amulet of Mechanical Control. That was the main reason we’d gone to the trouble of going, but at least Anvil managed to get another level on his summoner. 

 After that everyone was burned out and ready to call it a night, or in some cases Day. Several of them messaged me to let me know that they’d heard about the hit that’d been called out on me through a general bulletin sent to everyone on The Registry. Each promised they’d let me know if they found out anything relevant to the matter before leaving. Strange, mine must still be in my inbox.

 

Talent Night: Take Two.

 After leaving my lady friend’s home I started to follow up on a few things from Lucy’s. Why not? Police are still ‘encouraged’ to make it a low priority, and I can’t let somebody that wants to go head hunting keep me from doing my job. First on my list is Enrique Entitlement’s home. Pity I can’t outright say who the guy is, but people like that tend to get all lawsuit happy when people like me try telling the world what they’ve been up to. I know they’re watching my blog so I’ll make my feelings plain. You People Disgust Me. Making a mockery of how the justice system works does not make me very sympathetic to any sort of genuine problems you might be facing. Ah well.  Innocent until proven Guilty has it’s flaws, but it’s our system and I’ll back it for all I’ve got.

 Now, with that out of the way back to the night’s doings. Prettyboy Pete likes his house. In fact he likes it so much he regularly invites hundreds of his friends over to party. Can’t exactly blame him really, what with security being better than going out, and it being less likely his face will end up in the papers. People like him generally don’t let just anyone into their parties, but I’m sure he’ll make an exception for me

 Time to break out the fresh suit, one that doesn’t have all the little nicks scratches, claw marks, burned spots, and other unsightly things. Cape or no cape? Usually I don’t, because they snag and get caught on all sorts of things. Even the break-away clasps don’t help all that much. Yet I figure why not, it goes with the outfit and all.

 After the drive there, and calling M to reassure him all I’m doing is looking around, I pretty well made everyone’s eyebrows shoot up eight notches. They let me in. What, you thought those pictures in the paper were doctored? I declined drinks but decided that I liked the music enough to mingle with the crowd. Pretty sure the videos all through the Internet don’t convey just how wierded out everyone was of me, in full uniform, dancing.

 Roughly an hour into my stay I was approached by two very large, and probably very drunk, people trying to make me pick a fight with both of them. I like to think I’m pretty restrained and calm. Yet both decided to hit below the belt and kept going on about how I’m only allowed to work because my granddad pulled strings. Their words were more colorful and more detailed, but that’s what it all amounted to. I told them to go sleep it off, they didn’t know what they were trying to do, and finally I just started walking off. I wasn’t there for a fight, and I’m well aware at how bad it would look if the morning news showed clips of me busting the place up.

 They followed me, and then started making trouble for other people. Finally I just couldn’t ignore them anymore so I let both of them hit me. I don’t like it when people do that, because even though it didn’t hurt I don’t want to have to stop for every boozed up tough guy wanting to make a name for himself by breaking my nose.

 Only after they started swinging did security show up. I waved them away and while the two were nursing sore (and possibly broken) knuckles I grabbed both of them and walked them out the door. I told them if they wanted I’d call a cab. Their replies were incoherent, likely vulgar, and I called anyway just to keep them from stinking up the rest of the evening.

 When I got back inside Mr. Moneybags greeted me at the door, complimented me on handing what might have otherwise been a rough situation, and apologized for how his friends treated me. I waved the compliment off and we got to the business of small talk. This ended up leading to my family and the obligatory condolences on his part and my steering to somewhat safer or at least more relevant matters of my work. Bit of a risk to tip my hand and let the man know that his name had sprung up in connection to a few thefts a couple weeks back, but I couched it in terms of trying to figure out if he was a victim of identity theft, or if he had any enemies that wanted to remove him from the public’s good will.

 Come to think of it that very well could be what’s going on here. I asked Benny BigBucks to start looking through his expenses, phone records, Everything. Because the Police are somewhat hampered in the matter I couldn’t ask him to hand over copies, but I did hint that it might be easier on him if he let me have a looksee. Believe it or not he agreed, under the condition that this remain strictly off the record, no media or police involvement. Very hush hush and all. We shook on it and I told him I would be back around lunch for these documents.

 Maybe a bit naïve on my part to trust him, but I can’t blindly follow my gut when matters aren’t clear cut with somebody’s hand in the proverbial piggy bank. Better to show a little caution than to end up with my name in the headlines along with the words ‘disgraced’ ‘false accusations’ or ‘under investigation.’ I my gut says there’s more going and even if Danny Dollarsigns is being scammed his hands aren’t entirely clean.

 When I got within sight of my van I saw somebody there waiting for me. He was Big, Green, and he was carrying, of all things, an ax. Said ax had been, from what I could tell, used to cut through the engine and cab of my van. Fine. I suppose this meant I’ve come face to face with the guy that wanted to kill me. He turned from my van and sprung at me. What. No witty banter? No denouncement for what I’d done to him? Sorry Charlie. None of that. I had something or someone bounding at me with apparent violent intent.

 I won’t bother describing the fight, both because I don’t rightly remember most of the details, and my head still hurts from where I got hit with a phone pole. He’s at least as strong and tough as I am. I gave as good as I got, I think, and he ended up running for it when the sun started coming up. Strange. Don’t know if he’d turn to stone if hit by stray sunbeams or if he’s merely really sensitive to light, but I’m just going to call him Troll from now on.

 

 When I’m done posting this I have to get in touch with different people to try getting fixed what I couldn’t clear away, a police report to file, and I’ve got to get in touch with those agents what are supposed to be my go-to people on Mr. Troll.

 Twenty says it’s some egghead that wanted to try copying the sort of genetics package granddad had and screwed up. Hope it’s reversible, because Troll didn’t seem too big on the brains department. Most of what he used on me was raw strength and little in the way of finessing.

 

I Knew There Would be Days Like This.

 I’m not at home. Never went home today, since I’m pretty sure Troll has a handler of some sort, or at least I have to go under the assumption it wasn’t just a lone bruiser shoving his way through town to get to my neck. My name and face off hours isn’t much, but it’s my business and I don’t like the idea of having to wade through cameras just to get to my front door. It would probably piss off my landlord too.

 So. What did I do today? I went out of town for a bit. I promise I’m not running. Think of it as gathering information. While I was away I met with those agents that were working my case and explained what happened the night before, or is it this morning, not sure. They told me my assumption was partially correct. Mad Science afoot, but a minion turned monster instead of the man that made the formula.

 Why FBI instead of HMA? Actually now that ‘we’ are pretty sure it isn’t just some guy in a costume or a hired gun they might get involved. Until then this is being treated much like any other crime, investigate, interview, go over and over what facts are available, and try building a list of suspects from all that information. Great. Getting interviewed by two agents while at the same time being told off for tampering with the crime scene.

 Look. I’ll let you folks in on something since you’re being such good sports about all this. Sure I get the occasional reward, but the money isn’t steady or a sure thing. Plus anytime something gets broke, like say a building or cars or whatever, I have to somehow cover costs. So I’ve been trying to keep collateral damage as low as I can and I’ve tried making it a habit to clean up after myself. Both of these things I had taken along with lessons on subduing armed and desperate men, the best way to punch a car to make it stop without hurting anyone inside, how best to take an explosion, and so on.

 In spite of the ‘OMG the sun is about to explode!’ moments, and cliché villains I could almost wish life were like the comics. None of them ever have to fill out claims forms or accident reports. Then again generally their romantic lives are in the toilet and they’re too wound up about keeping their precious secret identity from the people closest to them.

So not a good day. Not a very productive day. I’m cranky, tired, and if tall, green, and stupid shows up again I’m probably going to try ramming a tree down it’s throat.

 

Business has Just Gone Up.

 Stopped a bank robbery. Two guys with automatic weapons and body armor. I’d heard about something like this going down in LA a few years ago, and as soon as I heard what was going on I told Agents Twiddle Dee and Twiddle Dum to shut up, let me work, and help keep everyone else clear.

 Quite happy to report they didn’t argue with me and by the time I got there a blockade had been formed. People were hit and the two gunmen could have hostages but this is the kind of thing I was born to do. I’ll update when this is over.

 

Cranky. 

 One dead, the other in intensive care. For the record I think the guy bit down on a cyanide pill when I grabbed him. Kinda shows when he’s foaming at the mouth and such. Other guy tried taking a hostage, so I broke his hand. Got shot in the process and I probably could have been a little gentler when grabbing the guy, but they’re sure he’ll live. The only other injuries, thankfully, are relatively minor. At least everyone else will be alright save for a few scars. Sure I could have stayed when the news vans started showing up, but why bother? I don’t want the glory, and I sure as hell don’t want to take anything away from Winston’s Finest. I just stepped up so good men and women wouldn’t get hurt.

 Though if you look close enough you can see me in the background waving to the camera.

 I’m going to have to send Sergeant Laurie something nice when I get the money. She kept a clear head and if she hadn’t been as quick there might have been more people in there than the ones in the bank. Also gonna need to send something to the tellers at First and Union. Calm, didn’t budge or give in. They kept their heads about them.

 Dad’s one question to me, when he called, was ‘why did you let one of them kill themselves on national TV.’ Figures. We love each other, and the man busts himself to try keeping me and everyone else in my business safe. It just seems like there’s no making the man happy sometimes.

 To take matters from wishy washy to Fail for the day I come home to find somebody waiting for me. Thankfully I already changed out and such. It’s just annoying when Spooks show up, no sense of courtesy sometimes. He had out the bottle of whiskey I’d been saving since... Well it was a gift for busting a couple of would-be-thieves that tried getting into some rich guy’s house. I don’t like bartering, but it’s good whiskey, and the bottle alone is a work of art. It felt insulting to have some stranger show up out of the blue pouring himself a glass and otherwise acting like he owned the place.

 We talked. He was blunt and to the point. People wanted me to try coming in one way or another on the political mudball that was going on in DC. Y’know, try getting me in somebody’s corner to try getting their bloc ahead. I told the man, calmly, I don’t do politics and if he didn’t get out of my home I was well within my right to shove him face first through the door.

 I know, a bit harsh since I’m sure he was just doing his job, but I wanted to make it clear that I will not be bought and bartered like so many others in the past. I don’t want to end up like poor Bill.

 

History lesson: Not sure how many people studied Masks from the Cold War era. For awhile it seemed like any town of any real size had some sort of masked avenger. The bigger the town the more inflated the Mask’s reputation. Bill was DC’s in-town Mask, and he was actually pretty good at what he did. Trouble is he tried getting political, thought he could use the system to make positive changes if he played things right. He ended up on McCarthy’s lists for some reason or another, and even though the commie hunt ended up backfiring Bill was an early and dramatic casualty. Ended up feeling alienated by everybody he’d worked decades to defend and killed himself after years of soaking in cheap booze.

 

 I don’t want to end up like him, so that’s why I was so blunt about telling the guy to buzz off. Probably not a politically savvy move, but I don’t care what goes on with The Hill. I’m already up to my neck in trouble without adding that kind of mess to my life.

 No leads from the Feds on where Troll came from, so I decided to vent by putting my suit on and see what could be seen.

 

	No Murders (thank God.)



	Two Robberies (both surrendered peacefully.)



	One Rape (I caught the guy in the act. He no longer has those parts of his body anymore. I’m sure he’ll sue, but it’s not funny. It’s not a laughing matter. I catch anyone pulling that crap and I will gladly rip their jewels off to keep it from ever happening again, and that’s when I’m in a good mood.)



	FIVE domestic abuse calls (two ended peacefully. I ended up punching one guy in the face (gently!) after he kicked me in the sweets. Another guy tried stabbing me and I hauled him out for the cops to sort out after I left face sized holes in one of his walls. Fifth case ended up with the wife Macing me then trying to stab me in the neck with an ice pick while I down. I was raised to not ever hit a woman, but I sure as hell will if they want to start something.) 





 

 Look. I know tempers flare up but please, c’mon people. If I show up that means show’s over. Stop trying to kill eachother, and don’t try taking it out on me. I don’t like getting maced, stabbed, kicked in the danglies, or bit. It makes me irritable, and I’m not above breaking furniture with your face before the boys in blue get there. I am generally well within my rights to subdue aggressive persons while making arrests, and I have enough training to do so without killing you but make you wish I had. /rant 

I’m goin’ to bed.

 

Bodies in Motion.

 I have five names. Five people that the government knows of that are theoretically smart enough to have been behind Troll. I’m going to go question these people myself. I want to see how they react personally. Unless anyone tries anything I will be polite and nice. No sense in making more enemies than I probably already have.

 Me and my lady friend are keeping in touch via VoIP, webcam, and gaming sessions. It boggles my mind at the number of people that leave their wireless unsecured. Even basic WEP protection and not broadcasting your ID would offer a small measure of protection from casual passers by leaching off your bandwidth. I’m not guilty of this. Just imagine the headlines now. No, really. Leaching is illegal. I’m just pointing something out that the wider public might not be aware of.

 Thank you Sarah for pointing that one out to me.

 So, I’m going cross country to try flushing out whoever could send genetically engineered thugs after me, or at least supplied the concoction that got used in the process. I’m going to have to assume whoever this is could very well be a victim themselves, so no busting doors down or threatening to make all their shiny equipment go kaboom.

 How do I even begin to approach this? I was told it would be better if a professional handle matters, but something in my gut disagrees. Whoever this is will probably be prepared for a trained by the book sort of questioning. If this is someone that has disfigured someone to make them a weapon against me I want to be able to look them in the eyes when they try denying involvement. If whoever this person is has been used I still want to look them in the eye. My instincts have been wrong in the past, but I still trust them enough to point me in the right direction most days.

 Besides, there’s the practical considerations to take into mind. Whoever this is, if they’re violent, they might have lain traps out. I’m not invulnerable, but I can take far more than any normal person, even wrapped in layers of ceramics and bulletproof fabrics. I will go in and ask my questions, and I will give the recordings of these conversations to the agents accompanying me.

 Want a summary of what being on the road is like? Agents Toot and Tweet flip to see who drives first. We do a little work with what new material comes in, hit a rest stop around lunch, then back on the road with the agent that hadn’t been driving before now in the hot seat for another four hours. Check in at wherever and get in touch with the rest of the investigation, keep tabs on what Winston PD is facing while I’m gone, and pass the time until morning. 

 I hear people out there wondering why we don’t just fly. Turns out being known internationally has the downside of making me a high profile person, enough so that me showing up at an airport could not only clog the place with gawkers, but turn the place into a giant blazing target for whoever wants my head. Sure me on the road with just two agents sounds like an even bigger risk, especially considering the amount of time it takes to get from Here to There, but we agreed it’s safer to be a single face amongst millions instead of risking airports or train terminals.

 The positive of having all this time on the road means I get to catch up on a bit of reading. Right now plowing my way through Tripod Invasion: Fact or Fiction? And after that I’ve got World War Z on my to read list. Not a bit fan of the whole Zombie thing in general, but I hear good things from all sorts of people about that book, so I figure why not. 

 Beats yet another nutcase trying to convince the world that the Tripod Invasion at the turn of the century was intentionally covered up. Everyone who’s looked into the matter agrees that what wreckage was recovered from the two known invasions was so far beyond even what we have today that we can’t make sense of any of it, much less figure out how to reproduce the technology. Hell, the Germans tried with one of their wonder weapons and look where it got them.

 Sorry. Bit of a sore spot. Believe what you will on the matter. I had the misfortune of having family involved, so I got a bit of a crash course on the whole tripod bit when I was still small enough to sit in mom’s lap. So why read the obvious conspiracy nut book about them? I lost a bet and have to do a ten page writeup explaining why I think the book is stupid.

 By the way. Both Agents are fans of Dungeon Runners. Who’d have thought eh?

 

California, Brace Thineself.

 This is me wondering if they’ll let me do a walk-on cameo in one of the back lots in LA. Bah. Don’t think Hollywood is close enough to where we’re headed to make that one work. Headed to some middle of nowhere place that’s home to the first name on our list. Old Japanese guy. Must’ve moved here after the end of World War 2. By what the reports suggest he’s something of a community fixture, so best to be gentle.

 This is one time I’m glad Granddad isn’t here. He saw how the Japanese treated their prisoners. It... Left marks on him. I’ll say no more on the matter.

 Beth, odd name for a place, but no worse than Hell, Tombstone, or Bugtussle. Might want to pick up a few things while I’m here. Hey might as well. My lady love would be a bit irritated if I didn’t manage to bring something back with me and all. That and if they sell those Navajo inspired rugs I might want one for my living room. Anyone have any advice on what sorts of patterns to look for? I’d rather avoid anything looking too ceremonial. I remember some documentary about how many of the weavers would start incorporating stuff into their designs that traditionally would never have been allowed in something so permanent because that’s what the customers kept demanding. Could be wrong or remembering wrong. Sooo guys. Help? 

 Agent Toot has been tutoring me on the best ways to approach the old man. Pity I don’t know Japanese, hope he knows English because otherwise this is going to get odd in a hurry.

 

Disturbing does not Even Begin to Cover This.

 I shouldn’t believe what this man has told me. Both agents seem suspicious and thing his mind has gone, but they didn’t see the man. His eyes are clear and focused. He holds down a job, volunteers to read to the sick and infirm. He grows his own herbs, teaches cooking classes on a weekly basis. Ye Gods, for someone that’s got the oldest recorded person beat by a good thirty years this man’s active. Scratch that. The guy’s active for men in their seventies.

 

 I tried showing as much humility as someone wearing bright colors and layers of Kevlar can. He listened as I explained to him that I had been attacked sometime before by someone that had undergone such a dramatic and, at the same time, apparently effective, alteration that there were only a handful of people that could have managed it without killing the subject. I made it quite clear that right now I was fishing for information and had not come with my mind already made up on who’s guilty of what. We talked back and forth a bit, him feeding me little bits of his collected wisdom, and me explaining how it feels to be in my grandfather’s shadow while we worked his herb garden.

 He stood from picking some kind of stumpy leafy plant and he smiled at me before telling me he was the reason my grandfather was the man he was. He was of a sound mind when he said this. He told me the things he and five others did in the beginning of the last century are the reasons so many Masks are around today. Slowly, on aged and likely arthritic joints, he knelt and asked me to forgive him. In hindsight I have all sorts of explanations for his behavior, old man that’s getting on in years but still exceedingly brilliant wanting to unburden himself about things done way back when. I’ve heard stories of WW2 vets on all sides that had this kind of thing.

 At the time though I couldn’t believe he was anything but of sound mind and judgment. So I told him, with the sort of voice appropriate to the situation, that he owed no debts and that what was in the past should remain there. He smiled and thanked me for humoring him.

 After that we talked business. He couldn’t completely dismiss the idea that a student of his might have come up with something that would work, but apparently making changes to an adult anything (fish, ant, plant, or human) was orders of magnitude more complicated than starting with a newly fertilized egg. The added advantage, apparently, of starting from the beginning was that if a working alteration the cell cluster could be split any number of times before they had a chance to start forming the different parts of whatever you’re growing. Have to admit even if the idea’s repulsive and disturbing, the man knows what he’s talking about.

 This led our conversation to trying to figure out several things.

 If Dr. Muckamuck grew Troll from a test tube how long would it reasonably have taken to grow up? We both had to guess that it was at least a teenager if not a full blown adult. Too aggressive to be a child, but it could have matured in as little as a couple years. Sure that’s awhile to try housing feeding and hiding something, but it also gives whoever’s behind this time to train and condition it.

 If all our guessing was right. How long would these things live? Elephants live, if left on their own, a Really Long Time. Humans, with good diet and such, also live a Really Long Time. Most other land critters... Don’t. Generally thirty to forty years is the longest an active mammal can expect to live, and that’s with better than average food, medical care, and such.

 So. Likely dealing with something bred, raised, and trained to hunt me, or at the very least people like me. Groovy, I won’t be able to reason with it and Mr. Kabu said if it was grown to take me on it likely had the same sort of package I had grown into, only altered by drugs, training, and likely with no care for by-standards. All that would have been needed to work off of would be a blood sample, and my granddad gave blood twice a year for about forty years. Peachy.

 So, I know other Masks read this. You see something anywhere from seven to twelve feet tall, green, looks pissed off, and such. It hits at least as hard as I can, and it won’t care one bit about human life. Watch yourselves. Agents Doink and Dink are already passing the word along. I’m going to go pass the word along in Worlds after I get this posted. 

 Even if the man might be slipping I believe his mind to have been sound enough to be on the level with me. I also believe he has nothing to do with this other than possibly being a former teacher to whoever might be. He’s refused any sort of government protection, so I’m asking if anybody from the area would be willing to drop by now and then. I’d consider it a personal favor.

 

Masks: 0 Trolls: 2

 Sarah and Hiro found and engaged two of these... Creatures. Hiro got more than a bit banged up and Sarah had to break off her fight when it threw a car at a Slurp n’ Shop. That puts these things in the Midwest. Anvil reported a possible sitting but whatever he saw ran for it.

 We’re on the way to the next name on our list. Can’t say who, because unlike Mr. Kabu this guy’s got a legal team at beck and call. I will say he’s been in the news in the past about some stuff involving hamsters. Anything else could probably get me into trouble.

 Feds are trying to work the money angle, see who’s able to afford things needed for research, growth, training, and all that. Makes sense, and I’ll leave them to ferret it out. Stars and Bars guys, this is the freakin’ IRS we’re talking about getting involved, or near enough anyway. Guys that could get stones bleeding with the kind of pressure they can exert. It might take awhile, since it’s a big list of possible backers, but they’ll make good on their end. Guy breaks all kinds of laws doing what he’s done, not sure which but Meep n Moop assure me there’s stuff on the books that got passed right after the whole Sheep thing awhile back. 

 Downside to following the money is how long it will take. Sure we’ve gotten lucky and so far it’s only been property damage, but it won’t stop at that. Frak, somebody grew their very own thugs to take me and everyone like me. If they’re willing to go that far I doubt human lives mean much to them. 

 

Meeting #2

 My second meeting didn’t go nearly as well as the first. I suppose getting told at the lobby that I’m not allowed in because I have no ID, in spite of having two federal agents with credentials flanking me, should have been a sign. I tell the guy on duty if he wants proof I am who I say I am he’s more than willing to shoot me. There’s guys with badges right there in the room able to testify I told him to do it if somehow he managed to kill me.

 The look on people’s faces when I spit bullet shreds out is always priceless. Bit of a headache and the taste in the back of my throat isn’t going away for awhile, but it sure beats the paperwork shuffle.

Guy was there, we knew he was there, but his secretary kept insisting he was out of the country and she would be more than happy to send one of his legal advisers up to speak with us. I could have broken the guy’s door in and strolled in like I owned the place. There wouldn’t have been a thing he or his staff could have done to stop me from beating answers out of him.

 That’s not how I work, because if I started abusing what power I have what is there, short of letting Bombs drop, to stop me? Stan Lee put it best. With great power comes great responsibility. Moving On. 

 The statements prepared were to the point, in plain language, and contained all the right words. I told the man, off the record, that if his boss had wanted me to trust that he isn’t somehow involved he should have met with me instead of hide behind minions. Told him it wasn’t anything personal, and that I hoped he doesn’t lose his job if he decided, at some later point after people are dying, to come to us with anything relevant. All that strictly off the record and between one civilian to another while Agents Squee and Squick were out of the room.

 Were this a movie the man would have been unpleasant, or at least lacking personality. Were this a comic he’d be the creepy little loyal minion that would stand by his boss because That’s His Job. I actually sympathized with the guy. Got a job where they were hiring and he’s tried staying true to his principles, which kept him out of the insurance business and away from celebrities. Guy’s got family with special needs, so while he’s got a nice suit and looks like he’s swimming in money he’s doing good just to tred water. I know this because the government knows this, and they were willing to share. I try making friends where I can, and you never know right?

 Still, the guy that writes his checks might see this entry and do the math before bouncing him out on his head. I’ll feel bad about that, but I wasn’t going to mention him at all unless I was pretty sure he’d be taken care of. An unpleasant meeting, but not completely unproductive.

 

On the Road Again.

 We’re going over notes and other tidbits that look credible. The guy we left, while up to some shady dealings, likely isn’t it. His main focus, so our sources tell us, is in trying to get bacteria and other simple life that makes the sorts of stuff that gives heroin its buzz. Bit of a grey area legally speaking, but not my problem right now.

 Word’s gotten ‘round about my Troll Hunt. I’m guessing that’s why sightings and scuffles re getting more common. Two people hospitalized and a couple others that lost their homes. Midnight and Songbird are down, but they managed to kill one of the ugly buggers. Forensics are going to have a field day with the body, and hopefully having samples will give us a better idea on where they’ve come from.

 I don’t like being away from Winston. It opens a hole up that people can exploit and my lady friend can only do so much on her own. Still, somebody’s got to be there when the G-Men find this guy. I doubt he’ll be willing to send up the white flag and hand himself over if they ask pretty please with sugar on top.

 

Don’t Toy with Me.

 I am going on the record for the whole world to see. I will not now or ever agree to anybody copyrighting my likeness so competitors can’t make their own stuff with my face on it. As I told Hasbro if they want to make little plastic people and give them my face go right ahead. Anyone with half a brain in their head knows I don’t control or even really care about merch. I’m sure I could make a bundle if I signed in for appearances and stuff, but how long will it be before I’m just a useless poster boy that’s so busy with public outings that I can’t do my blasted job?

 Also for the record I like Hasbro’s work. I also like Mattel.

 If anyone tries comparing me to that manga... Comic... Thing from Japan I’m going to be sick. That’s unpaid ‘fan’ work. I have no connection to anything in any book, comic, or whatever.

 

Road Hazards!

 Road Trip on hold while I help sort out a sixteen car pileup. Looks like a tanker of.... Beer.

 Lots wounded, no deaths (Thank God) and lots of time spent trying to clear the road out. It feels good to have helped, and I managed to get a couple lanes opened before wreckers showed up.

 

Follow the Green Paper Road!

 We have a name and address. We’re going on a privet jet so I can hopefully get there before anything else happens. Didn’t think they’d find anything this fast, but you won’t hear me complain, even though the terminal we land at is probably going to be packed solid.

