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Chapter 1


 


Alexandria,
Egypt, 1166 AD.


The sentry on the wall
came awake with a jerk, gripping his spear and staring out into the night.  He
was unsure what had wakened him, and was fearful at first that it was one of
the crusading infidels come to murder him in his sleep. Then, he was more
fearful that it was Adil, his superior, about to catch him sleeping off the
wine he’d drunk to pass the tedium of a third shift watch.  He honestly wasn’t
sure which would have been worse, but luckily, only the empty night greeted
him.  Glancing around, he saw the towering structure of the Temple dominating
the cityscape behind him, its white stone dome glowing an unearthly light in
the dark night sky.


He relaxed, content that neither death nor Adil was
about to descend on him and was just about to have another drink of wine when a
shadow flittered over the edge of the wall beside him.  It dropped silently
into the innards of the city stretching out behind his position, and slipped
quickly away into the maze of the lower district alleyways.  


Opening his mouth to cry out, the sentry was surprised
when dark liquid poured out over his chin.  He hadn’t actually taken a drink of
the wine yet, so his mind didn’t understand where the fluid was coming from.  A
metallic scent filled the air, like wet copper as heat slowly blossomed along
his neck. More dark fluid poured from his gaping mouth and spurted from the
side of his neck as his vision began to turn gray.


He died, neither having felt the blade that spilled
his life blood nor raising an outcry of danger.


The shadowed figure slipped through the deserted
streets, its mottled clothing blending with the sleeping city sprawling around
him.  The figure moved steadily and purposefully, unerringly headed for the
large structure filing the center of the city.  Quickly nearing the temple, the
figure slowed and melted into the shadows at the mouth of an alleyway.  


A broad and open courtyard surrounded the temple, the
flat space devoid of any type of decorations, ascetically plain and empty until
it reached the edge of the temple itself.  There, thick, white marble columns
braced the face of the structure, bearing the weight of the walls and dome that
capped the top of the massive building. Geometric patterns and strange eldritch
sigils were carved deeply all along the front of the edifice in a mad pattern,
lending an oppressively arcane feeling to the building’s presence.  There was a
twisted stone serpent atop the solitary door set in the very center of the
wall, the passageway dark and ominous.  The opening reveled nothing of the
structure’s interior.


The only people in view were a pair of guards, their
heavy armor plate flashing gold in the light of the torch burning in the wall
behind them.  Even their faces were covered, features concealed behind golden
helms shaped to resemble a serpent’s head.  Long bladed spears were gripped in
their gauntleted hands, and neither moved in the slightest from their positions
beside the temple entrance.  With their golden hued armor and snake head helms,
the unmoving sentries could have easily been mistaken for statues by the
unwary.


The hooded intruder remained crouched in the alleyway,
as unmoving as the golden sentries it watched.  The figure seemed to be waiting
for something.


A warm light spread through the night sky, causing one
of the temple sentries to finally move and raise its head in confusion.  It was
still too early for dawn, and yet the horizon was filled with a burning light
that grew more intense by the second.  


Flaming missiles the size of small houses rained into
the sleeping city, throwing fire and chaos everywhere as a thunderous cheer
roared from the throats of the Crusader army outside the walls.  More burning
projectiles flew through the dark night as the catapults fired a second time, smashing
into the city and adding to the conflagration that was quickly spreading. 
Still, the hooded figure remained still, blending with the walls around it as
it waited and watched.


Thousands of people poured into the streets attempting
to contain the fire and stop their homes from burning.  Armed troops charged by
in droves as a cry went up that the infidels were attempting to breach the west
gate.  The warriors ran by to face their deaths, resolute in their devotion to
maintain control of their holy land and homes. And still, the shadowed figure
sat unmoving, watching the snake guards who had also yet to desert their posts.


A solitary missile arched through the air trailing
smoke and dripping fire, and slammed into the temple’s face with a thunderous
explosion of light and heat.  The smoke cleared slowly and reveled that very
little damage had been done to the building, but a wail of desperation went up
from around the temple as the city’s inhabitants swarmed in to put the fires
out before their temple could sustain any more damage.  As the crowds massed
into the area, the figure finally moved.


Darting forward as if to help, the hooded figure
closed with the golden sentries, using the press of humanity to mask itself
until the last moment.  Stepping from the crowd suddenly, nearly face-to-face
with a snake faced sentry, the figure slid a black stone knife through the
joint at the neck of the guards’ armor.  Dark ichor sprayed from the wound as
the hooded figure spun, avoiding a spear thrust from the second guard, and
jammed his blade through the eye slit of the attacker’s snake helm.  The guards
collapsed besides their posts, and the figure slipped into the dark temple
interior, his actions unseen in the swirling chaos.


Hours passed as more flaming death rained from the
heavens. The west gate fell, spilling armed infidels into the city to rage and
kill.  The inhabitants fought back savagely, refusing to yield their homes or
lives easily, but there were so many invaders.  Men screamed as they killed,
and screamed as they died.  Madness and death stormed through the city for what
seemed an eternity before the hooded figure finally slipped free of the
temple’s door again, covered in gore and missing his mask.  


The plain, brown haired man leaned against the
temple’s doorway for a moment to catch his breath as he exited, and pressed one
hand against a deep gash in his chest.  He looked down at his other hand,
slowly unclenching his fist to stare at the glittering red stone that rested in
his palm.  


So much death for such a small thing.


Shaking his head, he tucked the gem into his belt and
shuffled into the surrounding chaos, headed back to the wall he’d climbed
earlier as the city burned behind him.


*************


 


"...we will not allow this
tragedy…this grievous assault on peace, to bring a cessation to our efforts to
join in moving forward with the world...in joining the rest of the world's
citizens as members of a universal community committed to supporting and taking
care of one another…especially in these dark days. Our hearts are with the
victims of this terrible attack." 


"That was the American President,
fresh from signing the World Peace and Unity Accords at the UN…a treaty that
signals a final healing of the world following the official end of the Third
World War over half a decade ago.  The President was giving his response to
today's terror attack in San Francisco." The reporter on the holo-screen turned
to his partner. "What a senseless tragedy this is, don't you agree
Dan?"


"You're right, John." Dan said,
turning to face the camera. "Re-capping for those of you just joining us,
Senator William Rodgers is dead, slain in a shockingly blatant daytime attack
while attending a re-election campaign fundraiser. The Senator and an unknown
number of innocent bystanders were slain by unknown gunmen, possibly bent on
insurrection or disgruntled by the United States finally surrendering its
sovereignty and joining the unified world community. More details..."


"Stevens! Get your ass in here!"


Agent Rebecca Stevens cringed inwardly at her boss's
tone and volume.  He likely wanted her opinion on the developing situation, and
what kind of fallout they would be facing from the public.  As the San
Francisco Federal Security and Investigation Service's liaison officer, she
would likely have to provide a solution to the Station Chief, as well as face
any blame he felt like passing on.  After all, the FSIS was primarily tasked
with the prevention of terrorist attacks just like the one earlier that
morning.  Someone would eventually demand answers; they always did.


Swiping her hand through the holo-screen to cancel out
the news feed, Rebecca stood and moved swiftly towards the main office, slowing
only to knock when she arrived.  "Sir, you wanted to see me?" She
asked, stepping into the room.  Her boss, Senior Agent James Whitfield sat on
his desk clutching his habitual coffee mug in his hand.  He was wearing a
rumpled suit as usual, with the jacket off and sleeves rolled sloppily up to
his forearms. Rebecca had always secretly suspected that he tried to look the
part of the pugnacious, stereotypical lawman all the holo-shows depicted.  He
was short, balding slightly at the front, and going soft around the middle; he
came off more of an asshole than tough guy in her opinion. He was speaking
softly into the personal holo-communicator resting in his other hand.


"Yeah, get in here" He said, turning away
from his conversation for only a second. Rebecca stepped partly into the room
and stood waiting as he continued his exchange over the holo-comm.  She was
glancing around his office, mostly trying to avoid eavesdropping when he
finally spoke aloud.  “Yes, sir.  We’re on top of it.”  He closed his holo-comm,
slid to the edge of his desk and sipped his coffee.


"Sir, can I ask what’s going on?" She said
after a few moments of awkward silence.


Agent Whitfield sighed heavily, and moved over to his
desk chair.  "Tell me what you know about the attack in the city
today." He scrubbed his hand tiredly over his face, then stared at his
subordinate.


Rebecca shrugged. "Nothing more than what the
media has at the moment; all the details are still pretty sparse." She
paused for a second in consideration. "From what I hear, the Intelligence
folks aren't saying much of anything at all."  Her boss gestured for her
to continue. "An unknown number of gunmen killed an unknown number of
individuals, including Senator William Rodgers during his downtown fundraiser
at the Royal Suites Grand Hotel earlier today. Any motivations are unknown at
this time, but it is suspected their aims were political given the timing since
the President was signing treaties at the United Nations this morning."
Thinking a moment, she shook her head. "That's really it, Sir."


"Those are the publically known facts, but it’s
not everything." he waved vaguely at the chair in front of his desk.
"Sit down; this’ll take a bit."


Rebecca sat as Agent Whitfield swiped his hand through
the desk holo-screen, then flicked his fingers at the wall to transfer the data
to the screen hidden there. The image of a hotel sprang to view, a sign in
front proudly displaying the establishment’s name; The Royal Suites Grand
Hotel.  "Besides the Senator, there were ten Security Servicemen, eighteen
local security forces, and nearly forty civilians murdered."


"My Gods!!” she whispered, clearly shocked at the
number of casualties. It had been a long time since any domestic terrorism had
resulted in that many deaths. “Who would do something like that? Has anyone
taken credit on the NET yet?" 


"No, and nobody will either." Agent Whitfield
said, absently rotating his coffee mug on the desk as he stared at the
holo-screen.


"Sir? I don't understand."


"They won't be taking credit, because it wasn’t a
group.  It was one man…and we have him in custody."


Disbelief raced through Rebecca. "One man killed
that many people? How is that even possible?  Those Security guys are supposed
to be some of the best trained men in the world!”


Agent Whitfield nodded.  "They are, but just
watch and tell me what you think afterwards." He gestured at the wall and
the images on the screen began to move.  Several seconds of footage were of the
hotel with a small crowd of people milling around in front of the building as
several black transport vehicles slowed to a stop.  Men in dark suits spilled
out with barely concealed weapons; their purpose clear to anyone looking at
them.  Once the security detail set up a small external perimeter, the front
door of the middle transport popped open.  A striking woman with raven colored
hair climbed out, her eyes surveying the scene professionally.  "That’s
the team leader, Agent Stacy Peterson from the Diplomatic Security
Service." Her boss pointed out helpfully as the holo-vid continued to
play. The woman opened the back door of her vehicle and Rebecca watched a man
climb from the back, quickly recognizing him as the Senator from the holo-news
feeds she’d seen earlier. He stretched out an arm and waved happily to his
constituents.  Smiling, he walked briskly into the building, with the milling
crowd and all but two of his security detail following him inside.


"It gets a bit slow here for about fifteen
minutes." Agent Whitfield said, rolling the holo-vid forward.
"Here."


Rebecca watched as a man entered from the edge of the
recording wearing a nondescript tan jacket that hung slightly past his waist. 
He had a ball cap pulled low over his eyes as he strolled casually towards the
hotel.  The man moved towards the front doors unhurriedly, and stopped when one
of the security agents stepped in front of him with his arm extended in front
of him. Rebecca couldn’t see anything untoward in the scene.  


Then he moved.


The agent sailed up and over his shoulder, then slammed
brutally hard into the concrete of the sidewalk. A short barreled assault rifle
sprang into the terrorist's hands, the boxy and rugged weapon spitting out
rounds that tore through the second agent before he could even pull his own weapon
from under his coat.  Leaving the two dead men behind him, the attacker slipped
through the doors and into the hotel with his weapon at the ready.  Different
viewpoints appeared on the wall screen, allowing Rebecca to follow the action
as the man moved though the building methodically slaughtering the security
personnel arrayed against him until he reached the conference room doors.


"Damn." She whispered, watching him re-holster
his sidearm and calmly reload his primary weapon.  He pulled something
cylindrical from his belt. "Holy shit, is that a grenade?" Her
question went unanswered as she watched the man violently kick the door open
and toss the device in.  A heartbeat later there was an unmistakable shockwave
of heat and fire that tore through the room, and the gunman moved in through
the smoke.


Agent Whitfield paused the video on his wall, and
turned to face his agent.  "Unfortunately, the blast knocked out the
cameras inside the room, so we don't know what happened past this point. We
assume he went in and continued more of...this.” A vague gesture towards the
frozen holo-screen. “Afterwards, several surviving security men brought him
out, unconscious and wounded. He had this on him.” Her boss dropped an evidence
bag on the desk with a thud. Rebecca picked it up and turned around in her
hand.  It was a primitive looking knife, a long blade made of black stone with
a simple leather wrapped handle.  Strange symbols were carved into the blade,
sinuous lines and odd geometry that made her eyes water and her head ache.
Blood covered the blade and clung stickily between the weapon and the plastic
evidence bag. She looked at her boss questioningly, and he said. “Yeah, we have
no idea whose blood is on that thing or what the hell is up with the stone-age
gear.” He deactivated the holo-screen and leaned back in his chair. “When we
went in, we found the senator shot to complete dog shit on the floor with the
place still half on fire around him. We have people missing, including the Diplomatic
Security team leader and several of her personnel. There are dead civilians all
over the damned place, and the lid holding this whole shit-storm out of the
press’s hands is ready to burst.”


Rebecca sat back, still shocked at the casually
competent violence she had just witnessed. Shaking her head, she carefully set
the evidence bag on the desk and let her mind sort over the data. "This is
going to be a mess with the media when this hits the NET, sir.  This guy
doesn't seem like a normal terrorist.  There is no spray and pray shooting, no
dramatic rushes or kamikaze charges, and no crazy claims or causes." Words
rolled forward with her thoughts. "He seems to have access to fairly modern
technology, except for the knife…which is going to bring up all kinds of freaky
conspiracies and opinions.”


“A lot of this makes no fucking sense.” Her boss growled.
“Which is why we had the suspect brought over from the hospital twenty minutes
ago.”  That was unexpected. She sat up a little taller, her interest piqued.
“The local level police assets are working on him right now.” He pointed at the
door.  “I want you to go observe the interrogation and let me know how the fuck
we can head this whole thing off before the political pressure and public
outcry crushes us.”



Rebecca stared at her boss in surprise. “Sir?  I’m not trained for
interrogation. I’m not really sure what…”


Agent Whitfield just shook his head and waved towards
the door, turning back to restart the video feed on his wall again.  The sound
of recorded gunfire followed her out of the room.


The
observation room sat adjacent to the interview cell, hidden from the inside of
the cell by holo-screens and sound baffling shields.  Festooned with recording and
scanning equipment, it provided an ideal location for Rebecca to watch the
unfolding interrogation. Even out of her element, she found the scene in the other
room before her fascinating.