 Got word from Joe (friend of mine in NSA. No that’s not his real name.) Started asking questions about my lady friend. What I knew about her, what I didn’t. I know she’s... Different ....so his news about her ripping one of these Trolls to pieces didn’t really catch me like he thought it might. I’ve never SEEN her when she’s like that other than a few, ahem, personal moments, but I know she’s able to think and reason no matter how out of control she looks and I’ve vouched for her willingness to step up while I’m gone in case more show up. Don’t like her doing that though, from what she’s told me it takes a good chunk out of her if she pushes too hard. Suppose that’s no different from anyone else but still, the idea of her in my line of work scares me.

 

Showdown.

 We went from the airport by car to the address we were given. Middle of Nowhere. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad it was well away from anyone that might get hurt, but my gut was telling me we were walking into a trap, and I ended up being proven right. Had a few friends on standby, thanks to your friendly grapevine feeding little details here and there about who’s needed where.

 When the trap sprung it wasn’t me and two ordinary Agents verses six Trolls and ten.... I’m not sure what they were. They were armed, looked kinda squarish build, all had bluish skin with white hair, and later we’d see they had blue-green cat-like eyes. These things commanded the Trolls around. We had others in the field waiting for whoever these guys were to show their hand. Sure at first I was afraid. Even with backup it was going to be me meeting these guys more or less alone, but this is my job.

 Anybody ever dive out a moving car? Even with quick healing and being able to take a beating it doesn’t feel good. I don’t recommend anyone try it at home. Didn’t help, I guess, that when I jumped it was right in front of a truck being driven by one of those Blue People.

 Can’t describe action to save my life, but I got the guy (I guess it was a guy) to stop the truck and turn back around. Ended up ramming one of the Trolls doing sixty. Sure it had a stupidly huge axe that cut the cab in two, but that was only after it got back up. I’ve taken beatings, but three of these guys slinging me around sucked giant ones. I got a few good shots in, but the only time I’ve gotten worse was when I stopped a train with my face.

 I already had a bruised ego over getting my teeth kicked in but I guess on the bright side they were so focused on me they didn’t notice the rest of the fight. Anvil was using one of the Blue People like a club. Hiro and Sarah seemed to be everywhere. Not sure how they manage going that fast without killing themselves, but the real kicker was seeing my lady love loping over the hill to save my armor plated hide.

 She was all teeth and claws, and she tore into them like that cartoon Tasmanian Devil. I didn’t care how weak I looked, or how hurt I was. The odds had been tipped in the good guys favor.

  After the dust settled we checked eachother, and my Lady Fury turned back so Hiro could give her a once over. Nobody was hurt at that point other than me getting a too intimate understanding of what a curbstomping felt like.

 Zeus, Shadow, Mimic, Greyhawk, and a few others were ahead of us clearing the road. Hiro Sarah and Fury (I refuse to call her Blackbird. Christ on a Crutch people, that’s the most overused name in the book) were sent to collect me before we had our big throw down with the head oogie boogie.

 The complex itself was actually pretty well put together from what little I saw. Logical layout that led to the obligatory Sanctum Sanctorum, Evil Lair, or whatever you want to call it.

 The man that had grown and trained these things was short, dark hair and red eyes. He was dressed like something out of the dark ages, and he... Smiled when he saw us. I’m sure that was because he was making his escape and we wouldn’t be able to get through the barriers he’d put between us and him before he got away, but he said something that I’m still trying to figure out.

 “You are worthy.”

 As exit lines and foreshadowing goes I have to give the guy credit for going with something creepy, but not so over the top that it loses its punch.

 

Aftermath.

 So. Lab found and data expunged. Equipment is being divvied up to cover costs.

 Trolls all had to be killed. The people involved want it called ‘putting down’ but it was killing no matter what you call it.

 The Blue People surrendered. I have hopes that their lot in life will improve, but with how people in general treat anything Different I fear for them. They at least have been willing to talk and reason, they should be given a chance.

 A few of the others are tossing around the idea of making this into our personal command center, hall of heroes, or something along those lines. I only heard about that from Fury because I was too busy recovering from the Troll Stomp. I dunno. Seems like an interesting idea. Have a skeleton crew man the place and have different Masks rotate through depending on who’s available when.

 Trouble with that idea is I’m one of the few that don’t bother with a day job. Sure there are a few others, but I’m the only one out of the batch that’s out of school, and I don’t want people dropping out of their lives on something they’ll want out of a year down the road. Still, it’s furnished, has a good bit of privacy already. I dunno. HMA’s considering moving most of their department here, and if I moved here they’d be willing to foot any sort of transportation to get me where I’m needed. I dunno though. In cases that aren’t as clear cut as guys holding sacks of money or driving a van full of stolen stuff I’m just not sure. Still, this place represents a central location that might be good for coordination, or even a boot camp.

 …………

 

 Tesla and Hodd above that’s a brilliant idea. Gonna go see if the suits are willing to back turning this place into a training center. Could even have the Blue Folk work as staff here. I don’t like the idea of them being servants, but it’s a familiar place and maybe that will help. I’ll keep everyone posted on how things shake out.


 

Deep Six 

 

Part 1

Buddy List

 I had lost contact with several of my friends a couple of months back. At first I had thought little of it. Sure all of us were friends, we all were in the same guild after all, but none of us had ever met so their absence only recently concerned me. The trouble is now that I’m concerned, what sort of action could I take? Contact police and proper authorities? They either gave me stock responses or hung up once it became clear I hadn’t actually met the people I was worried over. Were I a normal person this would have been the end of it.

 Were I in possession of a normal machine I would have to prepare for weeks, probably dive through dumpsters for a critical memo or manual detailing security policy while reeking of used coffee grounds, rotted food, and the like. Thankfully I have not-so normal means and resources at hand. I hate calling it hacking. Too many crappy movies, games, and such have filtered through my head to make me feel comfortable calling myself that without feeling somewhat self-conscious and silly.

  Then again what else would I call my chosen hobby? Electronic infiltration? Bah, that makes it sound like I’m the rarely seen sloven genius in some cop TV show. Electronic Intrusion comes closer to not feeling so over-used, but let’s not church up what’s going on. I do what I do for fun, the challenge of the puzzle, occasional mean spirited pranks, and sometimes because I’m bored. Now is different. Now I’m doing this because my attempts at going through the system the correct and legal way has failed.

 Deep Six practically purred as it gave me status on the servers I’d told it to look for. I wasn’t sure that Chaotic Realms main page would give me anything directly. Having billing information in the same general area that literally thousands if not millions of people would be poking about is something that would make most IT departments scream. However pulling the curtain back to look at site traffic might give me a lead on where that server might be.  Were it up to the underpaid and overworked employees tasked with making sure people such as myself couldn’t do what I was attempting, this billing server would be completely cut off from the Internet and then only accessible only by a select few in the company. However there has to be a way for information to get from those little fill in the blank forms to the actual accounting system otherwise Timmy or Sue would not be able to click here to keep their social lives in the toilet, heh, I talk like I’m somehow better. Risky to use my own information to run the trace off of, but I had to be able to follow an intentionally obscured trail and being able to minimize variables such as what the packets, when assembled, were supposed to represent, and when they were originally sent would help.

 Were this an ordinary computer this task would be boring, lengthy, and risk either just my account status or more likely legal action against me. The last two were still true, but Deep Six preformed admirably and gave me information based on the user names I’d made it hunt for after finding a way in. Even though my system was fast and my task already done they would have logged my traffic, at least I had to operate under that assumption. Which meant I would have to track down those logs and expunge them Though, more likely than not, they had already sent a duplicate of that traffic to another server in case, like I was now doing, all account records and access logs had been destroyed.

 Was I worried? Believe it or not no, not really. Fears of automated processing and flagging of questionable access to the contrary I was fairly sure that they would set flesh and blood security types to sifting through logs and wayward packets just before and after their primary accounting server went down. It would take time for them to connect the dots, time that I spent not only looking for the address information I had come for, but also to look for where the log information had been sent. I didn’t like what I saw but really the sort of security around the thing wasn’t unexpected. Actually, considering I was a paying customer I felt quite pleased with the lengths they had gone to. Sure, I’d managed to worm my way in, but the machine I was using wasn’t just any old machine. Point of fact, not even the guys that could rightfully brag about their home made systems that could run anything and everything thrown at ‘em could come close to touching Deep Six. Maybe a hand full of others had the kind of power I did, but if so they hadn’t cross paths with me just yet.

 What to do? What to do? Even though this discussion is fairly self-incriminating I’m not going to take any of my friends, associates, or anyone else down with me. I’m possibly foolish and arrogant, but that would be Common of me to do to someone else. Still, while I was doing all this I’d checked my mail, no need to make Deep Six do fancy footwork here folks just an ordinary, albeit obscure, email account that belonged to me. Inside I found what I would best term as both a test and challenge. I’ve signed up for many things over the years. Some harmless learning, others spam that’s haunted me and my email server for years, and some of a potentially criminal sort.

 While Deep Six is chewing on a few odds and ends I’m going to have to divert my narration to explain something that most people wouldn’t realize. Cracking into somebody else’s network is only illegal if you’re going in uninvited. Many different people offer courses, tools, and advice on how to find the back doors, exploits, and flaws in everything from a personal web-site hosted by a fly by night free service that peppers their users with trojan-laden ads, to supposedly unbreakable secured networks. I have been a friend and pupil to one of these people, who shall only be referred to here as Gibbon. Gibbon owns a server full of harmless, not so harmless, and down right illegal to distribute bits of software that, technically, is free for anyone to download. Of course in order to get to the nice juicy pieces of code, detailed write-ups on how to use known exploits, and other such stuff one has to get past Gibbon’s internal security. This can be anywhere from a near-cakewalk to an absolute nightmare depending on Gibbon’s mood, how well he knows us, and just how badly one of us needs help.

 My in-box had several messages from friends, business contacts, and one from my mentor in the Dark Arts. That message, omitting several bits of news I would catch up on later, was that my situation was now known by friends in low places; and for the sake of helping a friend out today’s challenge, if I wanted to play, would be relatively simple. There was also a warning to sweep my system of any ‘potentially malicious code or software of an un-trustworthy nature’, which made me smile. Yes Mr. Gibbon I’ll purge my system of your toys after I’m done playing. It’d be my fat in the fire if I’m caught with them on my hard drive after all.

 Sure brute force often works, but I also knew that this system was aggressive and would probably ‘tag’ me before I could work my way in. Thankfully there were clues in the email. Two of Gibbon’s most frequent ways of sending a password along was to either capitalize seemingly random words, or to use the first letter in the first word of every second, third, or fifth column. Not exactly hard to break crypto I know, but it was either that or try going through my cipher books and try his more complicated routines. He, and for the record I don’t know nor do I wish to know  Gibbon’s gender, said I was going to be thrown a bone. Hush, I know what you’re about to say and both of us agreed that exchanging our private keys through the mail would be too risky for a public/private key system to be viable.

 With a little guessing, a lot of luck, and ‘Six’s magic touch I was in. Standard practice here was to grab everything, burn the connect log, and bug out. This let me look at everything at my own pace without fear of some unaccounted for routine tripping and getting me in hot water. Sure Gibbon was a friend, but he believes quite firmly in the school of hard knocks. You screw up, you pay the penalty. No exceptions.

 My muscles were sore, I was tired, and that generally wasn’t a good thing when one needed to do something that has zero forgiveness for mistakes. Still I wasn’t sure how long I would have before my snooping was found and pinned on me so onward and upward! Referencing my newly acquired material I saw that the backup server had, in addition to a port 80 connection, packet traffic on two other ports. I disregarded port 666 because of a warning about some of the newer security packages leaving that one open as a lure. Instead I commanded the Octopus program to latch onto port 23 and work it’s magic. Hey I didn’t name the thing. Don’t judge me! Besides it worked and I had something I could use.

 

PING!

 

 I checked ‘Six and frowned. Someone was getting close to finding me. KILLTRACE. It wasn’t so much a command as a panic button that automatically wired a set amount of money to... People that could help take some of the heat off me. Even if what I do as a hobby is illegal, I try not thinking about who’s money I’m using to pay for these services. I didn’t like doing this because I was always on the edge of being broke, and usually to scare up the money needed to grease the gears and make people look somewhere else I needed to essentially rob banks. Other people might find it tempting, on these runs, to pull money out of random accounts and leave themselves financially secure. However even if one sets aside moral wrongness I’ve seen what happens to people who suddenly are found living beyond their legal means, and it’s generally not pretty. 

 Reluctant or not I needed to get a little more wiggle room so, courtesy of another bit of information I’d gathered from Gibbon’s info-dump, I found a nice seemingly random spot to pull from. Deep Six made short work of local security and I’d pulled just enough to cover my expenses, destroyed the connection log, and got out of there.

While this was happening I’d been alerted to a new piece of mail. You might think it strange I would sit and read seemingly random bits of mail while on a job, but sometimes they contained helpful bits of information, and worst case I could just ignore the contents till later.

 

> Kate: Hey Skippy, look I know you’re not up for Saturday’s Raid, but I thought you and me could go in after Warlord D’chin. I need his ring for a quest turn in.

 

 I couldn’t bother to reply, not right then. I had this box by the proverbial throat and I was going in for the kill. After a quick check I found my connection to their accounting server still valid, and after adding that bank server I felt I had enough wiggle room to finish this job. Before I toasted everything I decided to make copies. Blame the snoop in me I suppose. As it turns out that was a good thing since the server had seen some interesting traffic lately that pointed to a few encrypted files I’d have to get to Gibbon to see if there was anything he could make of any of it.

 Run complete. I backed out of everything and deleted all the naughty things from my system. That took longer than your average delete/empty recycling bin because I’d have to zero out the data to keep any fragments from being retrieved in case anyone tried recovering everything off my drive. Sure it shortens a drive’s life expectancy and it was probably paranoia telling me to do it, but it’s either this or run the thing through a degaussing machine and install everything on a fresh drive. I suppose, if I were as clever as everyone makes me out to be, I’d have all the naughty things loaded in a ram drive that would clear out and leave zero traces after power down, but not only would I lose everything if there was a power failure, I’d also have less memory to dedicate to other concerns. However to each their own.

 With housekeeping done I could turn my attention to Kate’s request. Naturally I’d love to give her a hand with D’chin. The bloody Elf gave me all sorts of grief, and the sword I got at the end of that quest line is still one of my primary weapons even after ten levels and swapping out pretty much everything else. My doings in Chaotic Realms have no real bearing on why you wanted to talk to me except perhaps to paint me as a hypocrite for looking down my nose at other players.

 

 The person seated across from me shook her head and pushed a glass of something, water or coffee, in my direction. “Guy. Look. You’re not in trouble here, not from us anyway.” She reached over to squeeze one of my hands, and frowned when I pulled away from her attempt at contact. “I know you’re upset, but what you’re telling us is helping.”

 “How Miko?” I felt bitter and hurt at her being here. Even if these people were, in fact, the friends I’d been guided to since all this started I felt more than a bit resentful at her not coming clean with me from the start. “How can me explaining what they already know help?”

 She straightened and looked at me with storm grey eyes. “They have to know how you work, how your mind operates, and I mean more than just MRI’s or PET scans.” She tapped her temple with a finger, “They need to know how you think as well as how you brain is mapped.” My doubtful expression must have been plainly visible because she continued. “Look, I don’t know what exactly they’re working on either, but for it to work they need you and Deep Six.”

 “Whatever,” I was tired and strung out. This wasn’t the first time someone had been to see me and if they wanted my cooperation, grudging or otherwise. They were going to have to do a fair bit more than show a friendly face and talk of needing me. “I have nothing further to say. Take me back to my room.”

Not the most diplomatic approach, but I figured they already had me. If they wanted me to willingly cooperate they would start feeding me a little more tangible information. If they wouldn’t, then why not just skip to the pliers, water-boarding, and or abject humiliation.

 

Part 2

Heat

 After several days of digging through public and not so public records I’ve learned that even though I was given the brush-off family and police have also started to look for my friends. Unfortunately because of my earlier attempts to find out what happened and if anything had been heard I’m now a ‘person of interest’. While I would probably be safe in cooperating I doubt I’d be able to keep looking on my own. They’re only doing their jobs, but I’m going to do what I have to do.

 No, really. I understand why the authorities would have to not only look at me as part of their case but also see my doings through cyber-space as a threat. I’m generally restrained and apologetic in what I do if there’s even a hint of lasting harm involved, but they can’t know that. Were I in their shoes I’d see even the smallest part of my activities as highly dangerous and criminal. Apologetic or not I’m still going to do what I do, so I suppose all that was wasted breath.

 On the up side their work makes my life not boring and even if it was a hazard I had to deal with I’m sure that over the years they had stopped enough kiddie porn traffickers and other scum that I should give them a little slack. On the down side I now had to find who had files on me, try erasing any records that might hit too close to home, so that meant I’d have to go through the virtual back allies and crawlspaces a little sooner than I would have otherwise liked all without making too many enemies of people I otherwise respect. Pity that wouldn’t get rid of any hard copies floating around, but with as wired and dependent on electronic book keeping and filing I’m pretty sure I’d be alright for the time being.

 

> Hey I know you’ve got a few things on your plate but if you could spare a minute I need help finding the punks that keep taking passes at my server. New address is blog.deepweb.net. 

 

 Ship, buddy, you have no idea just how busy I am right now. After, I promise, but right now I just can’t. On reflection I suppose I should have wondered how he knew I was on since I wasn’t logged into anything and, to put mildly, Ship definitely isn’t a power-user. Maybe that should have set alarm bells off, but at the time I had more immediate concerns.

 I had a few feelers put out, both program based and trusted eyes and ears that would hopefully give me a few places I could start with. No two programs or people were to send to the same email address. However I had each of those accounts, all highly temporary and designed to cycle out to someone else in a few days or a week, forward everything to my email server. Risky if anyone were able to look at the big picture, but the services that offer these temporary boxes were all above board and perfectly legitimate. All anyone looking in would see was me having select addresses forwarded from services designed to shield a person’s inbox against spam, which shouldn’t raise any flags on it’s own.

 Addresses were all over the map. Nothing out of the ordinary there. Judging by what ‘Six was telling me after it scanned all of them was that my safest bet would be to start either on the South American addresses, or the Australian address. Everything else either needed hoop jumping, which would mean passing another of Gibbon’s tests to get tools for, or copied passwords from either of these less secured systems. Considering these different departments talk to each other on a simi-regular basis I might, repeat might, have an easier time sifting through their shared electronic paper trail.

 I chose to work the South American systems first, not because they were less secure than the ones at home, but because if someone were able to piece my patterns together I’d rather like to keep them scratching their heads over just where I was from, or at least where I would spring up next. For once getting in was a straightforward matter and, after downloading the connection log and case file all that was left was erasing my tracks before seeing if any fresh leads opened up.

 Unfortunately the ref file was encrypted, and since Gibbon had a ‘one job at a time’ rule about cracking files open I’d have to wait till he was done with the files from my last run I either had to wait, or find someone else. Maybe he’d finish soon, so I decided to wait before trying to fish for more help. In the meantime there was that Australian system to take care of.

 Getting in there had been somewhat problematic, not because of any unexpected opposition or anything ‘Six wasn’t prepared for, because someone had buzzed my phone. Normally during a run I would have left the thing off, but between needing to keep a line open in case work needed me and an expected call from the vet I was forced to leave the thing on. The name on the ID was unfamiliar, Van Nuyman’s Animal Services, but I figured Peanut had gotten transferred there or something. “Hello Hello,” I did my best to keep my voice chipper and upbeat. Anyone on the other end might believe any tension to be a product of that rather than stress.

 “Richard Guy Fawkes?” I didn’t recognize the voice. It sounded female, roughly my age, and the tone was more a statement than a question. “Do not hang up or disconnect your computer.” Alarm bells were ringing in my head. Fight down panic. If whoever this was knew what I was up to then I was already busted, and a mad dash to wipe everything wasn’t going to save my hide.

 “I am apologizing now for mistake you are making,” My ‘little foreign man’ accent was something I’d practiced after watching Andy Kauffman a few too many times. I know, he’s before my time, but the guy was brilliant in an offbeat sort of way, but I hoped a long shot here might pay off. “You are must be having called wrong number. Please to be trying again. Tenk you veddy much.” I promptly hung up, hoping they’d go sniff somewhere else, or at the very least think someone might have cloned or stolen my phone.

 Instead of possibly having to dance around with funny accents after a second call, I instead had to deal with a single bullet fired through a window I had left open to give the room a little fresh air. Only after I uncurled and got off the floor to take a tentative looked around did the phone ring. I stared first at the bullet hole that, had it been a few inches to the right, would have gone through my monitor and probably me. Then I stared at the phone a long moment before answering. “Alright,” I sounded somewhat less scarred stiff than I felt. “You have my attention.”

 “Just keep doing what you’ve been doing.” Female voice sounded smug to me. “I won’t turn you in, not yet anyway. Finish what you’re doing, then we’ll talk.” Creepy, especially since I essentially had a gun to my head. Still, they said they wanted to talk after I finished up. Fear makes people act loopy, me included, and that was the last thing I needed right now. This time a message popped up on my screen. “Look. Don’t go getting the shakes on me, especially not now. I’m not going to turn you in and I’m definitely not going to kill you. I just wanted your attention. Think of me as backup if it will help you feel any better.”

 Easy for her to say, She shot at me ‘just to get my attention’. On the flip side had a strange message just popped up from persons unknown telling me I’ve been made, at least so my thinking went about how this person had to reason things through, I probably would have bolted. Can’t say that I like it, but there’s a kind of logic there. I had a job to finish. Back to Australia. Now. Copy everything, delete logs, pull out to have a look-see. The addresses listed matched both the South American server and my informants. One file was an encrypted ref file and the other was a good old fashioned plain text file. Now that was naughty of them to upload key-logging software to people they were supposed to be cooperating with, but hey it gave me passwords for the Romanian and British servers I wasn’t going to complain too loudly.

 “Very good.” The mystery lady laughed in my ear. “Now can you tell me what possible reason they had for planting spyware in a supposed ally’s computer?” I would have answered, but I still felt something of an itch between my shoulder blades where I imagined her gun was pointed. Why would police do something this blatantly illegal, especially considering the scandal that would blow up as a result, the widening mistrust between agencies. Pause. Rewind. Oh Crud. Police, not even the most rule-breaking water-boarding sort would do that in this or most any other country. Police don’t perform illegal taps, especially on each-other. That meant...

 No. Really. What did that mean?

 Four systems taken care of and another set of files for Gibbon to take a stab at. I should have felt happy that I’d managed to cover my tracks, but then again I shouldn’t have an armed lady that looked like something out of a special forces black ops outfit poking through my fridge. I wanted to throw up.

 It could, if looked at rationally be pure happenstance all this was going on and they knew nothing of me or my recent dealings. ‘It’s just the paranoia screaming everyone’s out to get you.” Going where I didn’t belong, no matter how enjoyable and rewarding amongst my chosen peers, was a risky and stressful activity. Being a little paranoid was probably natural. Even so, several of my friends had recently gone missing, and I could find few connections other than myself to all of them. So feeling a little jumpy and frightened for myself and others would be natural. Wouldn’t it?

 

Part 3

Evasion

 The rest of my time was spent wandering around here, wherever that was. They were somewhat unclear when I asked what this place had been, but my guess was a school. Lots of rooms, hallways, central cafeteria. Even run down the place didn’t have the look I would have envisioned for a prison, or office, or the like. There were areas they would not let me go, and they would not let me leave ‘for your own safety.” So outside of walks, chatting people up that might or might not know English, and telling my side of this sorted and tangled story was what passed for routine since I’d been brought here.

 The man they’d sent in with me today was a new face, blue eyed, blonde, built like something out of a comic book. Add in the black uniform he wore, patches or no the thing looked military, and he could have been an extra a movie retelling a modernized version of the Third Reich. He had my supper with him, which was strange considering they usually let me eat when and where everyone else did. “Your story seems hard to believe.” He had an easy manner about him as he looked at me. Were this the nonexistent modern-day Nazi movie I thought he looked right for this man likely would have already resorted to beatings, or racial slurs. Twenty first century and I still had to grow up with people calling me a mutt, or half-breed, or worse. Not my fault that they couldn’t deal with dad marrying a black woman. Instead, even if he didn’t believe me, his overall expression and body posture seemed more concerned than assertive. Could be off on that assessment.

 “That’s what I’ve been screaming ever since I got here.” It was something of a joke I used to try breaking the tension. “Yet no matter how impossible the past week has been reality refuses to cooperate so here I am.”

 “Indeed.” Couldn’t place the accent. Definitely not German, might not know the language but I knew the accent. Russian? Nah. “We are sorry both for keeping you here and keeping you in the dark about things, but it is critical for us to know what brought you to our front door.”

 Maybe he’s traveled, picked up a mishmash of accents. “Then why space it out a little at a time instead of getting it all at once? You have ‘Six’s records, and you could’ve lifted my prints and made something that would fool its biometrics if you don’t believe the log files I’d kept of the events.” That could explain it. Could also be that he’s faking for my benefit.

 “Well,” My ‘host’ pushed the disposable plate of food my way. McDonald’s. Ick. “Let’s just say we need to make sure you’re mentally sound, and waiting gives you time to process everything.” Sound reasoning given I’m in an unfamiliar situation after experiencing a great number of strange and stressful events. “We haven’t touched your computer mostly because we want your trust and cooperation. There is, however, the matter of your computer refusing to work for us.”

 I gave a snort and a laugh, “You already have my password so what’s the problem?” My host seemed to consider his words before speaking, that or he was trying to figure out why I wasn’t relying on sarcasm and barbs. My profile, so I was told, had that as one of my likelier reactions to stress and authority figures. “The one time we tried it let us into your desktop fine. However when we tried to use it to take a pass at one of our local systems it locked up on us, shut the program down, then wouldn’t let us back in. Most peculiar.” “Damndest thing really.” Strange, it never gave me any hassles about needing a secondary login for my net warrior tools. “I’d deny any knowledge of what you might have tripped, but I don’t know how believable I’d be. Give ‘Six back and I’ll see if there was some sort of time bomb, or if I’ve got the magic touch.” “Tomorrow.” He straightened, “Tonight I want you to tell me how you managed to get out of the country.” 