“We
already know what you did, asshole.  We just want to know why!” shouted the
Hispanic detective, looming threateningly over a man whose head was resting on
the table.  Bandages were wrapped around his head, and his hands were
mag-cuffed to the surface of the table.  “Start talking and maybe your life
won’t be completely over, because that’s how it looks right now! Don’t you
care?  You’re going to die in prison, you murdering fuck!”


“Diaz,
come on man, don’t be so hard on the guy.  Can’t you see he’s hurt?” said the
second detective in the room, a diminutive man with a fringe of sparse red hair
atop his head.  “I’m sure he wants to do everything he can to make his
situation better, don’t you pal?”


The
man sighed and sat up slowly, giving Rebecca her first clear view of their
suspect. He was broad, but not overly large, and had dark hair that was trimmed
short. She thought that he might have been handsome once, but his face was a
mottled spray of bruising, at least the parts she could see.  The entire right side
of his face was covered with bandages, and there was a small cloud of blood
slowly soaking through directly over where his eye would be. Raising his hands
as far as the magnets in the cuffs would allow, he scratched lightly at the
dark stubble starting to show on his square jaw. Then he gave the officers the finger.


Detective
Diaz flew off his handle at the rude gesture. “WHAT?!! You don’t get to act
like that, you motherfucker!” He grabbed one of the chairs in the room and
hurled it into the wall with a crash. “You think you’re funny? That this is a
joke? You’re done, asshole! Done! We have you cold.”


The
man sat unmoving in his seat, his cuffed hands resting comfortably on top of
each other on the table.


The
other detective put his hand on the angry man’s arm, and looked at the suspect.
“Sir, I apologize for my partner. He’s a passionate man, and prone to
overreacting sometimes. My name is Detective Conners, and I’m with the San
Francisco police.  Can you at least tell me your name?  We really can’t talk if
I don’t know what to call you, now can we?” He smiled disarmingly at the bound
man, then frowned slightly at the man’s lack of response. “I mean, we know
pretty much everything already.” Conners tapped the holo-pad resting on the
table in front of him. “I just want to give you a chance to tell me your side
of the story, just to be sure that we have the facts right at least.  Hell,
maybe something you say can give me a way to help you out of this mess, cause I
gotta say man, this isn’t looking well for…”


“This
is cute.” The man’s voice was deep and mellow as he spoke.  “He’s trying a
pretty shitty version of Fear Up, and you’re running the We Know All approach
to try and build some sort of rapport with me.” Shaking his head in mocking
disapproval, he went on. “If you really knew a fucking thing about me, or about
any of this, you would know that neither one of you fucking clowns had a
snowball’s chance in hell at making me talk.  So you can kindly go fuck
yourselves.”


Diaz
loomed forward again, beginning to growl, until Connors caught his arm again.
“Come on, sir, you have to understand that we have a job to do here.  Just try
to work with us and I’ll do whatever I can to help things go better for you. 
You seem like a smart guy; just do the right thing here.”


The
suspect laughed, long and hard, his deep voice booming in the small room.  “Now
you try Pride and Ego Up, and Fear Down.  Are you simply working your way
through the checklist from the manual?  Get this through your head.  I’m not
talking to fuck heads like you two who think the best way to handle me is to
play games.  So, get out and send someone in here who I can talk to that isn’t
fucking useless.”


Detective
Connors sat still for a moment, then shrugged. “Screw it.  It’s your ass, man.”
Standing, he picked up his holo-pad and walked out of the cell with Diaz in tow
like an angry guard dog.


Rebecca
watched the suspect as he sat back, then felt her pulse race as the wounded
man’s remaining eye turned towards the hidden observation room.  His gaze burned
dark, almost black, and was filled of intensity and fire.  It felt like he was
staring right at her, but that was impossible. She jumped and nearly screamed
when Special Agent Whitfield threw the door open behind her.  “In my office,
now.” He stormed down the hall without waiting for her, and she followed
quickly, her shoes clicking loudly on the floor as she rushed along.


“Sir?”
She asked, stepping back into his office.  Detectives Diaz and Conners were
both in the room, looking frustrated and a little bit embarrassed.  


“Sit.”
He pointed at the chair again. “We just got our background information back
from the biographic section.  Things are seriously more complicated now.” He
gestured at the wall, and an image of their suspect appeared on the
holo-screen.  He was younger in the picture, clean shaven and was wearing the
uniform of a Continental Marine Legionnaire. Rebecca had been right; he was
handsome under the blood and bruises. “Meet Sergeant Nathaniel Wolfe,
thirty-three years of age.  He’s an American, for whatever that is worth
anymore.” The holo-file pages on the wall turned as Special Agent Whitfield
spoke. “Born to impoverished parents in the Oklahoma Native Zone, he was placed
in a state run school when he was four years old after his parents were deemed
unfit.  This was after the Hunger Riots of 2281.  He was there until age
sixteen when he was conscripted as part of the National Draft in response to
the Global Jihad in 2293.” 


Rebecca
had been barely ten years old when that conflict had broken out, but she still
remembered it.  A violent religious sect had come to power in Africa, their
influence centered in an area that used to be Libya.  Initially deemed a low
level threat and not worth much consideration, the Sword of Illumination
rallied people to them at an alarming rate.  The disaffected, the poor, the
crazy, and the bored all joined up for a chance to improve their lives by
taking what they wanted from others.  A few border clashes seemed the worst of
it, and then an old fusion weapon was detonated in New York, devastating the
city and leaving huge portions of it permanently uninhabitable.


The
United States retaliated against the Sword’s bases in the region, responding
with orbital mass drivers that delivered tungsten-ceramic rods the size of
school buses to the targets with the equivalent destructive force of a dozen
fusion bombs each.  The devastation to the region was unimaginable.  Worse
still, a slight targeting miscalculation atomized an embassy belonging to the
Confederated Chinese Communist Collective, killing everyone, including the son
of the Chinese Prime Minister who was there representing his father on a
diplomatic mission.  When the CCCC forces moved in to stabilize the region,
they inevitably clashed with American troops on the same mission.  Allies
responded to both side’s pleas for help as the violence spread through the
galaxy. The Third World War began with an accident and continued for more than
a decade before calmer heads prevailed and hostilities finally ceased.


“Inducted
into the 17th Continental Army Group, he spent six months fighting
in the Third Siege of Damascus. As a reward for his courage under fire, he was
transferred to special operations, the Continental Marine Legion, where he
continued to fight.” The screen changed again, displaying the suspect’s medals
and commendations.


“Fuck
me.” Diaz said. “This guy is a poster boy for the Legionnaires.” He began
reading aloud. “He was trained in reconnaissance, counter surveillance, urban
combat, low orbit insertion, hand to hand combat, advanced weapons handling,
field interrogation and resistance, data-slicing…shit.  How the fuck does a guy
like that end up here? And just what the fuck are we supposed to do with
him?”


“We’re
getting there.” Whitfield said, impatient at the outburst. He changed the
screen again. “Mr. Wolfe sees action in Turkey, China, Africa, and New
Zealand.  He even fights in the Lunar Campaign against the United Federal Russian
Republic.  In total, he spends just over five years in the Legion, and then he
leaves.” The holo-screen changed again, showing a request for discharge from
service signed by their suspect. “Right after the Massacre of Mecca.”  


“Shit.”
Rebecca breathed out quietly to herself.  The Massacre of Mecca had been one of
the bloodiest battles of the entire war.  The Sword of Illumination had
retreated to the city of Mecca, a historically religious and cultural
strongpoint, and then declared that the only way they would ever leave was as
corpses. The Legion was sent to oblige the fanatics. Both sides had been
unrelentingly brutal, and the deaths had numbered in the hundreds of thousands
after only three months of fighting. She could still remember seeing the savagery
of the conflict on the nightly holo-news, the smoking ruins of the city
revealed like the bones of a rotting corpse.


“So
he leaves, but that isn’t the end of the war for him. Mr. Wolfe seems to have
found a marketable talent for violence, a talent that was quickly snatched up
by a Private Military Corporation. He goes to work for Valkyrie Inc.-a Mars
colony owned corporation-and spends six more years fighting in the Urals,
Alaska, Canada, Greenland, and some ship-to-ship action in the Martian asteroid
belt.  He ran missions protecting the Hydrogen-3 convoys coming from Jupiter,
and even took part in a station hopping campaign against corporate interests of
the CCCC out in the rings of Saturn before the universal Anti-Mercenary laws
put him out of work.”  Agent Whitfield scrolled through several pages of the
reports. “He drops off the radar for a while, then pops up working as part of
the security forces assigned to an archeological mission in Central America. He
seemed to have made a positive impression of sorts, because six months later he
married one of the lead researchers on the mission.” A picture flashed on the
screen showing their suspect leaning against a fallen tree, his arms around a lithe,
dark haired woman with her face hidden against his neck. “Then shit gets weird.
The camp disappears overnight.  Literally overnight.  They check in one night
reporting that all is well, then the next day the site was found like this.” 
The wall screen displayed images of an archeological dig that had been demolished,
with supplies scattered around chaotically and blood splashed everywhere. “No
bodies were found. This was about five years ago, and everyone is still listed
as missing and presumed dead…until now.”


Silence
met Agent Whitfield when he turned to face the room.  “There is so much weird
shit going on here that I have no idea where to even begin.” He pointed at the
two police detectives. “But you two are done in there.”


“Sir,”
Connors began. “I know we had a rough start, but I think with some more time…”


“Not
a chance.” Whitfield said.  “He knew our plays before you even made them.  I
think we need to get some specialists in here to…”


The
door to the room swung open and a man Rebecca didn’t recognize walked in
unannounced and uninvited. He was handsome, in an overly preened sort of way,
with pale blond hair and strong features.  His suit must have cost more than
her entire wardrobe. He interrupted the briefing, his voice calm and assured,
almost cocky. “This is now an Intelligence manner.” He smiled blandly at them.
“I’ll take it from here, Senior Agent Whitfield.” He slid a holo-pad onto the
desk in front of Rebecca’s boss and turned to walk towards the door, ignoring
the shock behind him as it changed into anger.


“Now,
just hold on a damn minute!” Whitfield snapped, glancing over the holo-pad now
gripped in his hands. “There is no way you are taking our case out from under
us like this.  Who the fuck are you even supposed to be?”


The
man stopped at the door and turned back to face him.  “My apologies, Agent Whitfield,
but you don’t really have a choice.  It’s outlined quite clearly in the
documents I just handed to you.  Once the suspect’s association with black
operations came to light, this became an Intelligence matter.” He half stepped
back into the room, raising his hand to stop the inevitable protests.  “My name
is Lieutenant Inspector Marshall, and despite your unhappiness at the
situation, I will be taking charge of the prisoner.  That said, and in the
spirit of interdepartmental cooperation, I’ll make you a deal.  It’s going to
take a while to do the paperwork, and to get my people down here to move him
offsite where we can debrief him in depth.  Till then, I’ll need to use the
room he is already in.” He nodded at Rebecca. “Additionally, I would like to
borrow your lovely Agent here to assist in the interrogation while it remains here
onsite. If she manages to shake something loose, it’s yours to run with after
we relocate the detainee.”


Rebecca
looked at her boss. “Sir, I’m not sure that…”


“Agreed.”
Whitfield said, not even glancing at her. He read over the holo-pad again. “She
goes in there with you. But anything she gets, FSIS gets the credit for.”


Marshall
merely nodded once, then walked out of the room leaving the door open behind
him.


“Sir,
I have to protest.” She began, looking around the room worriedly. “I’m a
liaison agent.  I am not trained for this. There is nothing I can contribute in
there.” Connors watched her carefully, but Diaz was nodding in agreement.


“Nonsense.”
Whitfield responded, waving her concerns away. “You were trained to talk to
people, to convince them to trust you and work with you to resolve problems.
That’s all an interrogation really is.” He looked sourly at the still open door
to his office. “Besides, there is nothing you could do to make this worse. 
We’re about to lose everything because of some bureaucratic horseshit.  Now,
get the hell in there and get me something we can use before that prima donna
Intelligence asshat shuffles our suspect off to some black site hellhole, and
we lose any chance of closing this case. Now. That’s an order, Agent Stevens.”
He tossed the evidence bag with the strange knife to her. “And find out what
the hell this thing is.”


Knowing
that trying to argue was a lost cause, Rebecca picked up the evidence bag, then
stood and walked shakily out of the office.  She could feel the detective’s
unhappy looks as she left, knowing that they were thinking she had no business
in an interrogation cell with any subject, let alone one like this.  She
happened to agree, but had quickly found herself robbed of any alternative
following the intervention of the Intelligence Inspector. 


Lieutenant
Inspector Marshall waited for her just outside the door to the interrogation
room.  “You ready for this, doll?”


“No.”
she replied while shaking her head. Her irritation at the whole situation was
making her brave. “My name is Agent Stevens, by the way.”


He
laughed, handing her the suspect’s file on a holo-pad. “Of course it is, Agent.
My apologies.” Rebecca didn’t like the way he laughed, or his tone of voice. 
Both sounded like he thought he was better than her. “It’s a shame that you
feel unprepared, because you’re going in there without me.”


“What?!
I’m not trained for this!” She exclaimed in an angry whisper, leaning towards
the Intelligence man in exasperation.


“Look,
its simple enough that even you can grasp it.” She ground her teeth and kept
quiet as he continued. “I need you to do this, okay?  He’s hurt and trapped in
an impossible situation.  Given his background he’s expecting someone like me
to come in and pull his fingernails off.  I need to change that script.”  His
gaze drifted over Rebecca, like a man picking a steak from a street vendor.
“You’re an attractive enough woman, smaller than him, and obviously not what
he’s counting on coming through that door.  He won’t see you as a threat. You
can calm him down some, maybe get him talking enough to slip up and say
something I can use.” He explained all this to her in that same condescending
tone that set her teeth on edge.  She was still deciding how to feel about his
exploiting her looks, not to mention his pompous attitude towards her, when he
keyed the door open and gently pushed her inside.


She
stood there frozen in surprise for a moment, clutching the holo-pad and
evidence bag as the door hissed closed behind her.  The suspect was watching
her blankly, his hands still mag-cuffed to the table. Her only thought for a
few seconds was that she was locked in a very small room with a mass murderer


Taking
a deep breath, she walked forward and sat down across from the suspect. 
“Hello, Mr. Wolfe.  My name is Agent Rebecca Stevens. I’m with the Federal
Security and Investigation Service.  I’d like to talk to you some…if that’s
okay.” She hated the nervous tremor in her voice.


His
sat there silently, his face expressionless.


She
set the holo-pad and bag on the table in front of her, then met his gaze.  The
bloody gauze over his right eye drew her attention. “Are you okay?  If you’re
in any pain we might be able to get a doctor…”


“I’m
fine.” He interrupted. “But, thank you.”