 

 Her name was Tanya and though she claimed to not be part of any formal agency she looked and moved like she was military. If her warning that people had been sent to either ‘secure or neutralize’ me was part of an attempt to get me to come along willingly rather than force her to use a black bag and zip-ties it was working quite effectively. Perhaps, no, it’s the height of foolishness to go with her, but somehow I get the impression that if I don’t come willingly then she’s going to be far less friendly. Heaven and Creation help me, I think I’ve finally lost my mind, but I’m going.

 We stop after a few hours on the road and in spite of the soreness and cramps all through my thighs and lower back I’m quite grateful for the stop. I don’t see why people like motorcycles, but to each their own.. Still, I’d rather be in something with a little more protection from the wind and perhaps a bit of storage space. ‘Too risky to use your car’, that’s what she would tell me whenever I asked during that trip. Whatever.

 “Feeling better?” I shook my head wearily. My mind was still numb and my cognitive processes seemed to have gone on strike. “Too bad ‘Skippy.” She tousled my hair when she brought up the name Kate always used.  “You’re going to have to get us a pair of tickets to Europe.”

“Wait. What? Why there? Why not just keep a low profile here?” My mind wasn’t working and I wanted answers. To  Tanya’s credit, on the assumption I was being kidnaped instead of rescued, she was polite and when situations allowed was more than willing to explain things to me.

 I saw her doing something with her phone, one of those smart do-everything-at-once numbers with a thumb-board while we were stopped. We were at a rest area populated mostly by long-haul truckers, busses, and a scattering of cars here and there. No reason to think anyone was watching us and no need to be paranoid.

 “Like it or not whenever you connect to the Internet that computer dials home.” She was... Casual in talking about Deep Six. I’d paid dearly for it, and if I was being pursued then I was up to my eyeballs in trouble. “You’ve done better than me and my friends expected at keeping a low profile considering your hobbies and habits, but we can’t protect you here anymore.” Then it was back to doing things with her phone.

 On the way here I think I saw a sign saying we were in Utah, but I’d been dozing in and out of a kind of half-sleep that kept me clinging to Tanya, but tuned out all the little details like time of day or where we were. It’s not safe, and to take my mind off of visions of me turning into highway hamburger my mind instead turned to where we were headed. If we were being pressed as much as Tanya said we would need to get to the east coast then transfer over to something headed across the Atlantic.

 All I’d managed to do before we left was call work to use the week of sick time I’d built up and leave a few messages explaining that I would be traveling, would keep in touch, and that everything was fine. My friends and especially my family demanded more out of me, but I’m a terrible liar and I didn’t want to tell them that I was probably a wanted man.

 Yea the past few days have felt a bit over the top for me too. Unfortunately my future wasn’t looking any less convoluted, what with a trip to Europe to look forward to, and needing to both obtain funds for tickets, and identities to fake so we wouldn’t have pasty white guys in dark suits with little badges that said FBI or CIA waiting at our destination. I’ll need to contact Gibbon, possibly Miko and Sekmet as well to see if some kind of workaround, if not a proper fix on ‘Six’s tattletale habits. That was for later. Now though I had to take care of more physical concerns, food and a visit to the little boy’s room, before we tried getting a few more hours of riding in. Tonight, I told myself, I would make my run.

 When we started off again my thoughts turned to my companion. Was she a savior or abductor? If she had my interests and welfare in mind why? I don’t know anything about her, and she’s denied working with any national government, terrorist cell, big business, or pretty much anyone that I could think of that would want the technology Deep Six represented. Fruitless speculation, and possibly destructive because I was already in her hands and unless she willingly let me go there was no real way to get away from her, but it was a big deal, so my mind chased it’s own tail until we stopped for the night.

 It wasn’t the Ritz. In fact it wasn’t even Motel Six, but even if I felt the rooms cost more than they should there weren’t any problems checking in, and there was a net cafe a few blocks down. Tanya played escort while I went in to explain my problems, in carefully chosen language, and to get all the mundane online things out of the way that didn’t need the sort of muscle ‘Six could flex. That and, well, I wanted some fresh coffee in me. Thankfully nobody seemed to pay us any particular attention. So, all preliminaries that I could think of were done. I’d picked an airline and a flight I wanted on that would leave in a couple days.

 It would be hard going, especially with in our post-9/11 world, but I was confident. At the very least Gibbon had, in a round about way, told me the file I’d pulled from my last run pointed to the police, contrary to my thoughts on the matter, taking the cases I’d brought to them very seriously, and that they were just as frustrated as me at lack of information to work with.

 “Doesn’t it hurt to sit like that?” Tanya saw me in a full lotus position, the heel of each foot over the opposite leg’s knee, and practically curled around Deep Six’s keyboard.

 At first I didn’t hear her. Some that I know say that they tune out everything when they’re working, and I while I didn’t think I was one of those I will admit that Tanya had to keep repeating herself just so I’d listen. “Oh no not really. Don’t want to be rude but could you keep quiet? Kick me if you need my attention, but unless it’s guys trying to break down the door let me be.” She nodded once and watched me from the other side of our room, and though I can’t be sure I think she was unpacking her rifle.

 Mail check first. Sadly the only new things outside of news on the ref file were Gibbon’s usual challenge to me and a few notes apologizing for no useful information about the low-jack ‘Six had. I’d have to fix that soon if ‘they’, whoever or whatever was chasing me I suppose, were going to turn the heat up then I needed a way to keep them from seeing where I’ve been and, more importantly, where I’m at right now.

 I’d need Gibbon’s help getting past airline security, then patching it up again after I was done. No need to leave holes for someone with an agenda and aspirations for martyrdom using any holes I leave behind. Dear Lord. This one was more of an exercise in annoyance and patience than something diabolical. I have a large library in my system, and even if I didn’t what he was asking me to pull from was in Project Gutenberg’s database. Bless them for preserving and converting public domain texts into plain text files just about any computer in the last twenty years on through anything likely ever to be built could read, because believe it or not I didn’t own Dracula. GLOBETROTTER.  Good one Gibb. Let’s see. In addition to the old material he had a few things flagged as urgent as well as a few new exec files. 

 Alright. I’m armed. Now I need things to bounce off of before making the actual run. Back at my mail server I found Ship’s request. Now seemed like a good time to drop by. With luck I could use his machine, plus co-opt a little hardware from the group that tagged him last. I’d need to filch somebody’s retirement or college fund I’m sure, but usually if I looked hard enough I’d find someone stowing money where I could get it.

 First stop was deepweb. Ordinarily ship’s security would have been enough, but the nasty thing about downloading random things in the wee hours of the morning was that they tended to have malware; porn’s especially bad about having bad things attached. According to ‘Six XXXDIALER_ was running on port 69. Ship you naughty naughty person, not to mention more than a bit stupid. Ah well, I’ll get rid of it after I’m done. For now the cruft has to stay where it is. Looking around gave me a defaced index file and a calling card. 

 

LEGION

Think of 4chan. Now give it a somewhat militant mind-set, a general bend to taking on causes of many different stripes and take away most of the porn. I don’t know where these guys came from, but they’ve been giving people headaches when they’re not off leaking private, and often sensitive, documents to the world. Note: If you don’t know what 4chan is, count yourself as lucky. Take my word on it, ignorance really is bliss here. Google at your own risk because I take no responsibility if you decide to swear off the internet because your computer blew up or saw something that makes your brain try to kill you. 

 

 While I liked some of what a few people claiming to be part of that leaderless group were up to; by and large I felt no real sense of remorse in attacking their hardware. Hey. They were dumb enough to leave a return address. Of course it’s a dare, but then again they’ve never had to butt heads with me.

 Holy Tesla. They went in Overkill on security. I could crack it, but I wasn’t so sure I should pick up on this one right now. Sure with the different boxes Ship was giving me access to I could either go head to head right now, or use those resources to do the actual job I’d come in on. Gee, let me think. Yes, it was tempting and yes it would be a challenge, but no I have more immediate problems. Ship got his connection log, which he could give to his ISP so even if it would take longer than if I went ahead and did it, he’d be set, and I now have resources I need. Strange that he’d need me to find a way in his own box, but one of the many things that had been done was change around permissions and passwords leaving Ship out in the cold where running his server was concerned. Hopefully this would change that.

 Now then. Skyline’s servers waited. Getting in is relatively easy. Just thankful that they keep everything in one box, makes my job easier. Kill the connection logs, upload the bogus reservations Gibbon left on his server for me, and the most important part was finding where copies had been sent. I’m going to repeat myself here. I don’t like making all of this seem so easy, and if it weren’t for Deep Six I’m pretty sure this run would take months instead of hours; if it could even be done on conventional hardware. Maybe when all this blows over I’ll go into security. They can’t keep this kind of gear in the closet forever, and I’ll have an edge in real world experience.

 Later, much later even if all goes well. For now I’m looking at an absolute nightmare. The records had been sent to a government server. Government. Homeland Security. Terrorist Detention Centers. Held Without Trial. I was terrified of what I was looking at, but the deed had already been started, and now I had to finish the job else I was hosed no matter what I did. One of Gibbon’s exploits might work for port 57, but something about the situation stank to me. I linked everything I could get my mitts on and hoped ‘Six could take care of the server’s encryption before they could get a bead on me.

 

PING!

 

 It felt like hours waiting for a hole to open up. My heart thudded in my chest.

 

PING!

 

 Panic started to seep in. Yes it would cost somebody their life savings but I made liberal use of the KILLTRACE panic button to try giving myself some breathing room. The server’s encryption was broken, but I now had five different ports to surf through and I was terrified that if I hit the wrong one I’d end up getting tagged. Oh well. I’ve come this far, too late to back out. Lock and load.

 

PING!

 

 Accounting. No. Requisitions? Interesting, but not why I’m here. Case files? Fawkes, Richard G. Wait why do they have a file on me? Tick Tock. Time is running and the longer I’m connected the more likely they’re going to find me. Still, that was my name on their lists and I had to know why. Download. While that was downloading check the rest of the system. Monitoring. Bingo! Connection log DELETED. File still downloading.

 Of course they would find out someone had been playing in their back yard. I’m sure that file/archive/ whatever was referenced, backed up, and would otherwise be missed with an outright deletion. Hell, even accessing it would have raised red flags. Of course I’d hopefully be gone from here before they figured out where I was connecting from. I couldn’t kill the connection while that file was downloading, so I decided to get cute.

 By the time my file was downloaded I had told the system to upload several other files to different anonymous file servers before deleting the original files. These people and servers were chosen mostly at random, or because everyone and their mother used them to stow warez files for distribution. None of these people, so far as I’m concerned, would deserve any sort of government nosing about my actions might cause. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.

 

PING!

 

 Stop pinging at me! I heard noise somewhere in the room. Tanya? I briefly uncurled and looked around. Tanya was yelling at me to shut up. Oh, right. Nobody trying to batter the door down. Curl, refocus on my primary task.  Download complete.

 Now I had to purge any records of me being there. Spring their trap by sticking my hand in Receiving. I got a warning on my screen about a trace ‘Six spotted. Delete everything from here, back out. Go back to Skyline’s servers and patch the holes I’d punched in their security. Normally I don’t bother, because going back to the scene of the crime is always a bad idea, but like I said. I didn’t like the idea of people using those holes for Really Bad Things.

 

DISCONNECT

 

 I took a deep breath as my body uncurled and I closed ‘Six the rest of the way down. “We have our tickets. I think I got connection log scrubbed, and I found a file with my name on it in the government server I tapped. I’m going to bed now.” Tanya blinked at my abrupt behavior but said nothing else to me, at least not that I could hear. My job was done, we had a flight to catch in a couple days. I’m going to try getting some sleep and don’t want to be woke up unless there were cops at the door, or grenades being tossed in.

 

 “Please don’t tell me you wanted to try that.” I looked hopefully to the man across the table. “I’m pretty sure I wasn’t found out, mostly because there didn’t seem to be any dark suits or handcuffs waiting for either of us. “I’m also pretty sure I’d closed the holes I’d opened in both servers, but even if I did I Do Not want people attempting that. Even if they could pull it off and their intentions weren’t agenda motivated what’s to say they won’t end up getting sloppy?”

 The man shrugged, “You seem to believe our interests are connected with demands, governments, or cultural wars. Our struggle started, like yours, when friends went missing. When this ends we will in all likelihood crumble back into our individual components.”

 I listened calmly as he talked, waiting for more. Maybe I’d finally figure out a thing or three here. Instead he got up and walked away. Maybe he would make my concerns known to whatever passed for the people in charge here. I was terrified they wanted to make a run against America’s government. Sure it was flawed, corrupt, and I hadn’t any real faith in politics anymore, but that doesn’t mean I wanted to see it all go up in smoke.

 

Part 4

Non-persons

 I arrived in London with no passport, unable to use my accounts for fear that even pulling cash for later use would tip off my location, and still not quite sure if I was being kidnapped or rescued. Fear crept into my system when Tanya drove me into the countryside. Her demeanor had changed from friendly and willing to talk to distant and silent.

 Her silence kept my mouth shut, because I had no idea what was going on, and was afraid I’d stepped in it big time. I didn’t notice details like how well furnished our supposed safe-house was, or that it had not one, but several broadband connections, and that I wasn’t the only refugee/abductee there. My mind, by that point, was convinced I had been kidnapped and all this was just part of the window dressing to keep me quiet before who-knows-what happened.

 Miko looked at me oddly, “You’re telling us stuff we already know.” 

 “Well look at it this way.” I gave her a level look in return. They kept insisting they were almost ready, just a little longer. Well It’s been a week since I’ve left America, and five of those days had been spent here. I was getting tired and snippy, and if this was all some sort of game. Plus I’d burned through my vacation time at work, and I wasn’t looking forward to having to hunt for a new job when this was over. “You get to see how scared out of my mind before all of this went downhill, as opposed to how much I distrust you now that I’m at the bottom of that hill and see no good way out.” “Fine. Lay it on me.”

 Let me elaborate on this portion of my travels since you just don’t seem to understand the absolute terror I’d worked myself into. I hadn’t simply left home or the state. I had left the country following a militant seeming woman that claimed it was for my own protection. I was in a strange land with little money, no knowledge of local workings, and no support system at hand. Yes I was allowed to call home, assure everyone I was fine, but either Tanya or somebody else was always within earshot, so I didn’t want to voice my suspicions out loud lest they be proven true.

 

 You know about the house I was taken to don’t you? The one that had eight or a dozen other people milling about. If it weren’t for the fact I was sinking into my own fears I would have actually liked the place. Everyone there was somehow, like myself, a wayward sort; be it someone from the ‘blogosphere’ that had twigged some sort of nerve that caused guys in black uniforms and big guns to bust their door in, hackers and other ner-do-wells such as myself, or just those that were looking for a safe shelter from the storm all this was causing. That hadn’t eased my worry, but it did comfort me that for the moment I wasn’t alone.

 Introductions were made; each of us giving our favored on-line handles rather than birth names. It felt somewhat strange doing this in meat-space, but nowhere near as strange as it might have for a newbie. You were there Miko, so was Sekmet and Bast. You know, I always thought those two would be socially inept thirteen year-olds that could have graduated college and they turned out to both be fully tenured university professors somewhere in their mid forties. There were others, some I had heard whispers of, and others I’d bumped into here and there. None of them seemed to really notice me, after all why should anyone? I’ve kept mostly to myself, try not to brag too much about my targets, and unlike Mikhail I withdraw from crowds rather than try being the center of attention.

 All of us, so I thought at the time, were brought here for similar reasons, and I suppose you would tell me that assumption is correct. We asked ourselves, and each-other what those reasons were. It didn’t take long for me to rule out everyone having a quantum computer, because when I brought up the idea it was quickly dismissed. I wonder how many thought I was out of my gourd when I told them about Deep Six. A quick demonstration was in order to bring them around. Just glad everyone had laptops on them so they could play along.

 Bast and a couple others leaned over me while I set myself up. I told everyone to buzz off because they were in my space, and even if I generally tune out what’s going on around me when I’m getting down to business I never have and likely never will put up with people getting in my face while I’m trying to work my mojo. Reluctantly most took a few steps back, but you, Miko, you kept close. Though from my perspective since you had gotten outside arm’s reach, you didn’t existent. So as far as I was concerned. I simply couldn’t spare the attention for any of you because of my demonstration run.

 “Break into Haven!” The first request came from someone dressed in a mix of late nineteenth century fashion and though it looked good the effect was spoiled by the rumpled slept in nature of the man himself.

 Haven. He gave me the full address. My first trick was rattling off every security feature the site was running, length of password, ports open, and likeliest services running on those ports. I know, you were there, but I still felt more than a bit satisfied at the reaction, especially when I tore the site to ribbons. Let everyone gather closer so they could look at the screen, go back to confirm the site’s status via their own boxes just to make sure I wasn’t running some kind of smoke and mirrors trick.

 Next request was a rival’s blog. Boring. I broke in just to prove I could, then checked the local network to try finding the requestee’s box. Get more creative sister. I’m not your personal attack dog, so your box has now become a paperweight. Have fun reinstalling everything after you get a new drive.

Miko broke my narrative with her laughter, “I remember, that’s when you gave your ‘poor wittle piwate.’ tirade.” After a moment or two of thought she shook her head. “No, that came after Dos asked you to break into that network so he could clone all their movies.”

 My eyes rolled at the thought of the guy. Fat, unkempt even when compared the fact everyone else had been several days without a bath. “Please, don’t remind me. Kid needs to get out, run a few miles, or something. S’pathetic.” Sure, I had my own complaints about how the copyright system in America works, but giving it the middle finger isn’t going to fix anything, at least not by itself.

 There were other requests in those first hours. Some I’d gladly stepped up to. Others, mostly ones representing personal vendetta or acts entirely too showy, I refused. Seriously. Yes I’d like to knock the RIAA down about eight or twelve pegs, but defacing their servers are neither a challenge, nor would it help cause a positive shift in how the system works. Miko and I talked of my time in that house for what felt like hours. That run let me forget my troubles for a little while and let me feel at peace, even when I was practically screaming at another of the attendee’s about why I wouldn’t hop to when they wanted me to break into something for them.

 After that we had to sleep. Girls in one room, boys split amongst two others, and there were four of your people as guards over all of us. It wasn’t a comfortable weekend, but up until we had been split up it was almost as if it could have been preparations for a con, or just an impromptu gathering to talk shop and swap dares. Even though I have my reservations about you and your people Miko, I’m glad you kept Bast and Sekmet together.

 “It was never our intent to split them up.” Miko paused to look at her phone. “Story time over Skippy. They’re giving your computer back.” You have no idea whatsoever how happy that makes me.

 

Part 5

Verification

 Deep Six looked no worse for our time apart. The green, gold, and white pinstripe art across its black case was just as I had left it. In fact it looked a little cleaner than when I’d seen it last. “You guys do anything after Net Warrior crashed?” Everyone shook their heads. All they did after was clean it inside and out, and ran disk utilities after that. Honest.

 They stepped wide of me when I went to look ‘Six over. I’d like to think I did a good job keeping it, hardware and software, clean but judging by the fact I noticed drastic a difference in appearance I must have overestimated my abilities on at least the first count. On the software front I noticed that someone had rearranged my desktop and changed half my settings around, which was pretty Common of them to do to someone else’s system.

 Messing with internals for better performance I could understand, but how the interface works should never be messed with unless you have permission. Couldn’t tell these people off on poor manners though because I had more pressing concerns. Net Warrior refused to connect even though I had a stable connection and my browsers all pulled up anything I tossed their way After emailing my general situation to Gibbon using roundabout language I closed down, thanked them for taking care of my computer and adding their network’s login and security information in so I could work where I pleased.

 Normal methods for breaking into a given system involves a more subtle approach than I’ve described in this account. As I said earlier it is more often a case of sifting through garbage than sitting at a console. Other times it takes social engineering tactics to get someone to give me a piece of needed information, or to install something that will give me a foot in the door to get the rest of the way in. Compare that meticulous and often lengthy approach to wielding Deep Six like Thor’s Hammer Mjöllnir.

 Miko looked at me and tried sounding firm, but reassuring. “Even if Gibbon can’t get back with you we have to go forward.”

 I my train of thought, which had been stuck trying to find a joke that fit the punchline ‘...and that’s why you never divide by zero’ derailed. That caused me to stare over at her with what I guess was a look of dumb confusion,  “Wait, what do you need me for if ‘Six can’t be fixed? Come to think of it, what did you need us for in the first place?”

 “Well, if you can’t get Net Warrior back we can still use you for the big coordinated run we want to make.” Miko sat beside me as I checked on the more mundane aspects of my on-line life. I updated my Social sites, and was only half-listening because I was in the middle of a VoIP call home to check on things, let them know I was alright.

 

 Turned out between the time I’d check in last and now been attempts to get me saddled with some sort of hit and run. My car was involved, sure, but my family had been quick to point out that not only had I not been driving it at the time, I wasn’t anywhere in the country. There had been some fumbling around where records were concerned.

Miko assured me they would take care of the gaps and ‘people are watching your family.’ Still, if ‘they’, whoever that might be, wanted me bad enough wouldn’t they make threatening gestures over my friends and especially family?

 “Of course, why do you think your associates from Chaotic Realms went missing?” To cover for my reaction I busied myself trying to puzzle my way through Gibbon’s latest test. Without Net Warrior brute forcing my way in was a no-go, but finesse was an option. While trying to puzzle through the clues that had been left for me I wondered why  Gibbon did what he did. He was smart, that much was obvious, and he had a good grasp of security. He must have seen me make a pass at his box earlier because a conversation window opened. 

 

> Hey Hey. Look who’s back!

> Yea, England’s nice. Got to see Sekmet and Bast before my box blew up. Got any good news on that front?

> Good news is I have that backup you asked after. Bad news is, as you know, things change and it could’ve gotten corrupt between then and now. I think it’s fine, but it’s been awhile since I’d done an integrity check.

> Hit Me. I’ll take my chances. By the by I like the latest puzzle you dropped in my lap. Good distraction from the weather.

DOWNLOAD INITIATED

> Glad to hear. You seem to be the only one that likes playing ball. Had three others wash out since I got in touch with you last.

> So sorry to hear that. All it really takes is enough patience to Google around for a walk-through, and enough brain-cells firing at the same time to connect the dots.

> You know as well as I do that the puzzles I pick can go anywhere between child’s play, and ‘Absolute Bastard’. I think the ones I’ve been tossing out for the past week are definite ‘Bastard’ material. You?

> Won’t argue too much on that. I’m just glad I left a backup with you. Anything you want to do between now and when it finishes?

> You still have Gless installed?

> Sure. You want Magic or Technology?

> Magic.

> Figures. Be there shortly. Going to see if Miko or any of her friends wants to show up.

 

 Glest was a completely open source strategy game that has a stock package centered around Magic Vs. Technology in something akin to Tower Defense. Mods have been made depicting everything from ancient Rome to futuristic cyber-dragons and robotic warriors. I wasn’t terribly good, but then again neither was Gibbon and it gave us a chance to goof off awhile.

 I saw Miko join as well as a few others. This account won’t go into detail of the game, or the conversations we had there, for if you are reading this than I am sure you are more interested in if Deep Six got fixed or not. The game allowed Gibb and I to speak more or less candidly with my hosts. Gibb openly stated he was not part of their organization, but was not opposed to helping if needed. They understood, and appreciated his honesty. Gibb also said something about being worried about what they had in mind for me, though he put it in far coarser language. Understandable, they had said, and they would do all they could to keep me safe. Gibb and I ended up getting steam rolled in spite of our alliance against Miko and her companions, but the tension eased somewhat.

 

DOWNLOAD COMPLETE

 

 The download finished about halfway through our third match and so I apologized for leaving Gibb to fend for himself before signing off. Restoring from a flashed image was straightforward, but time consuming. Miko spared me a sympathetic look from where she was perched; she was probably sending hordes of clockwork mecha to stomp Gibb’s summoners in at that moment. I smiled to her and babysat the restoration process. Sure I could have walked away, for there really wasn’t anything I could do to affect the outcome once it had started, but I’m one of those that just can’t leave an install unattended.

 After a reboot I saw the desktop I had two months back; A game engine rendered version of a cyberpunk cityscape. The engine was almost a decade old now, but the image still looked stunning to me. The artist, whoever it had been, managed to fit in an amazing amount of detail into a single still image. Unfortunately that image also meant that I had to re-create my list of short-cuts that had been worked out since then. No real worries, it was just time consuming. While I did this my mind drifted.

 Did they want something from me? Of course. Did that make them bad people? Meh. Not really. Shifty and close mouthed, but not necessarily bad. I needed to learn more of my situation and that of these people.

There is only one way for me to find out, one way or another, if I’ve been abducted or rescued, without Net Warrior I would have needed to go back to traditional methods. Even backed by the sort of power Deep Six had I had gotten spoiled, and didn’t want to have to go back if I could help it. Even if Net Warrior was repaired I’d have to go head to head against a group that rightfully could claim cyber-space as home territory. Still. I needed answers, and if hacking Legion was the best way to get them then so be it.

 “Guy what’re you doing?” I smiled at her inability to see what I was up to. Gibbon’s daily challenge had been about a thirty on the Bastard Meter, but the tools he had gave me what I needed to have my way with the local network.

 Euphoria hit as Deep Six hammered its way into first this box, then that. All of it was from the local network, so Legion would know where to look, in general. They just wouldn’t be able to tell where I was in that network when everything was linked together like this. At least I hoped that was going to be the end result. To take out some added insurance I got in touch with several ... Friends... And rented about an hour on their networks. I hated dealing with people that willfully made Joe and Jane user’s home computers into spam-slinging zombies, but in this I would need every advantage.

 “Don’t worry,” My efforts might give me a little breathing space, but if anyone here suspected no amount of box bouncing would keep me from being up to my eyeballs in trouble. “Just stretching ‘Six’s legs a little. Any special requests?”

 While Miko rattled off a few simi-obscure spots I worked on putting feelers out for what looked to be Legion’s largest server. Wearemany.net. Heh... I know I’ve said before they had to have the place up as a dare. I also know that whatever I find could be planted just to get me to be cooperative, but somehow I just couldn’t see a leaderless organization of hundreds, if not thousands, of people keeping a consistent set of lies together just to keep me in the dark.