She
sat there for a moment, unsure how to proceed, then turned the holo-pad towards
him. “Mr. Wolfe, do you mind if I call you Nathaniel?” She went on without
waiting for a response. “This is pretty much open and shut.  We have you on
this video…” Rebecca set the security video to play silently while she talked.
“…and you were apprehended on-scene in possession of the weapons used in the
attack.  Ballistics for all the victims match your weapons, and testimony from
the few survivors gives us all the confirmation we need.”  She paused, watching
him for any response, then went on. “But it’s important that we understand the
why of it all too.  If you can tell me why you killed those people, then maybe
all of this useless violence would make more sense.”


His
eye narrowed slightly. “Useless?  I thought it served its purpose perfectly.” 


“Nathaniel…”
She began.


“Nathan…it’s
just Nathan.” He interrupted, a bit of impatience slipping into his voice as he
spoke. “Nathaniel was what the warden in that hellhole of a state prison I grew
up in called me.”


“The
state run school house?” She asked, momentarily confused by his statement.
“Those are state of the art facilities, built to address the needs of the less
fortunate children in our society.”


“If
you say so.” He responded blandly, watching her as she sat there.


She
made a note on her data-pad about his name, then continued speaking. “Nathan it
is then.  Either way, I don’t know why you hurt all those people, but I can
tell you what others are going to say.  The media doesn’t know about you yet,
but it’s only a matter of time.  When word gets out, they’re going to say you
were disillusioned by your childhood, that you were traumatized by your time in
combat, and that you lashed out in anger over the nation you served surrendering
up its national sovereignty willingly to the World Council.”


He
smiled slightly. “Is that what you do? Public relations? They sent the PR girl
in here?”


She
sat upright, her indignation tinting her words.  Her earlier interaction with
the Inspector had already primed her anger; now she merely freed it. “No, I am
not the PR girl! Not that it’s your business in any way what I do for
the FSIS, but I am a liaison agent.”


“Well,”
he began, chuckling slightly. “My mistake.” He looked at her, then smirked.
“Tell you what, Liaison. As a sort of apology, I’ll do you a favor.  I know
they’re watching and judging your attempt to get me talking. You tell me why
you think I did such a “terrible” thing, and if you’re right, I’ll tell you the
truth. It might even make you look good to your higher ups.”


She
shook her head. “No deal.  I am not here to play games with you.”


He
leaned back, the impish grin still on his face. “What do you have to lose, hon?”


Irritation
flared through her.  What was it with the men she was meeting today? “First,
I’m not your hon; I hate that chauvinistic crap.  You’ll call me Agent Stevens,
or Ma’am.  Otherwise I walk out of here and you can get dragged off to god
knows where while I go home and forget you. Are we clear?”


He
watched her a moment, his grin fading, and then nodded.


“Good.
As for why you did it, I don’t think it’s as simple as anger or misplaced
patriotism.” He sat up slowly as she spoke, his gaze unblinking as he watched
her. “The level of violence was almost too much for either of those; you
wouldn’t have shot the civilians if this was about something that straightforward.
I also don’t think you’re crazy and just snapped, or that you’re somehow
addicted to killing or any crap like that. You were too controlled and
methodical” She held his gaze, surprised that she seemed to have his full
attention. “I think this was personal, and that you had some reason for killing
the senator, or someone else in that hotel and the rest was just…collateral.”
She trailed off as the intensity of his dark gaze flared.


He
didn’t speak for a moment, then slowly nodded. “Partly correct.  Very good,
Agent Stevens.”


A
brief flash of pride swelled in her heart before she crushed it.  Why the hell
was she happy that she had his approval? She mentally shook herself, and
refocused on the murderer in front of her.  “I was right, so that means I get
the truth now.  Tell me why you killed all those people. Tell me what happened
five years ago in South America.” She picked up the evidence bag and showed it
to him, avoiding looking at the strange symbols on the blade as she did so.
“Tell me about the knife, about why you would use such an archaic weapon.” her
words finished in a slight rush, and she felt herself flush a bit at her
enthusiasm.  She’d never been able to leave questions unanswered, or puzzles
unsolved. It was why she had become a liaison agent. Her work was to make all
the pieces fit together and accomplish the impossible. Besides, this was all just
too strange to not pique the curiosity; she needed to know. 


He
chuckled darkly, his attention never leaving her face. “I guess I did make that
agreement, Agent Stevens.  Just remember that you asked for this information. 
It’s not my fault if it isn’t what you want, or if you decide that you don’t
want to know after I give it to you.” Confused now, she sat there waiting for
him to continue. “So, your questions.  First, I won’t talk about South America,
at all, so forget that.” He shook his head as she began to object. “You gave me
a partially correct reason for my actions, so I’m giving you a partially
complete truth.  That’s the deal, if you still want it.”


She
held herself still for a moment, not wanting to show her excitement. That
pretentious asshole had sent her in with no hope of success and she was about
to rub his face in it. “Deal, Nathan.  Please, tell me what happened and why. 
Tell me about this weird knife too.”


He
sat back in his chair as much as the restraints allowed. “Well, to understand
the why of it, you need to understand what is actually going on here.” She felt
herself leaning forward expectedly. “The first thing you need to grasp, is that
all of us are already dead.”


“Huh?”
she said aloud, her confusion obvious. “What do you mean?”


“I
mean in this great and vast, unending universe, we humans don’t matter the
tiniest fucking bit.” He shifted a little on his chair, and went on. “We make
up these happy fairytales about magical Daddy figures that love us and want us
to succeed at life, and be good people and all that shit. But it’s all garbage,
just a bunch of scared people trying to contextualize everything in a way that
doesn’t break their hearts or their tiny minds.” His voice sounded sad and
strangely relieved to Rebecca, like someone who’d been living alone with a
secret too long and was glad to be sharing it. “We travel the galaxy, living
among the stars, and we have religions and science.  We even have the hubris to
believe we are the masters of our worlds and the very essence of space.” He
grunted. “We are less than fleas to what’s out there.”


“What
do you mean ‘out there’?” She asked him, worried that she might have been a
little too quick with the ‘not-crazy’ analysis of him she’d formed earlier.


“You
really think we are the only things in all this empty space? Or that our
perception of the universe is correct?” resigned anger seeped into his tone,
the sound of a man aware of his need to fix a problem, but also aware of the
impossibility of the task. “We sit here thinking we’re the center of the
universe. The truth is we are an infinitesimal part of all that is, barely
worth notice in the struggle taking place everywhere.”


She
sighed inwardly, mentally checking the ‘crazy’ box next to his name. “The
struggle? Like a war in space? Maybe with aliens?”


His
eye burned in his face, bloodshot and bruised, and she sat back in her seat
afraid she may have gone too far. 


“Cute.”
He said, annoyance plain in his tone and expression. “But no, not aliens. 
Forces clash everywhere, forces so strange and powerful that merely knowing
about them can drive you mad. There is a war happening, Agent Stevens, a war
for everything.” He looked around him in disdain. “And none of you even know
what side you’re on.”


She
tried to steer the conversation towards something less farfetched. “Is that why
you killed the senator? Because you’re fighting some sort of war?”


“No,
I killed him because he wasn’t human anymore.” He seemed disappointed in her
now. “Don’t interrupt me, Agent Stevens. I’m well aware that you think I am
insane or trying to sound like I am for my legal defense.  I can’t honestly
tell you that I’m not broken in the head after everything I’ve seen and doing
everything I’ve done, but right now I am one-hundred percent lucid.” He leaned
forward on the table. “We are all going to die horribly, and probably very
soon.”


She
felt a shiver travel down her spine with his words. There was no doubt in her
mind that he believed them fully, whether he was sane or not. “Why are we all
going to die, Nathan?”


His
grin held no warmth. “Because she’s trying to open a door to let something in.”