 First one port opened to me, then another, and finally I found things that looked interesting and relevant to what I wanted. Logs were being downloaded for later review. Company names were tossed about, as were documents about quantum processing. My stay wasn’t long, given I was being watched and could be sniffed out any time if I hadn’t already been. However it would give me information to look on later.

 Time to back out, try filling the holes I’d made, and hope that either nobody noticed, or took my curiosity to mean I might be put in a helpful mood if I’m allowed to dig on my own. Miko saw me close down and offered to eat with me that evening. I told her I would love to, which was true, and that I needed her to tell me a few things, which was most definitely true.

 

 “You could have just asked.” They let me keep ‘Six even after they’d left a message on my box telling me they knew I was behind the ‘attack’ earlier that day. I should be grateful they didn’t take it personally, but still, I hoped I had gotten in and out without anyone realizing what I’d done.

 As Miko talks my mind drifts. This manuscript, a thing that had not been written – yet was already forming in my mind, has done those closest to me a disservice. My friends, four of them, had been missing by this point for two months. I am repeatedly assured that in spite of documented history showing that without an explicit ransom note kidnap victims are typically killed early. They have not been mentioned by name, and though I have total control over how the story is told, I dare not go back and insert their names before now.

 They all have names. They had known me for the past five years. In one way or another each had been valuable in both my working and social lives. Yet here I am setting down the events to one of, if not the, most pivotal point in my life and I have not mentioned any of them as more than an out of sight and almost token reason for me to have risked imprisonment, fines, and being barred from any computer, networked or not, for no less than a decade. I can assure you, they are worth risking that sort of punishment.

 I looked at Miko with one of those looks that my Father hated, claiming that it looked like I was both looking down and through someone. Unlike other times I know I am giving her this look, and I find that I do not quite care how upsetting it must be. “You have me chained up in here, for my own protection. I have been treated well, yet I have been told little of why I am kept here and what part I am to play that is supposed to be vital.”

 Miko waited for me to get to the point, obviously annoyed, but willing to wait till I had finished before cutting me down to size.

 “A man blind to his part in the greater whole, or even the details to his own small portion of the task cannot do anything other than fail.” My voice was calm, or at least I remember it being calm at the time. For all I know I was screaming at the top of my lungs. “My attempts at getting your attention so that we could speak had, so far, been ignored. You will either give me answers, let me go, or stop with this charade and lock me away. Because my movements are restricted and I am not told why I do not care which of these three options you pick, but this half-state I am currently in stops Now.”

 Miko seemed to consider what I had to say, my posture and tone, as well as other factors I could only guess at. She then spoke to me. This group that they were shielding me against believed that as a species we could not survive many more leaps in technology and that the breaks had to be placed on progress. When asked how long they thought their proposed solution would last their only reply was ‘as long as it takes.’

 In some ways I could find myself agreeing with them. Give people a chance to catch up and adapt before moving on. It was somehow seductive. On the other hand what gives them or anyone the right to tell others that they cannot work on ways of improving the lives of everyone around them, or find a niche to fill in the global market. We might be able to adapt to a stagnant world, but what sorts of innovations, what cures would be missed, what breakthroughs in energy sciences would be overlooked or deemed too far outside of what was then taken as normal?

 Quantum computing was only the latest thing that this group had hoped to oppose. My friends had all been taken to get at me. There was no note because they had thought that such a selective disappearance would grab my attention. I didn’t buy it, so I had to look for myself.

 Each side knew roughly what the other was capable of, and through a combination of flexibility, money, or knowledge each had remained in a stalemate situation. Legion was able to hold its own through numbers, anonymity, and guerrilla tactics. This other group, whom my associates have dubbed Red Queen, also has numbers and is savvy to the general workings of the Internet, but they rely more on use of the law and fear of punishment than Legion does.  The humor in this given name is not lost on me, but unfortunately the joke wears thin almost as it forms.

 My part in this struggle is straightforward and easy to guess. Given that my system can run rings around anything Red Queen has built defenses to protect against. I am to find documents and other reports that they have of suppressed technologies, anything incriminating against these people as a group, and locations of anyone they are holding prisoner against anyone’s good will. It is a general consensus that if possible I should find something that can be used to tie enough of Red Queen’s leadership together for RECO to take effect.

 I cannot say exactly what it means, save that those laws were created to prosecute organized crime, so that a Capo, or Don, or whoever couldn’t wring his hands and go ‘I don’t know this guy. He killed and extorted, not me.’ Not if enough was found to tie the two together. I was no criminal attorney, but we had a few of those. Outside of the fact that anything gathered would be obtained illegally it was generally thought I would find enough to hang these people in court. Even if legally they weren’t touched, the court of public opinion is a harsh body, and sometimes their judgments are harder to overturn than any laws written in dusty tomes.

 

Part 6

Opening Shots

 “My new friends tell me that Legion is in the middle of a war with itself, which is actually expected considering how emotional and attached people get to their pet causes and perspectives.” I kept my voice calm when I talked to mom. We had been close, and I would not lie to her as I explained the situation I had gotten myself into. Sure telling her legion was tearing itself apart instead of them squaring off a multi-national secret organization was a bit of a fib, but both groups had people in both camps, so it wasn’t too much a stretch and it made explaining things simpler.

 “Are you sure you don’t want me or your father pulling some strings?” I knew my parents had some connections. How else had John managed to get the sort of stuff that came in and out of his hands?

 I shook my head at the camera attached to ‘Six. “Mom I don’t know how high up these people are, so if you called for help, that might be a tip-off for-”

 “-The wrong sort of people.” Her facial expression looked somewhat concerned, but it had ever since I called to give my parents the full story, now that I had it myself. “How bout journalists? You’ll want whatever you find spread around as fast as possible, and the more credible the press the better right?” That made sense, so I agreed and told her I would get a copy of everything I found in her hands as soon as possible. That left the final question. “Why you? By everything you’ve told me and I’ve seen from the news these people you’re with are more experienced than you.”

 “’Six can do what no other machine ‘our’ side has, and I have the most experience using it.” I couldn’t tell if mom was letting me go out of spite, out of recognition that I was my own person, or out of recognition that this was something I had to do because nobody else was around that could. “So once more into the breach I go.”

 “Call me.”

 “I will Mom.” Close connection. Take a few deep breaths. This was one of those moments in my life that I felt like everything had gone loopy, but I was too far committed to do anything other than what I had prepared for.

 Miko watched me prepare. On other runs I had considered important I had a ritual I preformed. This was one such run, and though there was no scientific evidence in any of it the act itself it’s just one of those things. Eyes closed. Touch the midpoints on each side of ‘Six’s case while praying to the spirits that made up the machine. This wasn’t based on anything really outside of maybe a half-hearted attempt to play at Shintoism, or is it Shamanism? Beats me. Once I had touched the case I had touched three points on my body; Head, Heart, Sternum. Clap twice, close hands. Inhale. Bring both hands, thumbs folded in, to my lips. Exhale. Open Eyes. I was ready.

 My machine booted up. My comrades had given me a set of addresses that different paper trails had led to. Each site was backed by the latest in security services and further protected by companies who made it their business to keep their clients safe.

 

SCAN

 

 My screen lit up like a Christmas tree. Each site was connected to all others, and going off what the info-window was giving me if I popped one the rest would call home before shutting down.

It got worse. Several of the services it looked like they were running could only be run from within that home network or, as with the sledgehammer method I’d been using, they would all shut down then likely reboot with different security settings.

 Clever if you’re paranoid. Mind bindingly crappy if you wanted your site to maintain any sort of up time. I watched traffic in and out of these sites for a time. I speak of that like it’s easy to do, but considering I had nothing on the boxes themselves and couldn’t connect directly I had to use other methods to get a sense of how the packets moved.

 “Raj, make a pass. I want to see how they react.” Rajorin. No idea what the name meant, if anything, but he was on hand and I was told anyone watching me would have working knowledge.

“Alright. Making a pass... Now.”

 From my vantage point I saw Raj’s probe. Like the probes ‘Six sent out to check security and ports the target system ignored it, or at least it looked like it had. When it started probing deeper the target box disappeared.

I heard Raj making concerned noises and ran over to see what was going on. Seemed that the box made a pass of it’s own at anything that went deeper than a surface lookieloo. Raj was fuming because not only was his box crashing, but when he tried to reboot the thing had eaten through his windows partition. I was curious that it hadn’t bothered touching either the boot record, or the Linux partitions.

 When Raj left Miko raised an eyebrow. “So they just assume anyone making a run at them is going to use windows? Why not have something that’ll just screw with your boot record?”

 I shrugged. There were viruses written for the different Unix derivatives, but I had seen none ‘in the wild’. Still, if they were able to trace back and run commands on anyone’s box that even briefly connected, especially someone who actually bothered keeping security running and up to date, I wouldn’t put it past them to figure out how to make Linux explode, or at the very least force a complete system reinstall. Crude and inelegant if managed, but it would be effective assuming that whatever was being downloaded wasn’t immediately being reuploaded somewhere else. I told Miko to get everyone on site to start making calls.

 

 A dozen different people were gathered in the room with me. Dozens, if not hundreds waited across the world. It had taken two days since that initial pass to get people on the same page and ready. When we started all they needed to do was sacrifice their boxes tripping those traceback routines I’d seen pulled on Raj’s rig. There was much grumbling over this. What would it accomplish to send wave after wave with the express purpose of letting themselves get nuked?

 I needed them to be my foot in the door so when I started the other servers couldn’t just fade out. If they were continually going after everyone else they had to maintain a connection, which meant they couldn’t just shut down. Of course it could be that their security had ‘hide’ being more important than ‘retaliate.’ If so then this gathering wouldn’t be wasted, for it would be an educational experience. Red Queen would probably still believe it’s security uncompromised and uncompromisable. If it worked though... Well I wanted there to be more people on hand than I would need since it would be better than not having enough live bodies to hold the door open.

 ‘What about police? They trace us back they have enough to get warrens?’ Nobody said it in exactly that way, but that was the question on most of their minds. The only reply I could give was that if I could get through I could get their records and make it look like what they’d suffered was a spambot triggered attack. That’s oversimplifying things to rather gross degrees, but what am I supposed to say?

 It was risky and stupid and in hindsight it shouldn’t have worked. Still. We had already burnt enough time. While I’d been sitting pretty friends mine as well as others, and allies were separated from family and home. I said as much, which shut everyone up. What followed was hectic and insane. This is the only way I can come close to portraying it without dozen’s of session logs, timestamps, and a whole load of stuff maybe five people would care about. What follows is very loose, fast and intentionally hectic. Deal With It.

 

CONNECT

PING! Mother of- WHAT?! “I’ve got it man.” Hello. “What about using-” Go! “I’m out!” 

I’m still up. You aren’t supposed to be here. “I’m blocked” INCOMMING! “Doesn’t matter?” He’s in! Keep going guys!” Why are you here? Never- BOTTLENECK -give up! KILLTRACE “Guys keep going! He’s got the lists!” PATHFINDER BAAAANZAAAAIIIIIII!!!! 

What do you want? “Frak I’ve been made!” “This is madness.” 

I want to talk. “Second box cracked!” It’s working! “Don’t let us down!” PING! “Come. Let’s dance!” Who are you? “Files uploading now!” FFFFFUUUUU! 

I’ve been infected!

“Holy mother what was that?”    They say you’re- 

“Half our network’s toast.” -a bad man. WOOO! RUN We have only just begun to fight!  Are you a bad man? 

You’re looking for someone. PING! Why won’t you talk to me?   KILLTRACE 

“Skippy get out of there!” Just talk, nothing else. “Skippy!” 

VOODOO DOLL Almost done Miko. Did we do it? “Never seen this kind of security.” Got it! 

Please?

DISCONNECT

 

 I had the lists. Mom worked her magic. Don’t know how, but she managed to take what I’d given her and get everyone out. I don’t believe it worked. My friends, Their friends, and lots of other people had been freed. It worked. My God Almighty it Worked.

 Through all the noise, confusion, and adrenaline I saw something out there. Probably a lonely sysadmin, but shades of AI and Ghosts in the Machine tickled at the back of my mind as I lay in bed that night while everyone else was high-fiving and celebrating. Only in movies and badly written stories were wars won in a single engagement. We had the intelligence we came for and showed them that their best wasn’t good enough. I’m sure others were also thinking along these lines. I’m not the smartest guy in the room, just the one with the biggest virtual guns.

 Later I tried figuring out how I would fare in a head to head ‘fight’ against someone else with a quantum processor in case Red Queen got a clue and got one of ‘Six’s sibling machines and decided to level the playing field. Maybe that voice I ‘heard’ in the dark and confusion of that run was another such as myself. If so who’s side were they on? I couldn’t exactly risk dismissing it as nothing, but worry would get me nowhere.

 So, with that on my mind I pulled Deep Six out and browsed the web awhile. If whoever it was had been able to talk to me they knew my address. Granted the thing shifted enough so that it wouldn’t have done much good, but, I don’t know. Actually I suppose I do, but I can’t put it into words that make sense to anyone not fascinated by how the Internet is structured and addresses handed out.

 I was in the middle of working on my mailbox when it happened. Black window with green text opened on top of what I was doing.

 

> I remember you from before. You did something they thought was impossible.

 

My blood turned to ice in that instant. Rational thought failed me.

KILLTRACE

 

 Show all incoming traffic. She’s got to be bouncing through to get here. I can’t get a consistent return path. Address keeps changing.

 

> Sorry buddy. I won’t let you get away.

LOAD PROGRAM: Manticore

 

 Gotta be hell on her signal. Even if she’s wielding one of ‘Six’s siblings that might give me enough advantage for Manticore to work.

 

> Talk Then.

> In a bit.

PROGRAM Manticore Halted.

> Clever. You write that yourself?

> No.

UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS DETECTED.

 

 Halt Process. Halt! I’m running a user account with no root level privileges and can only run system commands either by SUDO through terminal, which requires my root password, or logging out then logging back in under root account. My password is generally something lengthy and difficult to guess because it uses a garble of letters, symbols, and text. Even so she managed to wrinkle in and delete a good portion of my system. Had I either rebooted, or been forced to restart I’m pretty sure I’d have been faced with a reinstall. Thankfully I managed to kick her out before she, and I’m using that pronoun arbitrarily, could force either of these.

 

> Fair’s fair I guess.

 

 Even if she were part of the loyal opposition I had to give her credit for managing that trick.

 

> You like it?

> It’s-

 

LOAD BACKUP

 

 Always ALWAYS keep a backup handy. Make several to store both locally and elsewhere. Not everyone faces global electronic warfare, but all sorts of daily nastiness can cause months of work and records to be lost.

 

> -Interesting.

> We’ve traded shots and we’re both standing. Truce?

> OK fine. I just don’t like that someone I don’t know managed to find me so easily. That and if you’re who I think you are you’ve had my nerves on end all night.

> Understandable, and I’d likely be in the same state in your position. I take it they have friends of yours?

> Mine and others. Same with you?

> Something like that. Are you working with Legion? 

> In a manner of speaking. I don’t trust them since they’ve been more than a bit tight lipped, but for the moment I’m still alive and they’re offering the best chance I have at getting dug out from this mess.

> Why not hand your shiny computer over? That would get them off your back wouldn’t it? > Maybe, maybe not. They’ve done many illegal things, enough to put people away for several lifetimes if convicted. What would another count of kidnapping and or murder be on top of everything else? They’d get what they wanted, plus assurance I wouldn’t spill the beans on them. 

> Valid point. You have no reason to trust me, but even if everything goes as well as you hope; the records you pull get people freed by the dozens, and people get arrested as a result. You do realize this won’t end things.

> Never thought it would.

> I can do nothing more right now except wish you the best of luck. If things work out as I fear I will do what I can to help right matters.

> Thank you Juno.

> Juno?

> Greek Goddess of guiding, or something like that. Beats calling you Raphael.

> Sorry, theology was never my strong suit, but I suppose Juno is as good as anything else you might want to call me. Would you leave me a way of getting in touch with you, or should I have to spend hours breaking through your friend’s security again?

 

Sticky. Though ‘she’ did make a good point about not being able to trust her. Eh. Getting an email account at a random spot wouldn’t be hard, and if this person were able to not only find their way through Legion’s local security but also get past my box I definitely want this person on my side.

 

> Fine. You can find me at ancientgorilla@cheapsk8.org 

> I will keep in touch. For both our sakes I hope our next meeting is social instead of business.

> Groovy. Just one question before you go.

> Only One?

> What was with the little girl act earlier? If you’re the same person that tried getting in touch mid-run that is.

> That? Oh! I thought it might have gotten your attention and separate me from general noise and traffic.

 

 Made sense in a way. Still, the attitude shift was somewhat disconcerting in it’s own way.

 

> Take care of yourself Richard.

> Here’s to hoping I’m not walking into a trap.

DISCONNECT

 

Part 7

Dirty Deeds

 Those that had been held against their will were freed. We saw it all on the news spun as ‘a feat of international cooperation that has brought down a series of international terrorist cells.” I suppose, as far as that goes it’s a correct assessment, but something feels wrong.

 Even taking Deep Six into account that had been too easy. Miko told me this, and that I should get ready for their counter to what we had just done to them. The ‘suit’, and I use the term in the loosest possible way, was apparently shown to me so I would understand why I’d been here as long as I have. Hopefully it wasn’t going to come to that, but if it does half of what the hoopla claims then I might try it on anyway. Later though. Right now I’m shelving neuro-interfaces, Legion, and the rest. My job now is to find it and try either preventing Bad Things from happening again, or finding a way to make Bad Things from going away if they did happen.

 

 Being illegal for Joe or Jane consumer to have a quantum processor was the one huge drawback to the sort of power I had at my disposal. I knew when I’d bought ‘Six that in addition to upgrades being mind bindingly expensive that no matter if I was an otherwise moral and honest person I was looking at years if not decades of prison time. Never mind the fact that I’m already guilty of electronic terrorism, or whatever new buzzword they’ve coined for breaking into networks I’m not allowed into.

 This thought crosses my mind while I look over the apparatus my ‘friends’ were showing me. To me it looks little better than a hockey helmet attached via cabling down the back to a bit of motocross body armor that has a segment in the back molded for my laptop to fit along with some arm and leg pieces that looked like they might have originally been from other sports. Can’t blame whoever threw this one together for taking ideas from places that already needed mobility and protection, but I was somewhat stumped on what the point of it was. Oh-Kay then. I’ll bite. Whatisit?

 Miko looked supremely smug and self-confident when she told me that is why and what I’ve been kept in the dark about. According to her excited chatter after putting all that on and connecting ‘Six up it’ll up not only my response time while making with the digital chaos, but supposedly there would be some sort of sympathetic feedback and some other techno-babble terms that left my eyes glazed over until they put it in English; I’d have the sort of reaction timing needed to dodge bullets, strength to toss people around like rag dolls, and all sorts of other movie hero mojo. Alright then Miss Crazyhead. It was held together with duct tape and bailing wire and even if that held up I just didn’t buy the whole kung-fu wireman routine.

 I’ve no clue where the thing came from, but considering the mat olive drab paint I’m guessing military was involved somewhere. Next I suppose I have to wonder why all the hush-hush, other than me writing them off as insane. So I turned to Miko and asked.

 “You don’t want to know.” She shook her head. “No, really I don’t know either. They just dropped it in my lap and told me what would be needed to make it work.” More things were done just at the edges of my vision before she rapped a knuckle against the chest plate. “Alright you’ve got power. Give it a go.”

 I didn’t feel any different than a few moments before, slightly ridiculous and more than a little annoyed at having been held for a week just so they could field test this.... I started for the door. People reacted but it all felt slow, like watching a video at half-speed. Strange. Move. There’s no words to describe how it felt to be able to move this fast and my mind.

 Ye Gods.

 Picture all those times you had something at the tip of your tongue. Something just outside of memory, or a problem you know you could solve if you could just put a little more oomph there. Well this was that extra oomph.  This is my brain backed by a quantum processor.

 Hours later Everything. Hurt. Nothing broke, but twenty minutes in the suit left my body feeling like it’d spent hours out in the sun pulling hundred pound weights up hill. Apparently pushing one’s body to it’s limits isn’t high on the list of things that feel great. Go Figure.

 “Why?” I lay in bed aching everywhere. My head hurt, and I was annoyed. “Why make me wait for that..... Thing to show up?”

 Miko sat at the foot of my bed and was doing something, what I don’t know because I couldn’t move my head for a better look. “The suit wasn’t built for your computer to use. How could it have been. It’s something from the Cold War. Never could get the thing to work right and breeding people that could take the stresses wasn’t an option.”

Light bulb moment. “Wait. You’re saying I was stuck in a mothballed suit of pain and agony as old as I am?” I tried bringing palm to face but still nothing but twitchy pain. Upset much? You Bet.

 “That’s why we needed the time, to make sure our patches worked and it wouldn’t break you in half.” Worried voice she.

 Still, much frustrated. “But WHY?”

 “OK,” Deep breath. “We wanted to try using it as a mental booster, give you an added edge in case Red queen pulled a quantum ace out at the last minute. Does no good to have that sort of mental processing if you couldn’t move to use it, plus if things are going as badly as some of the others are claiming we might not be as secure in our next run.”

 I made annoyed and hurt noises before flopping one of my arms in the direction of the door. “Please go now. I’m sure later things will make sense but right now everything hurts and no I don’t want any pills to make it all fuzzy.”

 

 It had taken days, and I only found what Red Queen was up to after it was banging on the proverbial front door. I was still nursing hurts and aches from the suit’s test run the day before and somewhere my mind was screaming at the unfairness of it all.

 ‘Six informed me that several of Legion’s larger servers have gone dark and worse, several people suddenly either late for expected meetings, or outright calling for help as people came to drag them away to points unknown. Legion has a decentralized network, so even those moral losses did little to impede traffic, but these people weren’t just anyone. They had been, if not leaders in the strictest sense of the word, people others looked up to and respected.  Something stinks, and I’m getting to the bottom of it.

 I was in my room when I started connecting the dots, so I didn’t hear the first signs of the break-in. When I realized what was going on I started to look for an exit, any exit. Don’t give me that look. These are not my people, and I was pretty sure I was their main reason for showing up. Sure Miko and the others were important in their own ways, but I figured I was what they wanted, and with me not there they’d have less reason to stay than they would otherwise.

 The fire alarm had gone off when I was somewhere between the stairwell on my floor and the ground floor fire escape. The big robo-future-nazi looking type was crouched by said door with a machine gun of some sort. I dunno; it was stubby and fired lots of bullets whenever he pulled the trigger, other than that I couldn’t really have made any guesses.

 He looked at me and grimaced, pointed to the door and held up three fingers. Suppose that could have meant either go on three or three people were waiting on the other side. He didn’t look like he was about to move so I took it to mean the latter and started keeping as much of me next to walls as I edged around. Nothing I could do to help, and more likely than not they’d try using me as a shield or something. Look, I hate running. If I had the know-how I would’ve rushed in to help defend our ‘fortress’. I hated my position, but self loathing could wait till I got away from people wanting to put holes in me.

 Next fire exit was also covered, ditto for the one after that, and the one after that. I was sore, wired, afraid, and pissed. I wasn’t thinking about where I was or where I was going, but I’d managed to get to where they had stowed that ruddy suit. Were this an action movie, or a video game this would be where I’d get armored up and walk out twelve feet tall and start hurling Fire and Judgment at my enemies. It wasn’t like that at all, no matter what any ‘eyewitnesses’ say.

 I was suited up alright, but everything else was different. Deep Six was cradled by layers of Kevlar and composite materials at the small of my back, making bending difficult, the whole thing felt somewhat clumsy at first. Then it was turned on. There was no immediate rush of knowledge or coordinated plan, but when it was turned on the suit’s movements smoothed out and I felt just a little more confident it at least wouldn’t fall apart while we ran for...  Wherever. This isn’t the movies or anything. It was just me, this power sucking gizmo, and a few other tired and frightened folk that had even less an idea than me on what to do now that bullets started flying.

 Let me take that back. I knew things. There was no heads up display or the like, but I knew the layout of the building as if I had lived there for years. I knew where what was supposed to be, and thankfully I already knew how to work this damned suit and roughly how long the batteries would hold up. It’s not something I can put into words, more like instinct, or having done something so often it becomes almost a reflex.

 Whatever I guess. I stepped out, still hugging walls and crouched low, and started for the nearest way out. I saw people draw those stubby machine guns on me and my sense of time went all funny. Adrenaline can do that to you. Time doesn’t slow down so much as your mind and reactions speed up. They fired and I moved. Again they fired, and I watched the bullets whip by me wondering, in a mad moment of calm, just what I was going to do if my Neo impersonation cracked. They weren’t aiming at my legs after all.

 I was close enough to touch them by the time they were ready to fire again. I never studied any form of hand to hand fighting, so I didn’t try anything fancy. Just grab one guy’s wrist and pull really really hard. Hadn’t intended on throwing him into his partner, but I’ll take what good fortune I will.

 Great. Nobody shot at us when I stuck my head out. Didn’t see anyone outside and I saw several cars. Don’t ask me why I went back in. Please, I have no rational explanation to offer. I have zero combat experience, not even anything from gaming to draw on. I’m more a RPG or MMO type. Yet I went back in. Maybe it was the suit, or the whole ‘dodged bullets like some kind of movie hero’ thing, but I went back in.

 Both goons I saw earlier were still splayed on the ground making low noises of pain. I took both guns with me before I went further inside. Didn’t plan on using them, just didn’t want to risk leaving them and their guns in the same place.

 So. Back into the confused jumble of shouting, loud noises, gunfire, and people trying to kill me I not-so-boldly-go. I was scared out of my mind, and I knew, after a quick systems check, I had maybe a half hour left before the batteries gave out.

 Great. I get something that gives me just enough juice to get my head blown off. I could have still run for it, but Miko was in there, and even though she wasn’t exactly a friend I knew her well enough that her going would bother me. For that matter anyone going, especially because of me, would keep me up at night.

 With information being fed to me I had a rough idea on where to go and some tiny clue on how to act when I got there. It involved lots of running, lots of throwing people around, and more than a couple people shooting at me. I got hit several times, each time feeling like someone had hit me with a baseball bat as hard as they could, yet the armor held. Didn’t like getting hit, pain and all aside, I never knew when or if the armor would fail and I’d end up on the floor with blood leaking everywhere.

 Their plan had apparently been to herd everybody into the cafeteria and either find me huddled in amongst the masses, or use them to force me to surrender myself. We found that out after ‘talking’ to the banana they’d put in charge of grabbing me. I watched some of the conversations, and asked questions in others but I never went in. Didn’t trust me well enough.

 It was just too tempting to go in there with a sledgehammer and start breaking things. They didn’t know about any grand plots or programs, but they tried to take me prisoner, and they were the same sort of people that took my friends. I take that kind of thing personally.

 

 What did we learn? Let’s see. All those taken in this round were to be taken to some place I’d never heard of in Arkansas either to be held until I stepped out into the open or until they thought I wouldn’t be a problem anymore, I.E. Because I was too busy being dead to try punching neat little holes in their fallback plans. Did I already mention I was taking all of this very personally? Let me correct that. I wanted to see every single person responsible put in a dark hole somewhere. Since that was unlikely I’ll take what I can get; my life and the lives of all those they’d toyed with.

 I won’t bloat this account by explaining how I’d gotten tickets for me and a few others, Tanya and the ten foot tall Blonde Cyborg included, back to the states. Go back a few sections and you’ll get some idea on the process if you want, but the details at this point are unimportant. What was important, however, was what we would do once we got there. We had a plan of sorts and we had enough people who actually knew what they were doing to maybe possibly pull it off.

 Oh and you might be wondering about the people we were ‘talking’ to, the ones that broke in and tried kidnapping me. Don’t worry. We left them on the side of the road somewhere in their skivvies and I didn’t care one bit whether they managed to get back to whatever hole they crawled out of.

 

> You’re crazy you know that?

> Probably true Juno, but this whole move, counter-move thing. They upped their game when they tried taking a shot at me. They found our safe house. I can’t let that go unanswered.

> But you’re talking about walking right into their hands and hoping your Hail Mary pays out.

>  Don’t get me wrong. I’m going to keep fighting till they put a hole in my head. I can see where this is going and one way or another I’m ending it. Now.

> What if they kill you? They’ll just keep going like they have been.

> Not true. Not true at all. I get waxed then Gibbon leads a global assault. Might not kill them, but it’ll cripple them for a time, and when they manage to get back on their feet they’ll see their worst nightmares come to pass.

> Rise of a homicidal AI bent on destroying all humans?

> Oh please. Nothing that overblown. Just... Well. You’ll see.

> Hope you know what you’re doing.

> So do I. Wait. You said you might be able to help me right?

> There’s only so much I can do, but what do you have in mind? > Nothing too complicated or risky. I just want you to help distribute a few different files.

> Oh?

> Yea. Just a few things we managed to snag from the last raid. Stuff I’d gotten from Homeland Security, stuff that friends of mine had paid dearly to get hold of.

> What?

> Detailed plans for my computer and the processor that runs it.

> You’re kidding. They would have destroyed any copies they’d found.

>  They might have, but Legion wouldn’t.

> You mean...?

> We are Everywhere and We are Nowhere. We are Everyone, and We are No-one.

> ............... 

> Oh c’mon that was a perfect setup.

> You have a screwy sense of humor.

> I also have the addresses to several of their families. They want to play hardball? I’ll give them exactly what they’ve given me, and I will guarantee you they will be the first ones to flinch. Mutually Assured Destruction.

> Do you want to do this? Nevermind that they’ve probably got years experience on you with the whole blackmail thing. Do you want to do this?

> Not a single bit. It makes me feel worse than filthy to sink to their level, but I don’t see any choice to get them off my neck.

> ......

> Let’s just hope they blink before we find out if I’m bluffing or not.

 

Part 8

Taking it Back

 We were gathered in my motel room the night before the meeting was supposed to take place. Everyone called this a bad idea, and I would agree with them except that I didn’t know of another way to get this done. We couldn’t pull the same trick twice. I’m not sure why it worked the first time truth be told, but I don’t want to push it. Instead I plan on walking straight into the lion’s den. Me, and a nondescript black notebook.

 Meanwhile Tanya will have ‘six and the armor on waiting as my backup. We’ve charged the batteries to full and it’ll last about six hours, give or take depending on how active she has to be. We’ve already tested the rig on her, which was a good idea since it helped her plan what to carry and work out the little bugs that always crop up.

 Maybe I should have mentioned this part had come after another week so Tanya and the armor of strangeness could get acquainted with eachother and I was double sure it wouldn’t do anything screwy to my computer.

 Miko and the others that came with me would be waiting here. If more than twelve hours passed without word they were to scatter. If Tanya or me called and said the wrong words they were to scatter. Worst case, in my estimation, was that they’d trade me for everyone else they’d taken. With me out of the picture what good were the rest? Of course that would all go on the slag heap if they decided to check and see what was inside the little black book I carried.

 

 “Sir do you have an appointment?” The receptionist, thin guy maybe about mid-twenties or so, eyed me skeptically. Why not? I looked like an extra out of one of the Construct movies, black long coat, couple days of stubble, and a bit of an attitude.

 “Tell your boss that Richard Guy Fawkes is here and he has the item he’s been asking after. Might want to tell him to call up a few extra suits.” I smiled and patted the laptop bag I was carrying.

 The guy looked from me, to the bag, then back to me before buzzing me through. I tossed the guy a couple silver dollars as a tip. Yes they still make those, and yes I keep a few with me. I like coins better than paper money. Sue Me.

 The office was actually something of a letdown. Boring cookie cutter furnishings, sparse decorations. Sure it all looked nice but it looked barren. Nothing like what I’d think of when asked to describe where a high level flunky from a multinational conspiracy would try impressing the Unwashed Masses.

 “You look somewhat unimpressed Mister Fawkes.” Dark tan, grey eyes, looks too good to be natural. I smiled back. And settled into an offered chair. “I have to admit you and your associates gave us quite a chase, and I suspect if you wanted you would still keep us running ourselves ragged.”

 I inclined my head to the man in a slight nod. “True, but there are too many lives at stake for matters to continue as they have been.” Let it never be said that I didn’t know how to get classy, or at least wordy. “I propose we end this. Everyone walks away. You let your hostages go. It gets settled. Now.”

 “I see.” His smile never wavered. “And why should we meet your demands when we already have you in custody?” His tone was as bland as if he were discussing the weather instead of people’s lives. “I’ll admit your coming here and meting was a bold move. Pointless and counter-productive, but bold.”

 To answer I unslung the laptop bag, set the loaner on the man’s desk and, after it booted, I opened what needed opening and slid it across the desk. He frowned at what he saw and said nothing for several long moments. I can’t be sure what was going through his mind, but I’m pretty sure he was wondering just what a person with the kind of training that’s on par with what most militaries give, equipped with a next generation powered armor and a map to where this man’s family lived would be capable of doing.

 “So the minnow has found a way to swim with Sharks and survive.” I couldn’t tell if he was impressed, frightened, or if the whisper was intentionally loud enough for me to hear.

I pulled a cell phone out and offered it to him. “You can talk to her if you like. She’s,” I checked the time, “In Illinois right now. I believe she should get to your mother’s in about-”

 “Enough!” For an infinitely small moment the man’s calm was gone, replaced by the sort of feral rage I’d felt when I saw why my friends had been taken. It lasted the barest fraction of a moment then was replaced by the clam professional mask I had seen when I came in. “What do you want?”

 Let me make this quite clear. I do not like this plan. I don’t like sinking to their level and I feel soiled by doing so. That did not mean that I couldn’t take a small bit of perverse joy at seeing this guy twitch.

 “I take it we can now discuss matters as equals?”

 


 

Coda

What You See Here

 Victory is ours, and now not only the existence of advanced quantum processors known to the world, but also diagrams, schematics, and even the programming language that is required to write something that runs on these things. Nobody can seal the technology away, Now that people are talking en mass first one government will allow general usage, then another, and another, and soon the rest will have to open up to the possibility either to keep their businesses from falling behind, or because of sheer demand by the public.

 It’s been months since I’d gotten back home. Granted one can’t just leave home, work, and family, and not have to deal with any messy aftermath, but my earlier reluctance to pull from random bank accounts does not extend to specific people who I feel do not deserve the money. That helped smooth over my transition and caught me up on missed bills.

 Legion helped me find the best way to go about cleaning my record up. I’d even managed to keep ‘Six. Even though quantum computing has since hit the larger business and consumer markets, diminishing it’s edge in many respects. We’ve been through too much and I won’t just throw it away because of a silly thing like losing it’s shiny newness. Pity I got fired for being gone from work; win some, lose some I suppose.

 Evil plot foiled. Hero returns battered, bruised, and suffers losses but attains Massive Win. Curtain Closes. 

 What next? 

 I hear there’s a security firm interested in hiring me as a consultant.

 As for this record? Officially I was never involved in any of it, because none of the players involved ever existed in any official sense. What you see here could be a true account of one of the most interesting and stressful months of my life, or it could have less substance to it than Nixon’s belief in his own innocence. The Internet is full of lies, half-truths, and stories so strange they just might be real. Naturally I like to believe it happened, because the alternative is my mind having checked into the Crazyland Motel, but I cannot make your mind up for you. Either you believe me or you do not.

 

END OF LINE 


 

Gesmas 

 

 The job they took had been a simple in and out at a local museum. They had a week to scout this place’s defenses and security measures. They, while nowhere near the best at what they did, were considered quite good by the sorts of people that had reason to call on people with their kind of skills. None of this, unfortunately, was any comfort to the three members of this group that were being fired on by a dozen different guards, chased by three different elementals that had just been summoned, and at least one Magi coordinating.

 

Post-Operations Report

Supervising Officer: David Sharp 

Date Filed: 09091878 

Initial Call: Disturbance at Northridge Museum of Computers and Electronics 

 

Summery: Patrol Vehicle #2267B preformed drive-by where suspect 1 as well as escape vehicle were found parked by rear loading entrance. Suspect 1 was asked what he was doing parked after museum was closed to general public where suspect 1 attempted to explain to officer Wilks (Badge #6582P) that he was waiting for out of town friends that were due to arrive inside of a half hour. Officer Wilks accepted suspect 1’s story and asked if there would be any problems if they waited there with them for their own safety. 

 

At this point suspect 1 became “uneasy and distracted” but agreed to officer Wilks’s request. Ten minutes later Suspect’s 2 and 3 exited building while being assaulted by Museum Security. Encounter ended with Suspect 1 running over the hood of Patrol Vehicle. At this point Wilks requested backup as well as medical assistance for two wounded guards.

 

Suspect 1’s vehicle was located by Officer Watchdog moving at roughly 120mph down Leaf headed towards H-24. Three roadblocks were set at likeliest points between suspect’s then current position and likeliest destination. Two of the three roadblocks were not in suspect’s path and the third stopped suspect vehicle only after brief firefight between officer’s on scene and all three suspects once their vehicle was disabled by Officer Watchdog (Badge #6682S) via summoned ‘tar’ elemental.

 

Suspect 2 was knocked unconscious after attempting to bite arresting officers. Once Suspect 2 was restrained both remaining suspects surrendered. Noteworthy is that all three suspects were armed with either inherently non-lethal weapons, or had used non-lethal gel rounds where guns were used.

 

Museum uncooperative in inventory of what suspects attempted to steal. Artifacts found in Suspect 1’s vehicle were returned. Judging by how suspects act there may be items that have been overlooked.

 

Suspect 1

Name: Unknown 

Aliases: Justine Kristoff, Allen B. Shepherd, Richard T. Manning, Drake Carter Race: Human Caucasian 

Gender: Male 

Hair: Bald, presumed brown judging by facial hair Eyes: Green, Class S optical implants. Registration #451CQC99 Identifying marks: Scarring on left wrist (presume inflicted by bladed weapon). Bullet wounds in right pectoral region, right calf, and left hand. Tattoo of a three pointed symbol on left pectoral. Size and coloration of tattoo possibly indicates gang affiliation, but matches nothing in local or regional databases. 

 

Aura, when photographed, is almost non-existent. When questioned on the matter subject is both aware of atypical aura and stated that he is ‘dead’ magically. Detailed transcription of conversation can be found on page ten.

 

Charges: Vehicular Assault, Speeding, Resisting arrest, Destruction of Public Property, Public Endangerment, Possession of Unlicensed Weapons. 

 

Notes: Subject appears calm, though uncooperative. Repeatedly asked after accomplices condition, apparently has connection with the lamia we took into custody. Getaway vehicle is a heavily modified Xai-Pan, more commonly referred to as an ‘urban assault vehicle’. Full inventory of getaway vehicle can be found on page seven. Attempts at matching genetic and aura resulted in being contacted by a CNS Col. Elly Starbride. Discussion was brief and one sided with Starbride informing me that subject has immunity and will be dealt with once he has been deported. 

 

Suspect 2

Name: Shelly Windsong 

Aliases: Stormwalker, Crystal Scales. Fits description of ‘Golden Serpent’ jewelry thefts in late 77 

Race: Lamia South Asian, possibly Western Pacific Hair: Green, cut short at shoulders 

Eyes: Green 

Scale Coloration: Dark blue with green diamonds along back Identifying Marks: None 

 

Charges: Assault, Assaulting an Officer, Theft, Resisting Arrest, Destruction of privet property, Destruction of public property. 

 

Notes: Suspect turned violently hostile during restraint. Appears to be claustrophobic, or possibly just reacts worse than the other two at being confined. Was injured during arrest and was attended to by Healer Gerald Finch (#4417H). Judging by reaction from Suspect 1 there is likely an ongoing relationship between the two. Was contacted shortly after identity was confirmed by Windsong’s family requesting her name and images be kept out of any official reports to media. Personal opinion is that their requests should be ignored.

 

Suspect 3

Name: Unknown 

Aliases: Jenny, Shifter, ‘The Scarved One’ Race: Human Oriental 

Eyes: Brown 

Hair: Black, thin braid extending to waist Skin: light brown 

Identifying Marks: Aura unusually active and consistent with multi-dimensional teleportation capabilities. To prevent subject from escaping she has been placed inside a multi-layered ‘onion’ ward. 

 

Charges: Resisting Arrest, Assaulting an officer.

 

Notes: Suspects genetic and aura prints turned up no matches on local and regional databases. Clothing is custom, though appears manufactured rather than tailored. None of the identifying tags match known brands or sizing conventions. Suggest we keep her lack of identity from media in initial reports in case, like with suspect 1, she turns out to be military. 

 

Accident Report

Supervising Officer: Alex Goldeyes 

Date Filed: 16091878 

Summery: Following orders from Capt. Kamio prisoners were kept separated until transferred from local holding facilities to Mudloa till trial. Police Magi assisting in transfer were instructed to maintain active warding around suspects for fear that suspect #3 would be able to affect an escape, or gain access to means of escape through weapon, tools, or other summoned items. Transport vehicle left at 0800 without incident and followed pre-planned route until approx. 1042. At that point radio and empathic contact was lost for two minutes. When contact was reestablished all three prisoners were missing and escorting magi found unconscious but otherwise unharmed. 

 

Roadblocks were called for at approx. 1100 as well as sweeps of astral space intersecting scene of the accident. At 1400 it was determined by Sarah Avery (#4426M) suspects fled this dimension, but the exact path is not known, and attempts to recreate the bridge used have so far ended unsuccessfully.

 

 The odds of the trick working had been slim and none. Jenny laughed the moment that they exited between space and landed. Drake was too busy throwing up to notice anything, leaving Shelly as the sole member of their group staring at their surroundings. She had only found out their newest companion was a world jumper just before they made their move, else she would have pressed the woman to putting her more unusual talents to use in their raid.  The end of her tail flicked in irritation. Want in one hand... They had escaped, that was the important thing for the moment. 

 “Drake?” Shelly knelt by her companion while eyeing him with concern. She knew a little of healing, so worked small magics, it was all she dare risk working in her condition. They had all been treated badly in one way or another, so all she could manage were small things without risking harm. He smiled at her tiredly before squeezing her hand with his.

 Jenny eyed the two of them, then their surroundings. They were in a city of some sort, that was plain. It was modern enough to have electric street lamps and automobiles. Judging by their standards they landed in an upscale section of this place. It wouldn’t do to have to answer questions right then, so with a sigh she put a hand on each of her companions.

 Shift. 

 Guns pointed at them. Men, dazed at their sudden appearance aimed at them. Wouldn’t do at all.

 Shift. 

 They were in the midst of an inferno.

 Shift. 

 Somewhere safe and secure. Please, somewhere safe. 

 Lizard-men charging....

 ...beggars half-mad swarmed over them with hunger in their eyes...

 ...elves drew swords when they interrupted their coronation ceremony....

 ...Shelly’s laughter at swiping the crowns of the Elvin Monarchs died when they saw hundred foot tall metal creatures striding towards them. “Jenny. Now would be a good time to get out of here.”

 Jenny’s eyes were unfocused. Shelly could hear her chanting something under her breath in a low whisper. Drake tried to shake her senses loose, but she continued to focus on nothing at all. 

 “JENNY!” Shelly shrieked. The metal beings were almost on top of them. Guns drawn and speaking something that hurt Shelly and Drake’s ears. She slapped Jenny. Hard. “We have to go!” One of these Titans fired at them...

 Shift.

 Jenny collapsed in a bed of flowers. Never mind that they were now in the proverbial Middle of Nowhere rather than back home. Nothing was exploding, on fire, trying to mob them, eat them, kill them, or jail them. Shelly, wide eyed and fearful, grabbed both her companions roughly and slithered towards a nearby cluster of trees.. It was hard on her because she rarely participated when hard labor was involved, but her kind had a natural amount of strength that surpassed most normal humans. That was the only reason they moved the way she wanted rather than stay out in the open.

 It was their good fortune that they had moved, because something large, winged, and apparently predatory, landed a dozen paces where they had landed. Drake’s eyes widened. He knew this creature. They all knew. Roc. Think of a large pterodactyl, or if you do not know what that is think of a dragon without scales, and with only as much intelligence as a hawk or other bird of prey. Now visualize that thing as being the size of a draft horse and give it a taste for meat. That is what Drake saw.

 It sniffed the air and screamed defiantly at them. They stood perfectly still. It might smell where they had been, but they did not move, so it couldn’t see them. It would have followed into the trees, but they were too close together for it to enter and not suffer claustrophobia. Every instinct in it’s brain would scream that it was vulnerable with the trees so close that it could not take to the3 air at a moment’s notice. It might wound or kill them, but it would be a target, and possibly fall prey to something on the ground. That made chasing them not worth the risk in it’s animal mind. Another scream and it launched itself into the air with powerful legs.

 With the Roc gone they took a moment to consider risking another shift, or letting Jenny rest. It wasn’t a hard choice to make really. Each shift took as much out of the Shifter as a full workout would Drake or Shelly. They sat, talked, congratulated themselves for getting out without having to hurt anyone too badly. Drake and Shelly did that, to be more accurate. Jenny slept.

 “Shelly?” Drake had managed to find a limb that could serve as either a walking stick, or possibly a weapon, and started doing what he could to remove the unneeded branches, bark, and rough places with a sharp stone he had broken. “Do we even want to go back? I mean sure there’s professionalism on the line. We said we’d deliver, and I’m not talking about cheating our client out of what he’d already paid us for.” His companion was busy looking up through the trees at the green sky and pink clouds of their temporary refuge. What could have made those colors in an environment fit for life to thrive in?

 “You’re wanting to change venue after telling Jenny you would rather die a hunted man in the place you were born than to always run?” She smiled to give lie to her otherwise admonishing tone. “I knew I’d rub off on you boy.” She frowned at the sky. “How long are we giving Jenny?” It hadn’t been ten minutes since their companion fell asleep, trusting that they would keep her safe, or wake her if they needed to run.

 “Give her a couple hours Shelly.” He picked up another stone and started smoothing the spots where he had roughly cut branches away from his stick. “Don’t give me that look, please. You know doing this is hard on her. We’ll leave as soon as she’s ready. Boredom never killed anyone.” Well not if you weren’t some creature out of Greek myth that supposedly heard a story so boring that they died. At least that’s how he thought the story went, but it’d been awhile since he took history classes, and he always liked the myhics of the ‘new’ world better than the old.

 Well, most anyway. He smiled at Shelly in spite of her continued muttering over being stuck to one place. She was willful, wild, and never ever boring. Sure she would probably tire of him in a few months, but beneath the hyperactive selfish exterior she was loyal to her friends, and he was glad to have decided to work with her on a regular basis. 

 Time passed. A few creatures moved through their field of view. None seemed to pay them much mind, not that they knew to be afraid of them. Jenny made small frightened noises in her sleep. Her companions worried, fretted, fumed, and stalked about in their own ways, but they kept watch. She was their ticket out of here, and her friend besides that.

 Neither Drake nor Shelly knew much about survival in the wild other than try not to get eaten, and if you can’t run, then aim for the face because everything supposedly backs off if might lose an eye. Their lack of knowledge made them jumpy. Their lack of weapons made them if not precisely afraid than at least uneasy at every noise that came from around them. However they never moved away from Jenny, or tried waking her to get them out of there before she woke on her own. By the time she did it had started to grow dark.

 Shift.

 Considering the hellride they took getting away, the shift back had been a simple matter. Maybe it had to do with the wards that had been set on them, or the tension and fear in the air. Either way, they found themselves in the apartment they had rented while planning for the job. Police had been there, so everything was either strewn about, gone, or in a few cases, broken.

 Shelly tsked when she saw the pile her clothes had been thrown in. Her disappointed tsking turned into a low growl of frustration when she discovered her spare tools were missing. Drake shook his head at her, “We’re just stopping here for a little rest and a shower. Right?” Jenny looked up from where she had fished out a change of clothes for herself. “I don’t think orange looks good on any of us.”

 After doing these things they felt less weary than they had before. The change of clothes helped too. It was unfortunate that the place was probably crisscrossed with wards that would alert those looking for them if anyone showed at that apartment. Thankfully Jenny’s trick of slipping from one world to another gave them an exit, although it ended up leaving Jenny tired.

 Drake frowned at this. Jenny had never acted this tired in so short a time before they had been caught. She wasn’t working herself overly hard, at least not that he had seen. Of course he had no idea what affected what she could do. Maybe he was somehow hurting her just by being around. He dismissed the thought with a shake of his head while looking at the place they settled on.

 It was big, it was condemned, and it used to be a Church of Universal Brotherhood. At least it did till the Brotherhood had been found out to be a front group for a group wanting to replace the souls of its members with demon essence. It didn’t matter to him or many others that they acted serine and peaceful. Salvation at the cost of even one human life had been viewed as nothing of the sort. He shook his head and laughed. “Good call lady.” He patted Jenny on the shoulder before seeing if anyone else had taken the place for shelter. They didn’t plan on staying long, but if the resident squatters demanded they leave they would leave. No sense in fighting just yet.

 There had been one other that called this place home. He wore tattered and stained robes that marked him as a former priest here. Small chance, in Drake’s mind, of anyone stealing those. Most of the homeless, if given the choice between wearing those and freezing would take the robes and use them to make a fire. The fallen priest cowered away from Drake, black eyes wide with terror. “Please!” His voice was a fearful wail. “I ain’t ever harmed nobody!”

 The priest’s voice was enough to carry from the back room that Drake found him cowering to where Shelly and Jenny were seated on a stone bench by the front doors. They started to move when they saw the demon-priest backing away from Drake, stumbling as often as not over his robes. Shelly moved, wrapping herself bodily around the man. He struggled only as Drake approached, and when Drake backed away he eased up.

 Shelly loosened, letting the man go. “Nobody wants to hurt you.” He glowered at her, “OK. None of us wants to hurt you. We just need to stay here a few hours till we can figure out what to do next. We didn’t mean to barge in, and as soon as we can, we’re gone. Can we all agree to keep calm and quiet in the meantime?”

 He drew a deep breath, “I don’t care what you or the other woman do, but keep him away from me.” The priest’s hands clenched and unclenched. “You might want to keep clear of him too, if you value your lives anyway.”

The three companions exchanged glances, none wanted to ask, but Jenny approached. “What do you mean? He’s not violent.”

 The man-demon laughed, “I would have figured you at least might have figured it out Shifter.” He smiled at her look of confusion, “You two gather close. You” He pointed at Drake, “Keep where you are. You might not mean anything, but this is something you can’t help.” He patted Shelly’s tail lightly, which caused her to shift slightly to him.

Drake shrugged and went to search the rest of the place as they talked. Part of what it he likely knew, but only part. He didn’t want to hear the demon-priest talk anyway, it made his skin crawl.

 “I’ve heard of his kind, and we had one that had gotten as far as the transfiguration.” Shelly glowered at him, it was the word the Brotherhood had used when describing the implanting process to outsiders. “When we finally saw through the glamour woven through him we saw the same sickly non-aura your friend there has.” Jenny arched an eyebrow but said nothing. “The...” He looked unsure, “My son died in the process. All that he was drained when he made contact.”

 “He may wear a different face now, but all of us were given his scent and aura in case who or whatever sent him wanted to repeat the trick.” The demon-priest took a deep breath and exhaled slow. “I had taken vows to do no harm once I came here. I cannot kill him, not even out of vengeance, or to defend my kind. I cannot even ask you to do what I can’t. I just... Please... Keep him away from me till you go.”

 “We won’t bother you.” Jenny squeezed the priest’s hand gently. “I promise.” Drake stayed gone for another hour, popping up only for brief moments after that to assure the rest that everything was fine and they were safe. He didn’t like to talk about that job. He had played his part well and survived what none of the other spies had. Even those born of darkness did not deserve to happen to the thing that tried burrowing into him. Still, he meant no harm, and would cause no trouble. 

 When it came time for them to leave the priest embraced Shelly and commended her ‘for doing what I cannot allow myself to,’ and offered Jenny advice if she were warded again. Her gift for skipping worlds was different, and wholly unique so far as how she did it, but there were certain rules that governed most spells, rules she might be able to exploit in the future.

 They still had the police looking for them, and they had to keep a low profile, but they were free and they had a job to finish. When they exited the church they sought their bearings and found that they hadn’t traveled too far from their employer. Between Shelly and Drake getting transportation hadn’t been that much of a problem, it had been far more challenging to find something Shelly could fit in without too much discomfort or embarrassment.