 “Who?”
She asked, confusion in her tone. “I don’t understand what you are trying to
say.”


“Then
let me explain everything to you, Agent Stevens.” He looked at her sadly for a
moment. “Just remember; you wanted to know.”











Chapter 2


 


I hate Gothic architecture.  


It tries so hard to be regal and impressive looking,
but it always comes off oppressive and gloomy.  Whenever I see an old Gothic
structure, it always feels like something bad is going to happen, or maybe that
there is something waiting around the corner to pull my insides out.  This is
especially true when you are looking at a wreaked two hundred year old church
in the middle for fucking nowhere, deep in the mountains of upper
Pennsylvania.  Of course, if you’re looking at the ruins in the dark and happen
to see a hint of firelight inside, rippling along the shattered remains of the
large windows like slow moving blood, it’s quite likely something bad is
actually about to happen.


But bad things happening is the reason I’m crouched
here in a ditch in the dark.  The cultist I’d…convinced…to give up the location
of tonight’s gathering had been quite insistent about the time and place. Of
course, by the end, he was almost begging for the bullet to the head I’d given
him.  Bad things to bad people, I guess, though I don’t really like to consider
what that means for me. Am I still a good person? Was I ever? I can’t honestly
tell anymore.


Good or bad, I had work to do. I dropped the gear bag
I’d carried for several miles from down where I’d parked my truck along the
highway. It had taken me a while to find the old ruined church.  Since no one
had used the building in forever, the dirt access road that links up with the
highway had faded back to woodland long ago.  Overgrown with foliage, the
building seemed like it was slowly sinking into the ground. Most of the
structure was gone, collapsed on itself in a pile of ruin, but the large stone
tower making up the main entrance and center of the church was still standing
relatively solid.  The thick wooden doors were closed, but they were pretty
worn through with holes eaten by time and the elements.  The rhythmic sounds of
drums and monastic chanting drifted through the night to my ears.  


This was definitely the place.


I unzipped the bag slowly to minimize any noise, and
pulled out a small thermal scanner.  I’ve had it since my time with Valkyrie
Inc., so it was a little outdated.  Hell, it wasn’t even top of the line
equipment back when it was new, but it works fine for what I needed tonight. 
Holding it to one eye, I waited while it auto activated and synced to my ocular
movements. A shimmering red haze filled my view as it came online.  There was a
large heat distortion in the room, from the fire I assumed, but I could make
out other heat signatures through the stone walls by shifting my position a bit.
Dozens of figures filled the room, the vast majority of them kneeling in a mass
along the far side of the structure. There were five or six figures in a circle
closer to the fire, banging on what I assumed were the drums I was hearing. The
beat was making my stomach twist and my skin crawl; why do cultists never have
decent taste in music?


I fixed their positions in my mind, then placed the
scanner back in the bag and pulled out another souvenir from my mercenary
days.  A Thunder Arms 7mm carbine, equipped with a predictive holo-sight,
magnetic sling, a folding stock and a fat can-like sound suppressor on the
barrel. Not pretty by any definition, but a perfect tool for serious work. 
Each boxy magazine held sixty rounds of caseless ammunition, and on full auto
you can burn through a magazine in under two seconds.  Which is why I always bring
lots of spares when I’m working. Currently, I had eight of them slung across my
chest in a harness that was interspaced with a handful of other crowd pleasing
goodies. 


I loaded the short assault rifle, checked the safety and
slung it behind my right arm. The magnetic sling held it tightly against my
back, with the barrel down where I could grab it easily when I needed it.  I
checked my side arm, an Ironworks .30 caliber autoloader that fires a
fast-moving explosive round in either a semi-automatic or an automatic mode.
With the internal suppressor it’s a little longer than most combat pistols, but
I’ve used a version of this pistol since the Legion first put one in my hands. 
It’s reliable, holds two dozen rounds, and puts holes in people where I want
them.  What’s not to like?


Besides my firearms, I was wearing a lightweight
battle suit I’d “acquired” from a law enforcement warehouse about a year back. 
It was fairly mundane…bullet resistant carbon-resin plates overlaying a
titanium infused Kevlar bodysuit…lightweight protection, sure, but I liked the
mobility it allowed me. It also made a hell of a lot less noise than most
modern powered armor, even if it was only a fraction as durable.  I just hoped
it would be enough for tonight’s festivities.


Strapping a few other odds and ends into place, I
reached back and grabbed my rifle and swung it up into place against my
shoulder before moving towards the stone tower with the decrepit wooden doors.
The small red circle in my holo-sight drifted back and forth in line with my
weapon as I scanned for threats. The chanting was getting louder as I drew
closer, and was really starting to set my teeth on edge.  I couldn’t quite
understand it, but it had a definite taste of languages I’d heard spoken deep
in the sands of the desert during the war.


I went up the few stairs smooth and slow to avoid
tripping over anything, and then pressed in close to the left hand side of the
door. Leaning in, I glanced through one of the larger holes in the wood, hoping
to catch a glimpse of whatever twisted sacrament was taking place inside.


The interior of the tower was shrouded in shadows,
flickering and dancing in the light of the single fire burning in the middle of
the large stone room.  A half dozen stone pillars supported a ceiling lost in
the dark and shifting shadows above.  Once, this was likely the main meeting
area for the congregation of the church.  Now it was merely a tomb of forgotten
days.  There were skeletons of old wooden pews scattered around, probably what
the fire was burning now. A large pulpit sat raised at the opposite end of the
room, standing like a lonely guardian over the wreckage.


Any previous purpose this place may have held was
definitely gone.  There were strange symbols painted everywhere on the walls, a
mosaic of arcane knowledge than mankind was never meant to have.  One image
repeated itself here and there, a stylized figure of a man with the head of a
lizard of some sort.  I couldn’t tell what the marks on the walls were painted
with, but it was dark and wet, and beads of the stuff were running sloppily
down the walls beneath the images.


Seated cross-legged around the fire at equal intervals
were the figures I’d seen through my thermal scanner; five robed people, their
faces and bodies hidden in deep voluminous robes the color of dried mustard. 
Between their knees were the drums I was hearing, their gloved hands
maintaining that eerie beat.  There was a multitude of figures kneeling behind
them chanting and writhing with the music. The last figure I’d seen from
outside wasn’t in the circle playing a drum or kneeling in the grotesque throes
of spiritual passion. 


Clothed in a robe the color of day old blood, a red so
deep it was nearly black, the figure was bent over an altar, shielding what it
was doing from my view.  Although I couldn’t see what was happening, the smooth
feminine legs of the person laying on top of the altar twitching weakly gave me
a damn good idea of what was going on in the former church. It was the whole
reason I was here tonight, sneaking through the dark and carrying an arsenal.


There is a lot time spent researching in my…career. 
You have to understand an enemy in order to defeat them, though that very
understanding comes at a price.  Most times, the knowledge that helps you
win-or more appropriately lets you continue breathing one more day-damages your
psyche, your soul, or both.  One of the sad truths of this work is that almost
all of us go mad eventually, crushed under the insane weight of seeing too much
of reality’s truths.  


Other times, like tonight, that cost is in lives.  I’d
literally stumbled into this mess, but it looked like I might be too late to
have any impact on the outcome. During my last undertaking, I’d come across a
murdered girl while I was out hunting a bear.  It had dragged her body from
somewhere in the woods to its den and partially devoured her.  Yes, a bear. 
Well, not just a bear.  It was a bear with an extra-dimensional brain
parasite fused into its head driving the bear around like a thousand pound
carnivorous meat puppet.  I had spotted a symbol carved raggedly in the center
of the girl’s chest, a twisted, sinuous design that you could just make out its
meaning before the edges blurred and it moved like it was alive. Curious, I’d
snapped a quick holo-image of the symbol and the girl’s face. Then I was
attacked by the aforementioned multi-dimensional bear jockey and his trusty
mount of teeth and fur.  Some of my jobs do turn out to be more interesting
than others.


After dropping the bear in enough burning napalm to
drown a whale, I’d returned to the threadbare motel I was staying at in the
middle of bumfuck nowhere Pennsylvania and fed the holo-images of the girl into
the NET. I started several data mining subroutines, then had a shower, a half a
bottle of whiskey and a nap before my holo-pad sounded a tone to let me know it
was finished.  Of course, it held more answers than questions, and what it did
offer was… troubling.


The police file- not that hard to get, really- listed
the girl as a Jill Anderson, who had been missing for a week now from nearby
Virginia.  Taking a short vacation from school and on a road trip with some
friends, she had apparently gone missing from a truck stop near Dunkirk.  No
traces were found of her, at least not till I found her in that cave.  Her
family was offering a not insubstantial reward for her return, something that
was a lot less likely to happen after my pyromania in the backwoods had
destroyed the bear, its cave, and any residual evidence.


My hacking program had also identified the symbol
carved into her chest.  I’d data-sliced my way into nearly every academic and
governmental organization that I could a few years back, so my holo-pad was
like God’s pocket book when it came to digging up obscure information.  The
data that came back to me from my current search was from the memoirs of a
French anthropologist whose career had centered on ancient Egypt.  In
particular, it had focused on the religious practices of Ancient Egypt. He had
spent his life digging up their cultural secrets, discovered a large tablet of
hieroglyphics, and then gone bat shit crazy.  He smashed the tablet, stabbed his
assistant to death with a pencil, and ended up institutionalized.  Apparently,
the memoirs were part of some sort of cathartic release prescribed in the
asylum, and they seemed to be providing just that; there were nearly four
hundred pages of pictures and scrawled sentences jammed tightly together in a
cacophony of delirium as the madman had poured his insanity out onto the
pages.  The whole thing had been digitally scanned and saved as evidence by the
institution, which is where I found it.


Wedged into the corner of one page was the exact
symbol I’d found on the girl in the cave.  It still seemed to twist when I
looked at, the meaning slipping away each time I felt I almost had it. Next to
the drawing were several lines of neatly printed Latin, and underneath which
there was a translation that looked as if the author had written it over and
over on top of itself multiple times, pressing hard enough to tear the paper in
several places.


Drums to call, words Neith’s son spoken to
bind


Cuts made deep, red Blood burned till
smoke is gone


When the Thirteen are drawn, the Servant
will come.


I sat there reading the words, feeling a pit form
slowly in my stomach.  The structure of the writing made it sound like
directions for some unknown task, likely something supernaturally malevolent.
Add in a mutilated dead girl, and it couldn’t mean anything good.  But there
wasn’t much in the words for me to go on; just a name and a number.  


A quick NET search brought up several results for the
name Neith.  She was an ancient Egyptian goddess of war and hunting, supposedly
one of the oldest goddess in that pantheon.  Sometimes named the ‘cow of the
heavens’, she gave birth to the sun each morning, bringing light and heat to
the world.  Scrolling through the data I found a picture titled ‘Mother to the
Crocodile God’.  It showed a woman with long dark hair suckling a crocodile at
her breast, the scaled creature swaddled like a babe. She wore a red crown, and
had stylized arrows crossing behind her in the image.  It was Neith, and her
son, the ‘Crocodile God’. 


I ran that title through my subroutine and got an
immediate stream of data.  The son of Neith was an Egyptian god named Sobek,
and fuck me if he wasn’t a nasty piece of work.  God of military prowess,
fertility, and the power of the Pharaohs, he was depicted aptly enough as a
powerfully built man with the head of a crocodile. He apparently enjoyed candle
light dinners, long romantic walks on the beach, and was rather fond of murder,
violence, and power.  His favorite pastime seemed to be kidnapping and raping
the wives of other men.  Definitely the kind of guy any father would want his
daughter to bring home for a holiday dinner.


If the girl had been captured by one of his cults,
there was no way she died quickly or without suffering terribly. The wounds on
her body had attested to that; not all of them had been caused by the bear. 
Gods like Sobek didn’t typically attract followers who prized things like mercy
or compassion.  I felt the spark of rage I kept hidden away inside me burn a
little brighter.  I’ve always despised bullies, and these supernatural baddies
were just bullies on an impossibly grand scale; I found myself wanting to hurt
something.


Turning back to my data mining, I spent several hours
digging through and correlating missing person reports from the north eastern
region.  Given what id discovered regarding the nature of the deity driving
this ritual, I limited my search to young and pretty woman, and then plotted
the various points of disappearance on a large holo-map I projected against my
hotel wall.  More time and whiskey later, and there was a pattern slowly
emerging from the chaos.


Over the past year, during the first day of each
month, a woman fitting the search criteria I’d programmed into my holo-pad had
disappeared from the surrounding areas.  Counting Miss Anderson, I’d found a
total of nine women who’d been reported missing by family or friends.  After
finding the body of one victim, I had little reason to doubt that the others
were dead as well.


No link had been made by law enforcement due to the
disparity of the victim’s backgrounds.  There was nothing connecting any of
them besides their disappearances, and their vanishing acts had been spread out
over too much time for any normal investigation to catch on. Of course, I
couldn’t just call the police with a hot tip and tell them I’d pieced together
the pattern based on the victimology of a three thousand year old Egyptian
deity, a dead hiker, and an alien bear.  Not that I would have called them anyways;
they’d really only get in the way.


I activated my analysis program, gave it all the sites
where a woman had gone missing, and sat down to wait and drink some more while
trying to avoid the dark thoughts drifting through my mind.  Dealing with
things from the Middle East always brought back memories, and very few of them
were ever any good.  After a time, a soft chime brought me out of my reverie
letting me know that my program had finished its algorithmic factoring.


After that, it was just leg work.  The analytic
software had given me five probable locations, and I struck gold at the third
one I visited; a rundown coal town whose mine had dried out almost a century
before.  The small community was made up of those too poor to leave, those too
set in their ways who just refused to leave, and a few delusional folks who
thought the area was just about to recover to its former booming glory any day
now. 


I’d been in town for a couple of days asking around
before anything turned up. Dropping a few hundred dollars on the bartender had
scored me my lead.  I was sitting on a stool of questionable structural
stability in the only bar in the almost-ghost town.  To call this place a dive
would have been doing it an unreasonably large favor.  Sticky floors, shitty
beers, restrooms that looked like third world refugee camps, and grumpy,
taciturn locals scattered around the place who alternated between outright
ignoring everyone else or glaring hostilely at anyone that moved.


“Yeah, there have been some new folks in the area this
past year.” The bartender stated, stuffing the pair of bills sloppily into his
front pants pocket.  He wiped the bar absent mindedly with a filthy rag as he
spoke. “Maybe a couple dozen or so, but they mostly keep to themselves.  I
figure they’re some kind of weird cult or religious group or something. 
They’ve been up near the old ruined church off the main road about twenty miles
out of town.  Every now and then they come into town for food and whatever, but
they never come in here.”


I thanked him and thought about drinking the beer I’d
bought when I sat down, but figured I’d be better off without it. Shitty beer
and easy women…two things that lost their appeal as age catches up with you.
Besides, the holo-print of his health code inspection was on the wall behind
him, and it was about ten years out of date.  Beer undrunk, I left the bar and
returned to my hotel.  