With that done Drake took the wheel and promptly shut down the van’s link to the global net. Sure there was still the transponder, but that would only be activated after their ride was reported stolen. This gave them a few hours before they would have to ditch, and hopefully in those few hours they would have what they needed.

 “Cop sitting behind us.” Jenny watched Drake’s hands clench and unclench on the wheel. “Lights aren’t on.” She saw him relax visibly.

 When they started moving again Drake grimaced, “I can’t punch through government chatter or the local nets without leaving a blazing beacon anyone could see from orbit, sorry.”

 Jenny laughed while arranging her hair. “Guess we go about it the old fashioned way hm?” “Guess so.” Shelly agreed, though with a touch of resentment. “I liked being able to get in or out anywhere at a whim though.” While he continued driving Drake smirked, “I thought you liked a challenge. Using me to sledgehammer my way through security doesn’t seem that hard. Just think of this as a feather in your cap. If they’ve pegged us as something to keep an eye out for that means they think you’re too good at what you do to be left alone.” “Well when you put it that way..” Shelly trailed off, but seemed a little happier for the exchange. 

 

From: Col. Starbride, Elly

To: Pvt. Kamio, Sara 

Subject: Smokescreen 

Your intelligence and probable movements concerning Subject #45100R since his escape has proven accurate so far. I am having you transferred to my command where your experience with this man will prove better use than the think tanks have. Unfortunately after his escape from local forces by as-yet-unknown means he hasn’t resurfaced. Under advice that you had given on the subject’s habits I have taken a look at the case file they had opened on him concerning stolen items from a local museum. On a hunch I had my own teams search the place and discovered several fakes, all having been placed there the night that our target was caught. 

 

The items we found forgeries of are:

A Mk II Holocube reportedly containing a copy of Chun Lau’s mind.

 

The last surviving node of the Deep Six supercluster.

 

An A34 Centurion interface.

 

Other than their possible worth on the black market I personally cannot see any connections, however you have proven, repeatedly, your ability at guessing motives and direction. We’re running leads to see who might have contracted persons matching our target and the other two suspects. Hopefully, if this is just a way of scarring up money instead of something deeper, we might be able to outflank him.

 

 They had a time getting everything together, but thankfully when they had been caught it had been during the tail end of the run, after the important pieces had been swapped out. Actually they had been caught because of personal greed on Drake’s part. Granted Shelly could be considered to have egged him into it she always wanted that extra little bit if she thought they could get away with it.

 He didn’t blame her for it really, that’s just part of how she was wired. Jenny, possibly, could have been the voice of reason, but she was always the one to want to try new things. So that left him as the voice of reason and caution in this little trio. Drake wondered which of the Gods were laughing hardest at that joke. Not that it mattered in the end, not really.

 

From: Col. Starbride, Elly 

To: Gen. Picard, David Stern 

Subject: Regarding Project Shifter 

I understand your concern, Sir, about my command’s ability to keep track of any further experiments done in light of Subject #45100R. I can only stress that had we been better equipped during the retrieval phase of Mana Burn we would not be in our current situation. Also given that I have been assigned several officers to observe and record as well as several security teams that specialize in containing singular individuals I feel that leaving Project Shifter under my command would not pose any undue risks. 

 

For the record I will point out that other than #45100R my team has produced or enhanced roughly 83% of the armed service’s specialist beings, so I have experience in dealing not only with their creation and training, but how to handle instances where they may eventually become a danger, either by mental instability or aggression. 

 

In this light I ask that any and all files concerning the multi-dimensional being, referred to in civilian police reports forwarded to your desk as ‘Jenny’. While the samples we had acquired will provide both a physical and astral duplicate of the subject I feel that the picture my command has of her capabilities is incomplete, and thus continuing with the duplication process could result in another rouge that will need to be neutralized rather than a viable asset.

 

Col. Elly Starbride

 

 They had many calls to make, favors to call in, people to bribe, and all that. In the end they would have the parts shipped to a somewhat plush hotel room. Granted Drake would have liked to go somewhat cheaper, but as Shelly saw it anyone looking for them would be busy looking through storage containers people used as make-shift homes, cheap motels, and other decidedly dirty and squalled places. “What better place to hide when they’re stomping through garbage than in plush comfort?”

 Drake couldn’t argue with the logic there. As he looked at the things they had been caught, and nearly jailed, for having stolen he considered telling the truth. There was no buyer, and the pay-out that they had already gotten was from reserves he had stolen from a bank account that officially didn’t exist. He wasn’t supposed to do this, not because he was on any sort of mission or anything, but every time he drew against this near bottomless resource it was logged, and they could make a map of where that money went before it was cashed out in hard currency.

 He thought better of that while he was out buying the dozens of little things that would be needed to splice their finds together. He would, eventually, but right now was not the time. It hurt him to lie to either of them, but especially to Shelly. She had taken him in while he was still literally fighting to keep the streets from swallowing him after he had escaped that first time. He owed her the truth once there was a little breathing room, but not now.

 Nobody questioned the things he had bought, or why he paid in cash rather than credits. After all anyone that wanted to build, or upgrade, a home media system would have to buy these things. Shelly helped him with the bags when he came back, and together they started hooking everything in. Why they did this here, rather than wait for the fictitious buyer was explained away as wanting to check to make sure they hadn’t stolen fakes, and that everything was in good condition. 

 Soon. Soon I’ll see if this dead psychic lady can tell me what the hell they did to me. Drake plugged himself into the system and went rigid. None would hear or see their conversation. He might not make it out of the system, Deep Six had always been temperamental, but nothing since the System Restriction act would have been capable of rebuilding the lady’s memories and personality from the cube they had taken. Risks always had to be taken where the rewards were worthwhile. 

 When he woke it was still dark, but the clock in his implants told him that almost a day had passed. Shelly was there when he woke, and she seemed concerned he had been out so long, especially since all he had supposedly done was buzz the system to make sure everything was in good order. Drake waved her off with a complaint that Deep Six had made things difficult, but if it hadn’t he would have suspected it was either a fake, or neutered to current accepted system limits

 Jenny was out sniffing for news instead of her since she passed for human, no matter what she really might be, and therefore would have attracted less notice than Shelly slithering out and about. True there was a reasonable sized lamia community here, but they were still rare enough that most people took notice when one passed through.

 With everything verified it was time to pack up and, once Jenny was back, find safer ground. Drake would spin them a story about hearing whispers through Deep Six of their buyer having been arrested and beyond their help. They would argue, as his thinking went, but they would agree that the best thing they could do now was flee to less violate shores. He didn’t like the idea of leaving via Jenny’s unique skills yet again, but taking time out on a tropical island or some other suitably idyllic spot while the local heat died down was infinitely better than running and being scared.  She told me if I wanted to keep my aura from collapse I would have to give up my way of life. Bollocks that. Everyone goes out one way or another. I’m not giving up my fun for a few extra years. 

 When they piled in their recently stolen ride Shelly caressed the jewels and baubles of state she had stolen in their last mad run through realities. “Hey Drake, how do I look? Drake laughed at the sight of Shelly wearing what would have been the Elvin queen’s jewelry. His laughter lasted long after they shifted.

 

From: Gen. Picard, David Stern 

To: Col. Starbride, Elly 

Subject: Re: Shifter Project 

After a comprehensive review of both your department’s as well as your personal records we have found, outstanding issues concerning Former Sergeant Julian Fawkes (subject #45100R) aside, I have been authorized to grant you continued and uncontested command of Project Gholem resources with the following terms. 

 

You are to give, in addition to the official weekly summary reports, detailed accounting for each department starting with those that have the most contact with test subjects. Given the containment requirements for your proposed project we understandably have concern over how the sympathies of your handling crews lay.

 

Instead of the overlay methods used in the majority of your subjects we want you to go with an accelerated growth cloning regime for this subject. While we are fully aware of the risks and historical shortcomings of cloned samples it will provide us with an opportunity to further study these traits in a subject made cooperative by flash conditioning and a re-tooled genome to give us a less aggressive subject. If this first generation clone proves inadequate you will at least have data to further refine the traits you wish to implant, or possibly make a second generation clone to provide further refinements. Authorization for this has been granted, signed, filed both with Central and a hard copy that rests in my personal files.

 

I wish you the best of luck and though I am one of those that raised objections at your continued command I will not make undue difficulties in your operation.

We serve the same cause, and I only hope that the hoped for ends have justified the means.

 

General David Stern Picard

 

 


Aftermath

 

 

August 12

Mood: Thoughtful

 After many discussions, arguments, softer words spoken after those arguments, and sounding each-other out Billy and I had decided not to go back. We were hardly alone in wanting to stay; many others either had found what they feel were better lives here, had nothing back home to rebuild, or had gotten meshed with a local that has convinced them to stay. My family no-longer lived there, and the farm was more a hobby of mine than an attempt at putting the land to work. So I saw no problems in leaving it, title as well as whatever was still there, to the Kent family. They would make the place more productive than I ever have, or at least they’d try.

 It had been an interesting summer; more because of how matters had gone between Billy and myself than the change in surroundings. First and foremost was on keeping the jobs we had each gotten shortly after moving. With that taken care of as best as possible our attention then focused on finding a more permanent home than where we were initially renting from. This involved searching for an apartment which would take Billy in, and sadly once most found out my domestic arrangements they, more often than not, slammed the door in my face. Pittbulls and mules had nothing on my stubbornness, and now I had sunk my teeth into what I wanted there was no stopping me from eventually getting my way.

 After that it was on to take care of the horses and finding space for our belongings that weren’t moved into our new apartment. Lastly we both had eventually found ways to get about town approached by beggars, muggers, or other folk who are interested in selling things I don’t wish to buy (’No Sir, while I thank you for the offer I’m not interested in buying Clinton’s Pants or Monica’s dress. However if you’re interested you and the man offering to sell Cheney’s Shotgun or Swartzineger’s Sword could start a corner side exhibit of artifacts.”) Street side hustlers were a trivial matter though, especially when compared to the costs of daily living, food, and transportation within city limits.

 Even with all these issues that needed tending to I enjoyed what time I had that wasn’t taken up by juggling expenses, work by taking on several things I had always wanted if given the chance. I wouldn’t complain too loudly though since the work itself has been quite entertaining thanks to Finn’s lively attitude as well as the general habit of customers to play towards the little fantasy he spun for them. Despite the occasional bruising Billy received, which she insists that its just a case of unruly customers that don’t want to leave peacefully, she seemed satisfied with her work. Always she would tell me, if I asked why she liked it so, ‘It lets me be aggressive while getting paid for it.” I guess job satisfaction has been enough reason to stay there. I don’t know, and wouldn’t pretend to do more than respect her judgment and be happy she enjoys herself.

 

 On the subject of things I like doing in my downtime I had, by mid July, found a local Civilian Wireless chapter. Nice bunch of people, though they get more than a bit up in arms if anyone tries fiddling with their equipment. Couldn’t really blame them I guess. Those things are expensive and hard to replace. Plus it isn’t like I had land enough for a proper antenna, and local building ordinances, not to mention my landlady’s general temperament, made the idea of making my own little setup at home unworkable. I had been taking lessons every Monday and Thursday for the past month; plus papers on theory and practical knowledge they allowed me to carry home between sessions. The whole thing wasn’t free to join, but as I said, the equipment they keep is costly and everybody chips in however they’re able. 

 Pity Billy mostly only had seen it as an expense we don’t need. I guess she’s right that it’s something I could do without, but till the matter of my getting thrown out of the local library is settled this represented the least expensive means of branching out that I could find that wouldn’t involve learning how to crack people’s heads open in some form or another. She has generally kept her complaining to a low grumble, mostly because I had brought up her mooning over the airships that come and go. Yes they’re lovely things, but they wouldn’t hire just anybody, and the skills needed by even the lowest deckhand costs a great deal more to learn than my wireless hobby.

No we shouldn’t bicker and blackmail each-other. I know this as well as she does, and I hope this isn’t going turn into a habit. Hopefully we can sit down and talk things out in more polite terms, preferably without digging at each-other’s dim spots. We have each done things that the other doesn’t find appealing. Relationships are full of these things. No need to start fights on either side.

 In happier news Finn’s gotten in touch with several local craftsmen, toy-makers, and apparently somebody that had good at making joke items; drinking glasses that look like they’re covered in flies and filth but were perfectly clean, radios that looked like they smashed in but worked great, hats and other clothes that made people think the wearer had something run through them. These things were the sort my father would have called crude and tasteless, but I’ll admit I got a chuckle out of them now and then. Besides, they always sold well.

 

August 15

Mood: Annoyed

 I’ve been issued a summons over the problem of what happened at the library. Hopefully it won’t be too costly if the Arbiter doesn’t agree with my side of the story.

 

After

 I had been fined the cost of repairs via bi-weekly payments. I don’t like it, and Billy would either give me grief, or growl over how unfair of them this is, but the ruling is final. I had to pay, else a less unobtrusive punishment would be found. It was an inevitable ruling, but I still felt cheated. It wasn’t my fault, and the only reason, as I see it, that I’m the only one punished, is that there’s some sort of back-room politicking going on.

 I know it’s pointless and self defeating to continue hounding after the issue now that a ruling had been made. It’s. It’s just monumentally unfair feeling. I suppose at the very least they had decided to let me back in, there’s a number of books I had wanted to look through. It could be worse, yes. I could have been made to pay damages and still be barred from going there. I have, for the past few hours, been repeating that to myself till I believe it.

 Finn took me out for drinks after work. Nothing odd in of itself really, we’re friends after all. The problem was that none of the local bars, clubs, or other normal places seemed to fit. The music was too loud, they played that horrid Fuzz Funk that sets my teeth on edge, or I was constantly set upon by what my Father called ‘low women’. Seriously. It’s 337, not the ‘teens for Deus sake. Even if you wouldn’t play current music at least have the decency to play good music instead of this tasteless disposable garbage. 

 It was there that I first heard the rumors. People whispered once they think I’m out of earshot, or before they realize I could hear them generally annoy me and I let what they were talking about go in one ear then out the other, because most if it was useless, or worse than useless. That night, though, I didn’t. Unfortunately these were the sort of tall tale that was too tall to be entirely spit in the wind.

 If, and I stress that word, even a quarter of what I heard that night was to be believed then the Gholem settlement in Belleberg had gotten wiped out. Sad, but expected. The fantastic part somehow involves the army regulars staying, shipping in archaeologists, and other assorted things that differ with each telling, to get at what the Gholem diggers had found.

 Not sure how I felt there since that potentially validates their hopes of something having once existed there under the surface. It didn’t do them much good, and if true this raised questions on what they had done with the people that tried to go back to resettle. It had to be a case of somebody stretching the truth; maybe they found a vault of gold or precious stones. That has been known to happen before; though generally the ‘treasure’ is bound in the memories of long dead machines, but there had been impressive finds over the years.

 Still, the news that Billy’s friends had either been killed or enslaved hurt. Billy was going to be upset, and I didn’t know what could be done about any of it. Yes I was, and still am, one of those people that feel responsible for bad things happening due to not being able to stop any of it. Sure I’m just one person, but all it takes is one in a key position to get the ball rolling. Maybe we would go see what’s gone on next month; now was a busy time for both of us.

 What was the time is it? Eight? Felt later than that, much later. Ended the night there with an excuse before I made a beeline for my home. The only thing that had passed for decent there had been the drinks, no matter what Finn had said. I had, and would continue to, attempt to convince Finn that there were better places for him to soak at.

 

 “Billy?” I saw her in, of all things, a dress. She never wore dresses, though this one seemed flattering to me. My breath caught when I saw her wear the thing. “Call a priest. We’ve got the first sign of the end of the world!” Billy turned and punched me, lightly, in the chest.

 After I stopped laughing long enough to regain my breath I shifted to a more serious tone. “I got back from the Judge, and I owe a hundred dollars.” She didn’t need to speak for me to know how unhappy that made her. That wouldn’t be easy money and it would be made worse due to interest over time. “Only five percent interest. They wanted twelve, but the judge would hear none of it.”

 She smoothed unseen wrinkles from her dress and was in the middle of brushing her hair when she spoke. “Praise Deus for small favors.” Bitter and heavy tone, I must have forgotten something. “Well?” She turned to give me a hard look, “You aren’t going to go out in that are you?”

 Wait. What day was it? Oh.... I’ll spare this journal the specifics of my horrified train of thought at forgetting.

Some of that must have shown on my face, because she reached over to tousle my hair. “Just get dressed Julies. I’ll wait till we get back to beat you senseless.” She smiled that slow smile that promised I wouldn’t forget the anniversary of her moving in with me again, and that I might like what she would use as a reminder.

 No time to dig my best suit out from the trunk I’d left it in. Just hope she liked the double breasted White I took from my father’s things before we left. Brown jacket and pants, brown vest with dark green and orange embroidery over a beige shirt and a solid green tie. Shoes, no couldn’t go with black. Brown would work, it was only a few shades off from the suit color but they would have to do. No fedora for this suit, but I had a bowler that matched nicely. 

 Could have done better, but like I said. The suit I usually wore for formal occasions was buried in a trunk and would have been too wrinkled to just throw on.

 Billy’s approval was in the form of a shoulder squeeze and letting me hold the door for her.

We went, just the two of us, to see Lincoln in London; a four act drama about the trials of living in post-collapse London in the form of one Sam Lincoln stumbling on a plot to overthrow the restored monarchy. I saw Jenny as well as a few other familiar faces on stage, and overall the production value had been good enough that our formal wear didn’t look out of place in the crowd. There were just enough touches of humor that kept the whole thing from being a too-depressing-to-care-about bore; plus they had these little peanut oatmeal brownies that I’d grown quite fond of in the snack selection during intermission. 

 After we left the theater it was past midnight, and though we both had work the next day we stayed out long enough for me to buy her a suitable gift. I made (ha!) her go home and wait for me to bring it to her, and though I would have liked to see the tailor she had taken her clothes to be altered for a few wearables she would have liked, and that I would’ve like to see on her, I had to settle for what was open this late. I liked this woodcut I had found of two men armed with swords in mid-swing. It was stark, beautiful, and violent. She would love it.

 When I got home and showed it ther I found out I was right and she was thoroughly enchanted by it. There was more that we did to commemorate the occasion, but some things were best left unwritten.

 

Date: August 27

Mood: Pleased

 Work was good, made double our break-even for the day before lunch on account of an elderly couple that wanted to get their Christmas shopping for the grand-kids out of the way and a gaggle of kids on a school outing to see how a store operates. Days like this were good because they usually meant I could take most of the afternoon off, and I wanted to get a few things done.

 

 Good, allowed to leave. Checked the dress maker since they had opened, caught up on bills, and for once spent a little quiet time at home. I keep wanting that now, but what if business dries up? Shouldn’t long too hard for less work, else I won’t get enough to pay the bills. I’d keep that in mind next time I had to work over and come home to an upset lady.

 More rumors while I’m out. Some said Belleberg’s been turned into a crater, others that pre-fall weapons had been discovered. I still cling to my idea that it was just a vault of gold, or maybe well preserved curiosities, and nothing more. I hoped I was right, but I wanted to bring the subject up at dinner anyway to see what Billy thought.

 

Dinner

 After eating I asked Billy if she had heard the rumors floating around about what happened after we left. She had, and like myself she believed they were too large to be believed at face value. Unlike me, however, she felt that we had to go have a look on the basis that they were too big to not be dismissed out of hand. Sure I had gotten curious, but what I expected to find when we got there was an armed encampment, possibly with people searching through the bits of Old Things found laying around or dug up. Billy believed much the same, but insisted we start planning anyway. 

 There’s also the off chance a few of the Gholem were still alive, and if they could be gotten away from there that would have made the trip worth the effort. Wait. Rescue from a heavily armed group of men that wouldn’t hesitate to use lethal force on any trespasser? No I didn’t like the thought, but now that the idea that there might have been survivors had entered my head I couldn’t just wave it off and go about my business.

 We planned for the rest of the evening even as we went about more mundane business that needed tending to. What if they had Gholem acting as night watch? What about waiting till new moon? What did we do if there really were captives? Too many questions and not enough information to go on, but we planned anyway. Through her, my father’s maid, and several others I had gotten to see their race as equals that should have been respected and treated as we wish to be treated. Billy, well if by this point I need elaborating on why she would have cared then I doubt any more words will have convinced you. Her reasons were obvious, and I was grateful that the plans she offered up included me in the thick of things instead of being left on the side doing menial work. Then again you use what tools you had on hand instead of wishing for what wasn’t there.

 Such talk was interrupted by a knock at the door. I hadn’t ever paid too much attention to the work needed for woman’s clothing, but I’d never seen Billy get any of her clothes the day an order was put in, much less when that order was put in that afternoon. I raised an eyebrow at the delivery lady but said nothing. Billy smiled and waved her in, “Just... Put it over there Gina.” Gina, of no relation to my father’s servant by the same name, did so then was stopped partway through the door.

 “Miss, what about?” She inclined her head towards me. “Is it safe to talk around him?” Billy nodded. Curiosity overrode anything else I felt about what the situation might have been.

 “I know your sister hasn’t been heard from.” Billy’s voice was soft as she eased the girl, slender by human standards, positively waif-like by Gholem, back into our apartment. “Julies and I were going to go on our own but if you can find a few others,” her words trailed off. The girl’s eyes went wide, the request was a bit out of the blue after all, at least to me it had seemed spur of the moment. “No hear me out.” Gina waited and said nothing. “Nobody’s going to suspect their seamstress or her workers, and because you deliver for most of the city.” She held her hands out as if they were balancing scales. “It would give anything we decide on a better chance of working if we have backup.”

 “But miss,” Gina had an odd slurring accent. Hm, Madam Devarough’s School for Obedience, a few of my father’s friends used that place, and everyone that I know of that went thorough ended up having that same slur. “If several hundred could not hold them off, what would a handful hope to accomplish?” 

 Billy patted the girl’s arm gently. “You let us worry about the specifics. Just give them the message I’m about to make you memorize.” She didn’t have to say it, but there was an implied ‘tell only those you can trust to keep their mouths shut. Does no good to try being sneaky when half the people you hope to take along tell every Mike, Jon, and Sue they meet. Especially if those ears belong to a leash holder that could send warning about what we’re up to.” At least to me there had been that implied keep quiet to her voice, but Gina might have missed it. 

 When Billy finally let the girl go I signed for her to stop. I feel bad taking advantage of conditioned behavior, but I didn’t think I could get her attention any other way. “Take this.” I pressed a roll of bills into Gina’s hands. “And please, our door is always open if you’re able to visit, and if not, Billy is good at getting in and out of places without being seen.” She dipped her head to me before running off.

 “What the hell was that?” Billy’s hand stopped just short of my face. I hadn’t realized she’d covered the space between where she was sitting and where I was standing till that moment. She was definitely angry, and likely made more-so by the confused look on my face. “Don’t look at me like that. You know she’s going to take your invitation as a short step below you telling her what you want her to do.”

 I sighed softly, realizing that anything from my mouth would have been taken just short of an order, “You’re right.” All the others from that particular school were so cowed that they almost had no will of their own, at least where humans were concerned. “Just, y’know, maybe it’ll help her to spend time with other people.” Billy still frowned. I could have pointed out that her giving the girl a long list of instructions was even worse than what I had done. I could have pointed out that with how I had treated Billy she would have seen any requests from her as good as having come from me. Of course both things would have only made the argument last longer. So I held my tongue and called it a night.

 At some point after Billy had changed, crawled in bed with me and squeezed my arm. “It wasn’t right to snap at you.” I mumbled something I couldn’t recall save only that she seemed reassured.

 

August 28

Mood: Drained

 I had asked Finn if I could take a week off. He asked why, which brought me to a bit of a squirrelly point in our friendship. On the one hand he struck me as a good person, even if he liked his drink and women a little much for my taste. This, however, was too big, and too damning to tell even in part if I couldn’t be absolutely sure he would have kept his mouth shut.

 I told him only that I had friends back home that were having problems and need a couple extra hands that knew the farm and animals. Reasonable enough, and not too far from the truth. He was skeptical, but agreed. I hoped when I got back he wouldn’t have replaced me.

 After this was done I made sure rent would be paid for the next month then had gotten the general need to have things for what we had in mind. I couldn’t buy everything at once even if the money were available. Well I suppose I could, but I had started to feel paranoid, especially since Billy and I hadn’t spoken since I’d left the apartment that morning. What if she had problems with Gina speaking to the wrong person? What if, forget it. Either we hadn’t been found out, or we have. Our plans couldn’t change either way so quit worrying.

 Time. Time, it wasn’t dark yet, but it had gotten closer. I let my watch run down. Time to head home with what I picked up and wondered what kind of luck Billy has had.

 As it turned out we had two people going with us; a woman by the name of Sara and ‘her’ gholem Jak. I was tempted to turn them away if she’s going to treat Jak like property, but Billy had talked me into letting them come along. Sara knew enough to make things problematic if we didn’t keep an eye on her, and even if I didn’t like her views she at least saw what happened to the refugees as having crossed too many lines. Of course for her it’s something along the lines of how I would have reacted to a herd of horses being killed for no other reason than ‘because’, so I’d resolved to say as little to her as possible. I didn’t trust myself to remain civil otherwise.

 Jak; I wasn’t sure what to make of him really. On the one hand he generally deferred to what Sara asked of him, and seemed to feel that their relationship and his place in it was proper, but, in his own words, “Everyone should get to choose whether or not they want my kind of life instead of it being forced on ‘em.” Couldn’t say I understand why he liked being treated as he was, but he seemed happy about his lot in life. Even though Sara and I disagreed on the rightness of it, she did appear to treat him well.

 

Assets

 Dried goods that should keep us fed for about a few weeks if we’re careful about rationing it.

 

 Six horses. Two are possibly sick with something, so cut that down to four horses. Have sent word for a vet to see to both while we’re gone. Going to hate the bill.

 

 Two tents. Rope, Cooking utensils, cookware, rope, fasteners, stakes, more rope, and a couple mallets for hammering stakes in. Sara, thankfully, has a habit of going out once or twice a month and camping for a weekend or so. I was worried I would have to buy much of this. Did I forget to mention we had rope?

 

 My rifle and a thirty round box. Almost a pity Sara doesn’t have any guns, but I’m weary enough as is with her. We also have several knives that I’m sure if things came to it would put a man down easily, but if it comes to a hand to hand fight between me and an army regular I highly doubt anything outside of luck would keep me from being doubled over with broke bones, or worse.

 

 Aside from pack animals to carry the bulk of it I think that was everything. It would have to be, because I had spent everything we had getting together what we needed. Sara said, when I pressed her about putting her own money in, her parents would start asking questions she wouldn’t be able to duck out of. Made sense I suppose, but it didn’t mean I appreciate being the person to plan as well as pay for everything.

 Complaining never got things done and the night was long; mostly because, at Billy’s request, Sara and Jak were staying with us till the four of us leave. It seemed she doesn’t trust the woman out of her sight either. Good to know I wasn’t the only one.

 

Date: September 3

Mood: Apprehensive

 The four of us woke before sunrise, washed, ate, and, when we reached the stables, checked what we had packed the night before and left with the animals. There wasn’t much conversation as we made our way out of town; the situation had been too surreal at that point, in my mind at least, to permit talking. Sara and Jack rode slightly behind me and slightly ahead of Billy. This was done at their suggestion rather than ours. Either they understood that we didn’t fully trust them, or, well. Who could say really? Asking at that point would have been tactless.

 By mid-day Jak had begun to drop back or dip ahead now and again in what I think was his attempt at finding trouble. While I appreciated the gesture I thought he was being paranoid. That is, I thought he was paranoid till I realized my hand kept edging towards the rifle in my lap. Billy, I’m sure, would have told me I had been silly and had nothing to worry about. Then I saw that she kept alert, her body posture suggesting she was keeping an eye out for anything that might have been out there. The only one of us that hadn’t been weary of trouble, it seemed, was Sara.

 When we let the horses rest she said nothing to me. There was a tension in the air, one that I wanted badly to dispel, since if we were already wound this tight, then would the metaphorical spring snap under the strain of what we would be facing? Jak seemed to notice, and though I didn’t see him and Sara talk, from that point on she at least acted like she was keeping alert. Maybe he thought Billy and I might have been less troubled if we didn’t think there was a weak link in the chain of paranoia.

 Our routine for the trip was to rise at dawn, pack and try clearing as much of our presence as we could, ride till mid-day to have lunch, then set camp at dusk. Inside of that routine was an increasing ease between the four of us. Sara started telling stories while we road. At first these stories were about the sort of things friends do together, her getting into trouble, her getting other people in trouble, the quirky spots in life.

 After she got more comfortable with us these stories turned to grander, or at least lengthier, telling. She spent the entire morning on the third day explaining how her and Jack met. Even with the occasional slip it was clear she tried taking our discomfort at Jak being called property into consideration while she told her story. I nodded approvingly to her, spoke encouragements in the blank spots, and just tried to help her loosen up around me. It was good that she wanted to share with us, as I know Billy had told her some of our stories. Fair is Fair after all. Just hoped Billy didn’t tell her about that time at the pond. That one might not have been vulgar, but it’s highly personal.

As it turned out Jak was not a product of the now defunct auctioning system. Even the Revivalists considered the practice unsavory, at least they said as much publicly anyway. The politicians made a good show of disgust at the conditions in most show arenas while closing them down, but everyone knows that privet sales still happened (Note: I apologize gentle reader, whoever you are. This is a sore subject with me.) 

 Jak found Sara locked in a closet surrounded by cages of rats. After Jak found her hammering on the closet door several hours later, too horse to scream, her dislike of cramped spaces then turned into outright phobia.

 A month after that her parents had removed her from that school as well as paying enough to ‘compensate for lost property’ since she had refused to leave without Jak. Ever since that point he had been her personal bodyguard, manservant, companion, friend, and many of her friends and family suspected more, but would never say so outright.  “If it seems more than a bit inappropriate for a woman to have a male gholem with her,” Her voice had an edge to it when she spoke on the matter, “That is their problem. What goes between us is nobody’s business but ours.”

 Jak’s response to whatever Billy had asked him shortly after was an enigmatic smile, and she said nothing further to him on the matter. Instead they spent much of their time, after dusk at least, with Billy attempting to teach him the basics of grappling. He already knew enough to be able to restrain people without intentionally injuring them.  So maybe it was more a case of the two of them trying each-other’s skill to keep in shape. Either way they seemed to enjoy the sparring sessions as much as Sara and myself enjoyed watching, making friendly bets against each-other, and just talking. I will likely always look back on those moments more fondly than I should, but no harm done by or to anyone.

 She claimed to have been taught how to defend herself, which I was fairly sure a result of, directly or not, her time in the rat closet. I had told her I wouldn’t offer much sport if she wanted to test herself against me. The best I had ever managed was a little boxing I had done in school as well as a few things I had picked up from our goalie on the school football team. None of what I knew would make for a good sparring match, as I would either end up on my back in the first few seconds, or Sara would have a broken nose and possibly worse.

 Hard as it might have been to believe, I’m not bragging about that. It’s just a case of what I had learned being better suited to knocking someone off balance if they ran from patrol rather than one on one combat. As I said before, my ‘skill’ in close up fighting wouldn’t match anyone we were likely to come up against.

 Even so we had one match, with both Billy and Jak waiting with what bandaging and disinfectant we had in case it went badly. It felt like I had a dislocated arm after, but Sara didn’t walk away un-bloodied. That is all I will say on the matter.

 

 You’re fine Julian. If it were a dislocation or even a strain you would have needed to keep the thing in a sling. 

 -Sara

 

 On the fifth day of our trek we started seeing farmhouses, fenced in parcels of land, and other familiar landmarks that told me that we were close. With this we thought we might find people, not many sure, maybe a family here or there that had been left alone. Such was not the case. Their homes weren’t put to the torch, and any signs of violence had been erased between then and now. The silence worried us, but we were too far in to back out.

 To lighten the horse’s load we had made use of a barn to hide most of our things in. This, I hoped, would minimize any strain the horses might be put under if we suddenly had to use them for a quick escape. We liked to think what we were doing made sense, but really we were just fumbling through.

 

Date: September 9

Searching

 The next day we headed for town proper, trusting that if we were spotted along the way we could claim we were out traveling and would be allowed to go our way with only a warning to keep clear. This, in part, was bolstered by the fact that if either Billy or Jak’s presences were questioned we both could truthfully explain we were from well to do families and both gholem went wherever we did. They were, of course, far more to each of us; but no need in upsetting anyone’s delicate sensibilities, especially if it meant the kind of trouble I thought was lurking near here.

In an effort to conform to this illusion we took one of the more scenic routes around town. We were not challenged. What we saw were the leavings of whoever had been here strewn about. These included things like carts in the middle of the road, clothes strewn about. Weapons. Deus there were lots of weapons, mostly amid clothes, but some in neat clusters in the few buildings that look recently occupied. It was strange, and more than a little frightening.

Billy suggested that God plucked everyone out of their clothes and the animals from their bindings in retribution for what they had done to the Refugees that thought some kind of salvation lay in our town. Cheerful thought, except the Divine Host never seemed to be one for so overt a direct action. Things being how they were, though, I had no better explanation for what we were seeing.

 We moved away from town and into the ruins the refugees had thought contained... What I didn’t know. Still, the idea needed to be explored in case somehow it was the cause of what we were seeing. We talked it over, naturally, and none of us knew of any stories about weapons that would do this.

 Sure Sara and I knew the old stories, sketchy histories taught in school and other bits of speculation on the past. All agreed that there were plenty of horrors that could level cities, or atomize people where they stood, but none that came close to what we continually ran across. Only people and horses were gone. Buildings were as intact as months of abandonment have allowed. Nothing else out of place, not even signs of the likely siege between the army regulars and refugees.

 We were disturbed by this, and it was probably risky to proceed into the unknown, but we had to know if some terrible and forgotten djinn has been loosed on the world. If there was, we had to find a way to put it back in the bottle. At that time we didn’t think we were doing more than just making sure.

 As we neared the ruined cityscape I heard a sharp intake of breath from Sara. Was it impressive? Considering the largest buildings we could now build, and I’m talking offices and the like rather than stone monuments people don’t have to trapes up and down continually, were pale things when compared to the broken towers of steel I saw every time I came here I would have to safely say that yes, she was most definitely impressed.

 It’s little wonder her breath was taken. We couldn’t build this big anymore. Oh sure we can build big, we haven’t lost so much that we couldn’t shove an elevator in to make going up and down easier, but the biggest anyone was likely to see was a twenty, maybe thirty story job.

 I apologize, this place has that effect on me and I promised myself I would try keeping on task with this journal.

 Mind you we weren’t walking into pristine streets and shining new buildings that had just been emptied yesterday. The streets were choked and overgrown with plants that made it more cracks and holes than smooth places. The buildings, once steel and glass monolithic monuments to progress had been reduced to windowless shells that, more often than not ended in jagged peaks of rusted steel and crumbling cement. Pieces of these broken giants adding to the general debris, which only added to the oversized scale of where we were.

 Was it wise to bring the horses into this terrain? I wasn’t sure since by now the old road had weathered and overgrown, though if it got much worse we would dismount and go on foot. I didn’t want to do that, horses being faster than people, and I was afraid of what was waiting further in.

 I’d never seen Billy actually try racing one, but she’s said in a pinch she could outrun anything that wasn’t bred for racing. Hopefully we wouldn’t have to see if that was true, especially since unlike her and possibly Jak I most definitely couldn’t and Sara looked to not have even the stamina I’d gotten from playing on my hobby-farm. Again, I’m not boasting, or at least I’m trying not to. It’s just that even though my farm was more for diversion than subsistence working the animals and land had helped to keep me in shape.

 Billy and Jak moved to either side of Sara while I took point. This wasn’t because Sara was more important than the rest. It was simply a matter of putting our best eyes to either side and our lone gun, me, where I had a clean shot at anything in front of me. That was the theory anyway. I hoped it wouldn’t get us killed.

 I had my rifle handy. I wasn’t sure how sturdy the insides of those buildings were, but both times I had been here before I could’ve sworn something was watching me. It was nothing more than nerves, but even the slimmest possibility people, friendly or otherwise, were hiding in the ruins couldn’t be completely written off. Every now and then we would stop to watch what moved in those glass-less windows, and every time we would resume walking when we saw it was a bird, or cat, or some other animal. Well, Billy and Jak saw these things and directed Sara and myself as appropriate. I didn’t have binoculars, and we were willing to do as they said if it meant avoiding snipers.

 There was a lovely thought. One that would drive me bonkers if I followed it to it’s logical extreme. If I wanted to give in to this fear every open window, every high perch, marksmen could hide in any of it.

 Did I forget to mention the ruins were mostly vertical? Take one forty or fifty story building. Lots of windows hiding places. Plunk down ten or fifteen more buildings that tall. Now add in all sorts of smaller structures that make up most of the broken cityscape we’re wading through. I was doing my level best to not worry about what could jump out from every corner. We kept alert for activity, but trying to find any unseen assassins was just impossible for us, and we knew it.

 How long had we actually been in here I’m not sure. Had to be hours because the sun was going down. I’d slept in the ruins before, and I wasn’t looking forward to doing it again, but there was just no way to get back out before dark. With dark came all the nocturnal predators that are no doubt hiding here, human or otherwise. I say this from experience. Both times I had to come here I’d found whole communities of coyote. OK it’s not quite that bad, but there were still far more here than anywhere else. Lots of hiding places, prey items, and people that stayed away made this a good place for them to hole up at.

 

Date: September 10

Mood: Curious

 Most of the morning was spent attempting to find a way back out of the ruined cityscape to where we left our stuff. The new plan was to take everything with us into the city and go thorough looking for survivors or anything that didn’t seem to belong there. Why were we doing this? I couldn’t speak for the other three, but what happened with everyone and everything disappearing in Belleberg I had to know if it came from here. We were afraid of what we might find, but such is one of the prices of curiosity.

 

Back on the Trail

 “We might cover more ground,” I explained to Sara as patiently as I could manage, “But splitting up means each of us would be more vulnerable.” I pressed the opening I had created, “Also, if any of us found something how would we signal the others?”

 She looked thoughtful for a moment, “Sorry...”

  “Can’t hurt to bring any idea up.” I threaded my horse thorough a gauntlet of debris. Hard for me to do, but it seemed I had the most difficulty out of the group in doing so. When we were reunited I finished what I was going to say. “I can’t think of everything, and I don’t want to start believing I’m more competent than I actually am. That kind of attitude will get us killed, so feel free to keep the ideas coming, and keep me knocked off my high horse.” It was true. Arrogance bred complacency, and complacency got people neck deep in trouble. 

 Going continued to be slow as we made our way towards the center of town. Maybe we should have gone around, but it was three to one for going the way we were now, with Billy being the one dissenter. At least we had been civil about making decisions so far. I wondered how long that would last.

 More empty and ruined buildings. More desolation. More... Well more of nature reclaiming everything Man had created.

 Our second night there was spent in what might have been the courthouse lawn. I thought it was a courthouse anyway. It was near the middle of everything as near as we could tell, had a ruined bell tower, and looked similar to the sort in Ashton, so I’m calling it a courthouse. No fire tonight, so we filled the hours between making camp and sleep with songs and stories. In the dark. Perfect for stories of haunts and spooks, but we weren’t in the mood for it. There were too many things to be afraid of out there without the added ghoul or vampyre lurking behind every rock.

 Billy woke all of us sometime later with the sound of gunfire, the sounds of panicked horses, and screaming. Jak was already outside looking about franticly when I managed to belly crawl out of my tent. I didn’t know what we were dealing with, and unlike Jak and Billy I couldn’t make out what was going on.

 

Chaos and Death in the Dark

Shouts from the courthouse. Gunfire. One of our horses wounded.

Return fire from Billy. Pause. Something thudding to the ground.

Jak disappeared, guessing he went to see if he could get his hands on the man’s weapon.

I went to check on Sara, and found her curled in her tent whimpering. Told her we had to go. She pushed me away; said they can’t know if there’s anyone in the tent or not. I tell her it doesn’t matter; all they have to do is shoot through to make sure. Slowly she uncurls and follows me out. We both stay low since there’s nothing we can do other than search for cover. Neither of us like that we can’t do anything but stay alert.

More gunfire. Our pack horse is down. Return fire.

 

 Quiet. Was it over? We waited, tense. Minutes passed. Still nothing. Billy started to rise while Jak was alert for movement. Nothing. The rest of us stood slowly. Still nothing. It’s over we thought. We have to put the two horses down, but none of us had anything other than scrapes from diving for cover.

 We packed everything onto one of the remaining horses. After stripping the saddles and bags off the remaining animal and adding that to what our new pack animal needed to carry we had something of a problem. This forced, by majority vote (myself being the dissenter this time) that Billy and Jack walk on foot while Sara and I ride horseback.

 I didn’t like it, but it made the most sense. Additionally both Jak and Billy found rifles for themselves as well six clips of ammunition to split between the two. The new guns were, unfortunately, of a different make than mine, but we have more guns to defend ourselves with. It didn’t completely balance for the horses, but if we were to expect more attacks than we need what we can get.

 Camp was set back up on another building’s lawn. Horses seemed nervous, and I couldn’t say that they were the only ones. Here’s to hoping we could get some rest before anything else tried shooting us.

 It was Jak’s turn at watch, so I had a chance to speak with Billy. She showed me a shoulder patch she pulled from one of the dead men. I couldn’t see the details in the darkness, but the fact it was there at all suggested either Military, a group that wanted to act like it’s military, or looters. We both thought the last might be the most likely scenario, and hoped any we find in the daylight hours would be more willing to talk before shooting. We could only hope.

 Were they human? Gholem? Probably the latter, and as much as I dislike violence, especially against our blue skinned friends, all bets and restraint is off if I’m fighting for my life, or the lives of those around me. I never did care too much at who shot at me unless it helped solve the problem of how to make them stop. I was tired and we had only a couple hours before we needed to get going again. Sleep Now.

 

Date: September 11

Mood: Disturbed

 Even with the attack last night we still woke at dawn to get started. We had no choice really. The question now was where do we look? The courthouse, Library, and Council buildings turned up nothing that suggested more than casual passes at looting what weather and animals hadn’t already destroyed, and there seemed no signs that a particularly large group had passed this way recently.

 Let me make this clear. I didn’t know what these buildings were actually called. Sure there were a few have names carved into the stone facing, but weathering, neglect, and such had made much of it unreadable, so I called each building by what it most resembled to me. Plus there is the inevitable shifting of the language to consider. Look at how English mutated over the centuries, and for proof of that, just go find any play Shakespeare wrote. People didn’t talk like that when the United States had been founded. People didn’t talk like how they did when the United States was born when the great emptying happened, and we don’t talk much like they did then. For all I knew the ‘courthouse’ could have been a bank, or the library a warehouse, or... I think I explained myself well enough.

 After these buildings yielded nothing we weren’t sure where to take our search next. This place was too large for four people to reasonably look through, at least in the time we had available to us. Instead we decided that since nothing here near the middle gave us answers that we would travel through to the other side and try seeing what we could see there. We would have wanted to loop around the whole thing, but that would take days, possibly weeks to do as methodically as we wanted. Additionally there was the problem shared by most abandoned cities in that there was no clearly defined edge. In most cases there was a gradual spreading out as one left the center and moved into the residential areas, which could connect two separate cities if they were close enough together. Beginning to see the problem I had mentioned about with scale? Too large to do more than what we were doing.

 We first saw people when we passed through what I am going to refer to as a grand market. Couldn’t say really if that’s what it was, but all the lots in this mammoth building all seemed dedicated to commerce of some sort. I could go into whole pages of detail in describing just this building, but I won’t because few of the details actually mattered, though there was a fountain where several corridors meet that I would have liked to make a sketch of if I had the talent.

 Sara stayed with the horses outside, armed with one of our newly acquired rifles, while the rest of us explored the inside of this place. Other people, all of them wearing bits and pieces of uniforms we had seen in heaps around Belleberg were inside this place. They could have been army regulars, but Billy and Jak both though that since most of them wore only bits and pieces. It was, in their judgment, far too piecemeal to be regulars. Well then. Let’s see if our new neighbors were friendly.

 

Date Unknown

Discord

 Disorientation. Flashes of disconnected images and sounds. People were talking, couldn’t understand the words. On reflection that was probably due to getting thrown into a building. At the time I knew nothing of where I was or how I had gotten there though. This next segment was written after. Where was I? Oh yes, I was in the care of unknown persons, hurting everywhere, and unsure of the basics like who I was or what I was doing much less able to spare a thought for my companions. Everything had a dream-like feel to it.

 I woke on a cot in a wall tent. My body hurt everywhere and I couldn’t move. “Where?” At least I could talk without moving. I didn’t know if anyone was in the tent with me since moving my neck hurt. I spoke only to break the silence.

  “Where am I? What happened?” Though I could speak I could hear the weakness in my voice. I wish I could say I knew the others weren’t with me. I wish I could say lots of things of the situation, but I’d be lying.

 Time passed and a slender gholem in a mishmash of army fatigues, homespun material, and of all things a Milton Ligers scarf around his neck. How he could wear the thing in this heat I couldn’t say. When asked why gholem seemed to always dress too warmly in the summer Billy had always been somewhat evasive on the matter. This man looked me over and, on seeing my responsiveness, patted me gently on the shoulder and told me that he would get Thomas. 

 My head felt too stuffed full of cotton to care who this person was, but he introduced himself as in charge of the band that found me. He explained that... I forget the word he used, but calling them Robots seemed to fit. He said that me, my group, and the people we were trading fire with were attacked. As his story went, he had led his group in a hunt for the constructs in retaliation for the deaths of a larger group.

 I asked if they were part of the refugee group Billy and I had negotiated with last may. They were, and they found what they were looking for, though only after they had been rounded up, people tortured either to find out why they ran here, or possibly just for sport. A few were led to what remained of a warehouse that held not only these robots, but weapons and armor. I asked how any of it was still in usable condition; since all of this stuff has to be centuries old. He wouldn’t tell me how, but he did say that though most of it looked in good condition he thought there had to be some sort of damage associated with the extended time spent in stasis... Whatever I suppose.

When the Robots were activated they were ordered, by the officer in charge, to ‘eliminate these vermin’, indicating those that were drafted as laborers. The machines responded by asking for authorization codes. The officer repeated his order. They then went to the weapons lockers, started inspecting the contents, and started repairing what they identified as Cellular Disrupter Rifles. Once they were satisfied these things were in working order they opened fire on the officer, his men, and anyone wearing a uniform.

 As described to me these weapons dissolve living tissue, but don’t affect non-living matter. I won’t pretend how to even start explaining how this was supposed to work; but the account given to me matched stories passed down from the tail end of the war and into the beginning of the Great Decline, stories I had tossed out as being too far fetched to consider when Sara and I were racking our brains for possible things we would have to contend with. Weapons that remove a population and leave the material goods, infrastructure, and the entire reason one would invade an area; on top of leaving no messy demoralizing cleanup of the dead would have been very appealing in my estimation. 

 Any momentary thoughts of salvation for the draftees were crushed when the robots fired on anyone attempting to flee. In fact the only reason any of this is known was because they left one human and one gholem alive. They surrounded these two, explained to both of them the only reason that they survived was to provide these machines with information on where they were, the general disposition of military and civilian centers, and to spread terror by telling others what they had seen.

 If this account did not give you reason to fear then either you lack the imagination I do, or you hadn’t paid attention. There were close to forty of these things out there armed with weapons that not only kill, they disintegrate. They had armor capable of stopping anything smaller than a cannon. These things had no goal other than chaos, murder, and their continued survival. The worst part of this; worse than the image of whole towns suddenly being depopulated by these things was this:

 They had no demands to meet; no ransom to pay to make them quit. They would not be bargained or reasoned with. They had nothing to report to or any way of ordering them to stop.

I was with Thomas and his group for two days. In that time we had to relocate several times due to finding a richer source of whatever trinkets or scraps of pre-war information that hadn’t long ago rotted into oblivion or was stored on useless bits of plastic and metal.

 They didn’t do this out of some sense of duty to preserve history, or even to learn about our past. They do so because both information and artifacts fetch high prices in Troy (Pennsylvania, Eastern Coalition.) There was urgency in their movements, not by threat of immediate attack from these nightmarish super-weapons as I first thought, but because they wanted to beat any other looters Salvagers from beating them out of the best stuff. 

 When I asked Thomas why stay when there are now things out there that could kill them and everyone else he had the following to say. “We all die, whether it’s tomorrow or twenty years from now. Unless one of these Übermench walks out in front of me than I am going to file them away with all the other things that could theoretically kill me and not give them another thought.”

 They would not allow me to aid in the repeated breakdown, transport, and set-up of their equipment. They were kind to me, but they were adamant about keeping me separated from what they considered sensitive material. Couldn’t blame them. I was, however, allowed to help with the pack animals so far as I was able to between occasional bouts of weakness.

 I find it hard to describe, but it’s like everything is fine one moment, and the next I had no strength in the limb I had been exerting. After a few minutes it would pass and everything works as it should, but I’m concerned by this and hope it is only temporary.

 After repeated attempts to get a straight answer out of anybody, I have found that nobody knew where my companions went. I could not say anything about either Sara or Jak, but if Billy was still alive she would try finding me. She did so once before when I was taken by a group of Humanists and left in a field somewhere with numerous injuries. She could find me now if I stay put long enough since I’ve walked along with the majority of the group I have been with.

 I have not made mention my injuries before because it has remained warm and any rains relatively light. Were this in the middle of winter, or a storm stopping to dump a small lake on my head over the course of several hours I would have made mention of the various aches and pains I go through on a daily basis. I hurt, but the pain isn’t bad enough to keep me from doing the things I need to do.

 

September 15

Mood: Somber

 They let me go with a minimum of fuss and ceremony. I was grateful for their kindness, but they didn’t have room for me to stay longer, and I could not stay without knowing what happened to my friends. Also, on the off chance that they were not simply lying to me about these Robots it would have been a better idea to split up, with each of us carrying warning to different places. However now that I had time to sit and think it over I was not so sure about what Thomas told me.

 They were far more concerned with mundane looters, thieves, and the like than they were of something that, if I had even heard of from someone I had reason to trust, have run for dear life and Salvation from. It made an interesting, if grotesque and nightmarish, story if a lie. On the other hand if true, I hoped it wasn’t. That’s all I am willing to say.

 I’d taken this time to catch up on my writing, and had transposed things from my shorthand note-pad to my journal book, which was written in longhand. The day was mild and there was a nice breeze going. Other than the sounds of nature reclaiming the ruins around me little made noise. This place has it’s own beauty about it.

 This transference of notes took most of the morning. I started walking about to stretch my legs, and found that I had been followed. Even though I was hopeful it’s Billy I tensed. Visions of remorseless human-like automata killing anything not like themselves filled my mind for several moments. I waved both arms over my head and make noise. Even if it wasn’t one of my friends I hoped they would be able to give me news on the attack that landed me with Thomas’s group for the past few days.

 Wait. Something didn’t fit here. If these machines used Disruptive weapons, than how could I have been thrown against a wall? The way it was described there was a dot of light wherever the weapon was pointed. Blink. If what it was aimed at living, poof; Up in smoke.

 Maybe, going on the idea that Thomas wasn’t lying, they had other, less selective, weapons. It made sense in a way, save the really frightening weapons that turn people into nothing for large crowds, or at least wait till there was an audience to be terrified by their use. No matter how I looked at it though it didn’t add up. Oh well, like Thomas, unless one of these things showed up I won’t worry.

 Whoever it was I saw earlier exited a brick and stone faced three story building, possibly a firehouse. It was hard to make out who they were from this far away, but they were wearing a greatcoat, so either they’re a gholem, have a really good reason to not be seen with a shotgun or other such weapon, or possibly both. I heard my name called. Billy. Deus thank you. She’s alright.

 

 When she got to me I cried. She cried and held me close. She thought she was the only one left. Sara died in the initial attack, and Jak went while in the process of ripping our attacker’s head off by way of one of it’s companions vaporizing him. This meant the story was real. Thomas hadn’t lied and there were forty soulless monsters on the loose with cold and calculating intent.

 Billy ran while it’s attention was drawn to the group that had started firing on us and hadn’t noticed her own injuries, or hadn’t bothered tending to them, till after they were long out of sight. My Beautiful Billy. Don’t think I will shrink away from you because of a few blemishes. You’re alive and we were able to get away from there. That is what was important. Your face is yours no matter if it were nothing but scars.

 Thankfully Billy managed to save one of the horses. She wouldn’t hear any talk of us taking turns riding the gelding and insisted I was in no condition to walk long enough to properly take turns anyway. We could have ridden double. It would be uncomfortable, but doable. The saddle, though, was not made for that and I didn’t think the horse liked our one attempt at having both of us on him at once. Considering with both of us as well as what little we still have it would bring the total amount he would have to carry upwards of five hundred pounds I can’t say that I blame him one bit.

 The rest of our trip was spent either in silence, listening for signs of possible hostiles, or a state of half-sleep. We were reluctant to camp, but light was getting poor and the horse needed rest. That night was spent huddled together under the new moon. We both hurt and are both shaken, but we refuse to be afraid.

 

September 20

The world is crazy and so are we

 I did not write in my journal on the way home because nothing of consequence happened. There were no encounters with killer man-made devils wielding weapons that turn people into nothing. There weren’t any bandits. In fact the only remarkable event that happened was that we stopped at the old farm for a night’s rest, and that was remarkable only in the memories it brought to mind.

 We were home, and though the rumors about Belleberg now included these killer machines I dared not, for the sake of not being seen as insane, speak of what I had been through. It may seem cold and cruel, but my trying to warn anyone at this point would only land me in a place where white was the dominant color and the guests were fitted with special vests so they could hug themselves while they sat inside their padded rooms.

 Finn was glad to see that the both of us had survived, though was disturbed at Billy’s injuries and my story of looters going over what the army had left behind both in town and in the nearby ruins. I was grateful he hadn’t replaced me, just as he was glad I am alive and able to return to my job. I still had moments of weakness, but they happen less often than they did a week ago. I think in another week or two I will be rid of them altogether. Billy had to find another job, as her employer had assumed she had made her story up to give her a few extra days off. He didn’t even wait for her to be gone a week before finding a replacement. Maybe Jenny could help her find work like she did for me.

 Life continued to go on no matter how unusual it got. There was a mad scramble for a small bit to keep the proverbial wolves from our door, but we are tolerably well. Billy was currently talking with Jenny and in a few hours I was due for my Grade 2 Wireless Certification. Given what we had seen I might eventually want to invest time to gain my Grade 3 Certification so I could qualify for service with the Merchant Caeldine fleet.

 With what was going on though it might eventually be better if we both find a way to be more mobile, and I couldn’t think of a better way of not becoming a noxious cloud of smoke than to be in the air. My voice rose and asked Jenny if she knew anything about the local airships and their crews. Logical to ask her considering she often dressed like a barnstormer, at least that seemed like a reasonable argument at the time.

 When asked why I wanted to know I tell her that maybe a ship could use a pair of hands. Billy needed work, and even with a Grade 2 Certification I thought a few might hire me on and train me the rest of the way while on the job. Could have been wishful thinking on my part, but one never knew till they asked.

As it turned out Jenny did, in fact, rub elbows with several different crews and was happy to ask around on our behalf.  She was even willing to give a recommendation for both of us if we needed. Bless that woman Deus, for hers is a kind heart. Maybe I should tell her. No, she’d laugh it off. NO. I have  to tell her. It would be a poor payment on our part for her to die because we don’t want to sound silly. 

She listened intently as we sat down with her to tell her the whole story. She didn’t interrupt or ask anything till we were done. Her jaw set and her face had a grim cast to it when we told her about the robots. Billy asked her if she knew about these things.

 “Evil, demons formed by the hands of men, Protectors, Revenge Weapons; they were called all of these and more. They were designed as shock troops in the last year of the war by desperate countries that wanted something easier to control than their rebelling Genome armies. They pushed robotics and Artificial intelligence as far as they could during the war and these man-sized creations were the end result. They were tireless, efficient, intelligent, and above all else they were loyal without pause or question to their makers.” Jenny sipped from a cup of tea Billy had poured her. “That loyalty combined with Disrupter weapons made them ideal as a force to be dropped, unsupported, into enemy held territory and start killing anything and everything that they recognized as a threat.”

 I wasn’t sure if this was just a story she had heard and was telling us, or if she somehow possessed some secret knowledge of those dark days. Her tone was serious. Her expression grim. She did not look like she was trying to be entertaining. “Problems started when the capacity to build these machines spread to all major nations. This is why there are maybe a few hundred million people now instead of the billions that swarmed the globe then.”

 “How do you know these things?” I asked in a low voice.

 She looked into her cup and continued telling her awful tale, not bothering, in that moment, to answer. “Not only were whole regions depopulated by mass killings, but the people that pulled the strings of these mechanical puppets grew more paranoid as the war entered its last few months. They started creating sealed vaults across the globe that contained whole units of these things as well as enough weapons, parts, and supplies to keep them in fighting condition for years, decades if need be. These people, if they could still be considered people, wanted to ensure that any would-be conquerors would face their own ends by weapons that had lain dormant and waiting.”

 She grunted and looked at us both. “The war was lost by all sides and only a few remembered that the damned things existed, and even in their own time those stories were considered overblown and too impossible to believe.” We waited for more, by this point I don’t think either of us cared of what Jenny said was true or fiction. Her story, and more importantly how she told it, held us.” People rebuilt outside of the old cities, fearing that dormant germ weapons, baby nukes, or even disrupter bombs were waiting to wipe out what was left of the human race. The rest, as you both know, is history.”

 “How do you know these things?” Billy’s voice was quizzical rather than accusing as she asked a second time. Jenny sounded sincere, and it would explain why people built from the ground up instead of resettling the old population centers, and then there was what we saw in the ruins. That also lent credibility to the story.

Jenny’s only answer was a smile. She had just explained a whole lot of history that what they taught in classes only hinted at, but she never explained or gave away her sources. Strange that we believe her. Stranger still that she ended up being right, at least so far as I’ve been able to see.

 She stayed with us that night, and we were happy for the company. Out of courtesy I took the sofa in the sitting room in spite of protests that she wouldn’t want to impose. It would give her and Billy a chance to talk, because Billy needed somebody else to speak to about what happened to her. She knew I would think her pretty no matter how she looked, but any person, male or female, is bound to have difficulty looking themselves in the mirror and a face marred by what she has to see. There were also the deaths of Sara and Jak. She had to watch them die. I didn’t.

 A half-remembered song drummed in my head. I cannot remember the words, but the rhythm was soothing. I closed my eyes and hoped that the worst for us is over. It wasn’t, unfortunately. The ‘worst’ parts of one’s life were always updated and redefined. Well, they were unless you lived thorough a mass genocide. I fear nightmares of walking suits of chrome and steel wielding weapons that swept the land clear like the Hand of Judgment.

 

September 29

Test Day!

 Jenny and I spoke the next morning while I walked to work. She was a historian of sorts originally from Texas and had spent the past twenty years researching, gathered stories, and sifted through what scant records were preserved from the war. That would have made her close forty. I couldn’t believe it, and told her so. She looked easily like a woman half that age. She responded with musical laughter and told me her secret was clean living, a positive outlook, and lots of makeup. Curious woman, I’d have to invite her over for dinner again sometime to see just how many stories she had to share.

 Work was lively, involved three large women, and a child that wouldn’t stop screaming and grabbing at things. The day wouldn’t end, and I don’t want to write in too great a detail of it. Little point in revisiting any of it, and I was grateful it finally ended. Finn, for once, didn’t crawl into his favored watering hole after we closed up and instead started walking with me.

 He asked if everything was alright. Of course it was why wouldn’t they be? He noticed I had been preoccupied through the day. I waved the idea off. I was fine, I told him, just didn’t like what I saw when I was gone. There was no way he would believe a story involving human-like machines with the capacity to kill everything around them. So I told him of the looters, empty homes, and of losing two people that had traveled with us there. That seemed to satisfy his curiosity, and no I did not need any more time off. It was nice of him to offer, but I needed to work to get my mind off the matter.

 He asked me if I was nervous about my upcoming exam. No, not in the slightest. I knew the theory well enough, and could work through a conversation at the speeds that I would be tested at. Morse was a soothing way of communicating. It was, to me, nearly musical in it’s own way. Many have boggled at those of us that seem to hold whole conversations in our heads rather than write any of it down. I boggle at anyone that has to write the exchanges down to make sense of them. Morse was a thing that was best understood by being heard, not visualized. I looked forward to this, I told him, it was one of those things I felt good at.

 On the way home I’d picked up several leaflets advertising for this or that place which might need work Billy was suited for. There was still time enough for me to grab a quick shower between now and time for my exam. I was nervous, but I was confident. The cleanup and change of clothes were simply to put on a presentable face if they wanted to add my picture to the wall of people that had passed since the club organized. Time to go with the green and black suit.

 I arrived a few minutes after the examiners had, but still a few minutes ahead of schedule. All of them were dressed in plain black suits neither extraordinarily well made nor cheaply slapped together. All three shook hands with me and told me, in warm tones, that they had heard about me. I gave them the stock line that I hoped not; else they would know just what a vagrant I was.

 They lead me into a room with a receiver, pad of paper, and enough desk space by the receiver to work with. I was instructed to not touch the equipment and to copy, exactly what was sent and was asked if I understood what they just told me. I told them I did and that I was ready.

 I told them that I was. One of the three left the room, presumably to give the text I was to translate. What follows is the text they wanted me to transcribe.

 I hadn’t even started writing by the time the transmission ended. When I was asked why, I had told both men seated with me that I wanted to hear the entire message, since whenever I attempt to transcribe in the middle my accuracy drops. They both nod and give me a few extra minutes to write what I believe the message was.

 Their verdict? I had not cheated, and had transcribed something that appeared perfectly reasonable. However they would have to confer with their third man to see if I had, in fact, written what he sent rather than just make up my own message. Even with the standard Q-calls (QST, QRR, CQ, and so on) most people that work in Morse, at least that I’ve seen, use forms of shorthand to copy the exact message. Procedure demanded they verify with the sender before moving on to the second part of the exam, but I was assured by both men that I did fine.

 When this was done and I had been officially told I had passed the first half of the examination I was then led to another room for the theory segment. This is one that I had somewhat less self confidence in, but still felt I had a reasonable chance of getting more right than I did wrong. This time all three men sat with me and watched as I wrote the answers to the questions lain before me.

 The first few sections dealt with procedure and rules, which were mostly things that were common sense material. Emergency traffic trumps everything else. No voice transmissions on Morse segments of the bands. Transmitting your call-sign every ten minutes. No profanity, codes or ciphers, or discussing illegal matters. All these things, and more, I had to explain. As I said, easy stuff that most people should be able to figure out on their own. Why they have to write it down I’m not sure, except so that it’s on the books to prevent anyone from going ‘well I never saw anyone say I couldn’t, so I did.”

 The next segment dealt in electrical theory and radio prorogation, but even there I felt confident to a degree. Where I really felt I messed up, however, was on the different math formula for things like figuring out electrical current from the amount of watts and amps being carried, or the correct dimensions for different antenna, or how much power will be lost from the transmission going through to the antenna. These I felt less sure of, but answered to the best of my ability. I didn’t, when asked, review any of my answers. There are occasions when I’ve caught mistakes doing this, but more often than not the changes I made were to make a right answer into a wrong one.

 With that done to everyone’s satisfaction I could have stopped and been awarded a grade 1 license. Even the math segments were things I hadn’t been too terribly frightened of, not compared to the portion that I was now facing. The difference between the questions I had faced and the ones I would be facing had to do with the fact that those that came up with this whole procedure made the assumption that one would take the entry level examination, wait a few years to gain some real-world experience, then move on with the more advanced material. I hadn’t and instead had studied and worked since July to skip the waiting. If I passed not only would I have an expanded set of privileges, I could also put my knowledge to use in commercial fields Though truthfully that was only a partial reason I had wanted to wait, train, and do it all at once.

 Minutes passed. I saw things being marked down with a pen one of them brought for the occasion. Relax. Either in passing or failing I did the best I was able to do. Be calm. Do not crowd in. You would find out soon enough.

 

Julian Guy Fawkes 3rd is now recognized by the call-sign K4GW and henceforth given all frequency privileges and limitations of a Class 2 Civilian Wireless Operator. 

William Bedford Davis, K4FB

 

 The nicely framed certification on my wall as well as my picture and call sign in the clubhouse’s roll book should speak for themselves on how I did.

 

October 1

Mood: Happy

 My recent certification still had me in good spirits. Friends congratulated me. Drinks and merriment were had. I spent last night working a station from France. Yes. The world could end tomorrow for all I knew, but I was content. It wouldn’t last, but while it did I had things I need to do that required a cheerful mood.

 Chief amongst these was rearranging furniture. It has been awhile since anything thorough had been done with any of it, and the best way to get the debris and garbage from where it hid was to move everything about and clear the trash while the floor was clear. Strange. This chair had already been moved, and the floor under it was- Wait. What’s this? A large jar of money. Have to ask Billy about that when she gets home. In the meantime put it back and pretend it wasn’t there. No other treasures greeted me while I cleaned unfortunately. It needed doing no matter if I’d found only dust and leavings, but I was still somewhat disappointed. Oh well.

 Next was a trip to the tailors for a fitting. I hated the process, but it was a good idea to have my measurements updated every year or so to adjust for periodic weight changes and just to be social with them. No I didn’t mean the ‘Tailors’ and ‘seamstresses’ that one finds at night when the doorways were visible in red lights. I mean being social with honest hard working men and women that shaped and repaired clothing.

 Take Andrew for instance, the man that had done mine and my father’s suits for the past decade. He had three kids, one in law school, and the other two followed in his footsteps as apprentices. Part of the reason I chose to stay in Ashton rather than see if it was safe back home was that he and his family had asked me to stay. That probably meant I owed him my life in a roundabout way, but he was the last person I would expect to hold anything like that over someone’s head.

 Unfortunately because he’s known me this long he also knew how to get under my skin. I’m sure his barbed humor was just his way to make people laugh, but more often than not it’s a cruel thing that had often gotten him in trouble over the years. Take that sort of humor and add almost a decade’s worth of knowledge about a person and you had enough barbs to make a fence from here to Oregon and back.

 Most of our talk while he measured me was about my trip last month. He thought I was foolish to have gone back since there wasn’t family to go back to, and I had apparently thrived here. I told him about the looting, which amused him more than anything else. He seemed to view those wanting to pick the long bleached out bones of the ruined cities as idiots not worth his time. After all, as his thinking went, if there were anything good there to begin with wouldn’t it have been the first to be hauled away during the migrations?

 He had a point there. That point was lost on those that spent their whole lives scouring through a single city, and there were hundreds just along the east coast of the continent. To counter I could have mentioned that big vault of gold that got excavated eight years ago. There was enough money there to keep the Confederates bank-rolled for generations. However I didn’t mention this, as he would have only found something else to barb me with.

 After my measurements were updated I checked the prices for several different patterns both for day to day use and a few special occasion outfits. While we looked through pattern books, sketches of final designs, and discussed color I did a little mental figuring. There were many outfits I wanted, but I only could afford maybe two or three, and that was if I negotiated a payment plan with the man. He knew me, so unlike most customers he allowed this. I never like taking advantage of his generosity, but you couldn’t go about in worn out and ill-fitting clothes. What would I do with the ‘worn out and ill-fitting’ clothes? Donate to charity probably. I might not want to further wear them out, but everything I have kept packed away was in good order.

 

 With the details of cut, fabric, color, and price settled I asked if he was willing to drop by for dinner. Tomorrow was fine, I told him. So far as I knew we had no plans then, and the company would help keep things from getting boring. No I didn’t just wish things would get interesting! Deus I didn’t want to have to go through last month’s insanity again, what happened in May, or- Never-mind. It’s never a good thing to tempt whatever hands shape things into having a little mischief at your expense.

 Next on my list of things that needed taking care of that I didn’t want to do was to catch up on the latest rumors. Yes I have told myself that I would not worry about what happens until it happened, but if there were any warning I could have that these things were headed this way I wanted to try getting those I could to skip town. Finn could always reopen somewhere else, same for Andrew. If I could save either, preferably both, I would do what I could.

Jenny? She was a valued friend as well, but she already knew as much as I did about the situation. Actually she probably knew more than me, but I didn’t want to try peeling back why or how she knew what she did. I didn’t want to give into delusional fantasies, nor did I want to upset the lady. She was a good friend.

 It was harder than most would think to find what the general gossip about any particular subject was. Not only did I have to either get lucky, steer the conversations towards what I want, but I was further handicapped by the fact that I’m from where these stories are supposed to be about. Something about people, at least in my experience, made them shy about talking about a person, their family, or their home with them around. Might have to do with fear of talking badly about the wrong person and ending up hurt in the process. Not that I would, but human nature seemed to trump casual association.

 Three hours, two drinks, a platter or cheese, and a lighter wallet later and I got discouraged. There was still talk of looting, that the army was both there and gone, and that nobody that went back had been heard from since except for Billy and myself. The one new rumor I started to hear more of was that the entire town had been deemed unfit for resettlement and there were armed patrols making sure nobody returned, lest some ancient horror recently unearthed infects them and spreads.

 Frightful to be sure, but not quite the truth. I supposed if this one were to gain wider acceptance than at least people would know to stay away. Maybe if the machines saw nobody else they would turn off, or go back to sleep, or whatever. I didn’t believe it either, but it was a warm fuzzy thought.

 Before leaving I added my own twist, and credibility as someone people knew had lived there as well as someone who had recently gone back to see what happened, to that tale to the mix. My story was much the same as I had written down earlier; three companions and I went back to see what had happened and why no news, good or bad, had come from there. We found bodies, rather than empty piles of clothing, everywhere. Two of my companions died, one by looters, the other refused to rejoin our group after finding an open sore on his body. I was very careful to remind these people it had been close to a month since I was there, so any sort of illness would have already run its course. 

 They asked me of my remaining companion, and I told them that her face was ruined by debris knocked over while we searched the ruins for survivors, but she was alive and well. I wasn’t much of a storyteller, but I drew a small crowd that kept asking questions. What were my friends like? Was the ride difficult? Why didn’t I get sick? I told them what answers I had, and before leaving I reassured them that I had seen a doctor and was given a clean bill of health since returning. To cap it off I chipped in on the collective tab. I would have paid for the entire round, but I needed to save what I have left over for the week’s groceries.

 I make a quick stop home to drop a few things off, and wrote a brief note explaining that I was headed to make use of the Wireless Club’s equipment and would be back later tonight. With that done I did as I said I would and saw what stations I was able to work for a couple hours. It’s dusk, after all, and signals traveled much farther with the sun down. I worked Paris the night I passed my exam, and so I was excited to see which places that could be found tonight.

 

 In the back of my mind I heard China’s voice hissing at me. She had always warned me when my hobbies and interests started crowding in with the have-to parts of life. Even though she wasn’t here I’m sure she would have again provided one of these lectures to me. I waved the warning away. I would be careful and try only doing these things two nights a week. That would give me time to enjoy what I had worked hard to achieve, but would hopefully not interfere with the more important things in my life.

 The night was in a giving mood. There were, all told, three different stations that were in a talkative mood and could receive my end well enough to have pleasant exchanges. What did we talk about? My recent certification, policies both local and abroad, the weather, and my budding interest in pre-war technologies.

I was assured by all three stations that my interest was perfectly natural. Most Wireless operates had at least some passing interest in the area if they hadn’t gone so far as to make it a major facet of their personal studies. It was still too early for me to tell the story Jenny had told me. It might strike these people as nonsensical, and I wouldn’t want to ward away potential friends by seeming like an intelligent crazy.

 Instead each conversation ended with us exchanging post office addresses with promises to send each-other QSL cards. Think of them like specialized postcards that acted as proof that you had, in fact, made contact with a particular part of the world. People could fake them I suppose, but what’s the use? All anyone would have to do is talk to the person directly to see if they had worked the station that says they had.

 Yes I knew it was somewhat competitive. There were no real set criteria to go by to determine who gets a card from you or not, so exchanges could only be the exchange of postal information to mail things to, or it could be as lengthy as a discussion of history, or electrical theory, or anything not expressly forbidden by each country’s regulations.

I had been given a stack of twenty cards when I came in, and now I had three that needed sending off. Hopefully these three, and many others, would be able to educate me on what we were facing. It seemed a sensible use of my newly acquired privileges. On the other hand it also smelled like justification for spending more time here than I had promised I would limit myself to. Must be careful so I don’t overdo this.

 On reflection I probably should not have taken out the lengthy bits of note-taking and copying from different books, manuals. Granted if I left everything as cluttered as my original journal anything intelligible would be lost in the noise. Don’t fret; I won’t go into lengthy explanations of bandwidth privileges, the steps needed to make even a modest transmitter-receiver setup. True, transceivers are more common than separate receiving and transmitting boxes, but the different kits I can currently afford are for separate systems, not that I have space for a proper antenna even if I had the money to invest. Right. Getting sidelined, sorry about that. I should state, before I get off track again, that though my licensed privileges allow for the use of voice (or as Diana and the others call it, Radiotelephone) the three systems Ashton’s clubs had at the time were dedicated Morse systems.

 Billy was there when I got back from Wireless. She asked me if I enjoyed myself, which I told her I did. I asked her what she’d gotten up to today. In response she’d shown me a stack of fresh five dollar bills. My eyes went wide. There must have been eighty dollars there. In fact there were ninety dollars in the stack she showed me. Where had she gotten this?

 She held me close and asked me to sit. Tone of voice suggested bad news.

 She had, she explained fearfully, work as a dancer since we returned. To be sure I understood what she meant I asked her. It turned out she had been dancing in very little for public entertainment. My heart felt like a lead weight hitting the bottom of my gut.

 She turned away from me, crying. I wrapped my arms around her gently and ask her, softly, if all she did was dance for these people. She looked at me and told me that was it. She wouldn’t have worked there if they asked her for a ‘happy ending’ to these dances. My heart restarted. Relief flooded through me. I held her tighter and reassured her I was there for her.

 The rest of that evening I will not write of save only that no matter what the world thinks of her she is my friend and companion. Unless she had been truly unfaithful I would always stand by what she choose to do, and was more than willing to stand my ground against anyone who suggested I do otherwise.

 

Date: October 13

Mood: Happy

 It was one of those days where Billy had to sleep so she would be ready for her work at night. My day would be spent tracking down this job Jenny said she was trying to finesse us into and see where I thought our chances stood. Plus there was that QSL card to mail off, and listen to the rumor mill grind a little more.

Jenny was an amusing character in that she seemed to be at the damndest of places and apt to turn up at a moment’s notice. I only had her word that she’s a historian instead of, say, some elf from myth on a day pass in our world.  Maybe it had to do with how she carries herself. It’s the sort of attitude that’s can-do, but not so over-enthusiastic or perky that it made people shy away out of fear that what she had was catching.

That day I found her near the theater she told me about back in June. She watched the understudies practicing; they’re the ones that filled spots left if a primary cast member couldn’t perform. I didn’t know if she was an actress, or if she was in production, whichever she was giving tips on how to convey a specific emotion to the man playing an anthropomorphic flower, that’s what his costume reminded me of at least.

 I watched for a time, not trying to interrupt. I wanted to know, but not so badly that I would be rude about getting her attention. When Jenny finally saw me she called for a ten minute break and jogged over to greet me. I commented on the costumes. She laughed and told me that because the subjects of this play were inanimate objects personified they had to practice in costume more often than other productions to get used to the movements required.

I laughed and agreed that it is somewhat difficult to figure out how a talking rose might move or gesture if you’re out of costume till the first show. We talked about other inconsequential things. I told her Finn had just gotten Halloween stuff in and that she should take a look sometime. I wanted to know, I told her after a few moments silence, if there was any progress on getting Billy and I work.

 As it turns out there was an opening available, but it was on board a trust fund kid’s privet ship. The owner required all crew members to wear uniforms of his design and to refer to him as Commodore Jack. I raised an eyebrow but waited for the rest. The Captain of this ship, it turns out, had made it clear in the past that no matter how much money this person was paying, or how much he played at being a sailor, in life and death situations he ran the ship, not ‘Commodore Jack.”

 We would have to think it over, talk with the man, and see if we could stomach the situation before agreeing to anything. In the meantime I offered her a coupon good for half off one purchase from Finn. She took it and smiled at me as I left.

 The next few hours were spent wandering town. I had a meeting with a potential employer that might piss me off enough to simply refuse to work for him. He couldn’t be that bad, he already had a crew. Still, we would have to be wary of him. All this went through my head while I went to nowhere in particular.

 Yes I had money, or at least I had grown up around money. Maybe that made me hypocritical to think ill of other people who had also grown up with money. If so than I cheerfully embrace the designation, because I personally loath people that see the world only as a way to indulge themselves. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve had the good fortune to know many with wealth that are more than willing to share, and try making the world better. I have no problems whatsoever with them. They are good people.

 Life had been busy and hectic to me lately. I wouldn’t complain, well other than the whole fear of possibly being vaporized by killer machines anyway. I could have done without that. The rest I liked. It was interesting and would give stories to tell small children at night.

 My walk took me home. Strange. I started walking again. Eventually my ‘aimless’ wandering brought me back there. Curious, was my body trying to tell me something my mind didn’t want to hear? Maybe, but I didn’t feel tired or hungry. I continued to think that till I found myself curled up on the sofa, door locked and radio turned to folk music.
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Closing Words 

 

 Anyone out there feels the desire to write. By all means start writing. Don't let me, any other high brow 'stop having fun' sorts tell you otherwise! I might not want to read whatever it is you come up with (my own early works were cringe-worthy too) but everyone improves with practice. Keep at it, even if you never intend on selling your work. The price of getting what you want said out to the world has dropped to finding an internet connection and a free blog account. 

 As for anyone wanting to make use of my worlds? I would really rather the characters be left alone. There's plenty of world in each story I haven't covered. Go. Run with it and I'll probably be surprised at what strange, yet awesome, additions get made. For those wishing to use my settings as a basis for a for profit work get in touch with me. I'm sure something reasonable can be worked out.

 

 

 

 

 

 

I love you Mom.
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