Lately it feels like I live in an unending stream of
these shitty places; crappy hotels in the middle of nowhere.  They all seem the
same, a cookie-cutter, mold-formed building built of desperation and recycled
plastic.  I don’t even want to think about what the stains on floor are from.
My truck was the only vehicle in the parking lot, and even the office windows
were dark.


I’d just closed my door behind me when I felt the gun
press into my lower back.


“Don’t move, or you’re fucking dead!” Hissed the man
behind me, his breath hot on my neck as he screwed the gun tighter into my
back.  His other hand grabbed my shoulder and turned me into the room, bringing
me face-to-face with his two partners.


The one closest to me stepped up to me and drove his
fist into my stomach, forcing the air out of my lungs and dropping me to my
knees.  Hands yanked my arms back, and I quickly found myself sitting in a
crappy chair with my wrists taped behind my back.  The patted me down
quickly…and poorly…taking most of my weapons away.


The one who struck me was sitting across from me on
the bed, the other two standing behind him, all average sized men wearing some
sort of robes the color of egg yolks.  Each had a black holo-mask hiding their
features from me. All of my gear was spread out on the bed in the open, my
clothes and weapons piled haphazardly.  My night was not really going the way
I’d envisioned it, but it seemed my prey had come to me.  This had
possibilities.


“Who are you?” the punch happy one asked, with a
slightly nasally voice. I could see my Ironworks pistol poking out of his
pocket.  Cultist, murderer, and a gear thief; what an asshole!


“Nobody important.” I responded, slowly testing my
bonds behind my back.


“You a cop?” He went on in that irritating voice. 
“Why the fuck are you asking around about us?” 


“I wanted to see if you were happy with your long
distance carrier…” His fist hit me in the face this time, snapping my head back
and splitting my lip.  I spit some blood onto the floor, adding another stain
to the multitude, and looked at him. “You punch like a schoolgirl.”


He hit me again. “What the fuck are you after?  Who do
you work for?”  Another punch. “Did she send you to check on us?”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I
responded, twisting my hands slightly to test the tape.  It was good, strong
industrial stuff. Not the kind you can tear.  Luckily for me, these asshats had
learned their tradecraft from B-rate holo-vids. 


“What are you doing here?” he asked again, giving me
another punch in the face for emphasis. My fingers pushed carefully into the
hidden pocket sewn into the waistband at the back of my pants as I spit more blood
on the floor.


I started laughing at him. “Well, right now I’m
getting punched in the face and asked some pretty fucking vague questions.”


The man hopped to his feet angrily, leaning close to
try to intimidate me. “I want to know what you know about our divine mission,
or what you think you know.  You’re gonna tell me, and then I’m gonna shoot you
and burn this shithole to the ground around your dead ass.”


I pulled away from him, grimacing in distaste. “You
know, holo-masks don’t really do anything for bad breath. Maybe pop a mint and
we’ll talk, but right now, no way am I kissing on the first date.”


He leaned forward, closer to me, his hands supporting
his weight on the armrests of the chair.  “Everyone thinks they’re a tough
guy.  Everyone thinks they’re gonna escape, at least at first. We’ve dealt with
men like you before; cops, feds, and some others. So, I’m gonna tell you what’s
about to happen, Tough guy.” 


I hate working with amateurs, but there is definitely
something to be said for your opponents being unprofessional.  Someone who knew
what he was doing wouldn’t have come within five feet of me. He would have tied
me up and told me to talk.  When I didn’t, he would have made me talk and
finally killed me, all without endangering himself or running his mouth
unnecessarily.


He drew a breath to continue talking just as the small
razor blade I’d pulled from the concealed pocket finished cutting though the
tape on my wrists.  Dropping the razor-it was too short to be an effective
weapon-I raised one foot and drove it hard into his knee.  The cartilage made a
popping sound as his kneecap slipped to the side, and he grunted just as my
hands slapped his arms off the chair, dropping him almost perfectly into my
lap.


I caught one of his flailing fists with one hand,
grabbed his face with the other one, and then hurled myself up out of the chair
violently.  Using him as a shield, I rushed the nearest of his friends and
slammed the two men together as hard as I could.  They tumbled back and away
from me in a twisted pile of limbs, cursing, and I turned my attention to the
third man.  


The suddenness of my action must have caught him
completely off guard, because he was only just responding.  He tried to bring
his small gun up to bear, but he was moving far too slow to make it in time. 
Stepping close, I trapped his arm between us and used my weight to shove him
into the wall behind him as roughly as I could, then he gagged as my knee found
his groin hard enough to lift his feet off the floor slightly.  I grabbed his
face and rammed the back of his skull into the wall as violently as I could,
then did it again for good measure and because I could.


Letting him fall to the floor in a heap, I stepped
back to the other two, who had untangled themselves by then.  The uninjured one
was climbing to his feet as I closed with them, while the other was lying on
the ground holding his maimed knee and squawking in pain.


My new friend had apparently never been taught how to
properly handle himself during hostilities in tight spaces; his panic was
apparent from across the room. I saw the glimmer of light play across the edge
of his knife as he thrust it sloppily at me, so I let my body twist, sliding
around his attack and driving my stiffened fingers hard into the base of his
throat.  His eyes closed as he choked for breath, causing him to lose focus
enough for me to catch his knife hand and break two of his fingers.  I kicked
the knife away as it fell from his mangled hand.


He clutched his injured hand to his chest moaning in
pain just as my heel broke his left shinbone and dropped him to the floor with
a shriek.  I applied several more judicious kicks to all three of them, adding
in a few out of spite just to make me feel a little better, and then I pulled
their shoelaces off and bound all their hands behind them tightly.  Next, I
searched the three men thoroughly, recovering my pistol in the process and
relieving them of their masks and robes.  Of course, all three of them were
completely fucking naked underneath the robes, which just made my evening
fucking perfect. The leader looked like he could’ve been a fat trucker from the
south, but the other two should have been off somewhere doing their college
homework. I really hate cults; they always seem to prey on the weak willed and
uneducated.


Searching them yielded exactly what I was expecting,
which is to say, not a fucking thing besides a cheap Canadian knockoff pistol
and a repurposed 7 inch chef’s knife.  Fucking amateurs.  I kicked them all a
couple more times for irritating me, then dragged them into the bathroom and
bent them over the edge of the tub so their heads were inside.  The two with
the fucked up legs tried to resist the new position, but all of them froze when
I pulled the slide on my pistol back and let it snap forward, loading a round
into the chamber.


“Alright, gentlemen.” I said, standing behind them in
the small bathroom.  “Now, we’re going to try this again.  I’m going to talk
for a bit, and you’re going to listen.  Then I’ll ask you a few questions and
the way you respond with determine who walks out of here tonight, and who gets
to be a wet smear in a bathtub.”


“Fuck you.” Fat trucker said. “We don’t gotta say shit
to you.’ He twisted his head to glare at me. “Do whatever you want; after
tonight it don’t matter.”  His smile lacked any mirth.  “We already won
asshole, no matter who your master is.  The power’s ours.” 


I stepped on the back of his leg, driving his broken
knee into the floor.  “That isn’t how this works.” I twisted my foot, grinding
his knee into the floor to make him squeal in pain.  The others flinched at his
reaction, as I spoke. “I get to talk now; you already had your turn.”  Taking
my foot off his leg, I went on. “Let’s start with what I already know about
your little…religious gathering.  First, I know that you’re a cult following an
old Egyptian god named Sobek.  Second, I know that your little group of pals
are all up near an old church outside of town.  Thirdly, I know you’ve been
kidnapping and ritualistically killing young women, nine for sure already. 
Finally, I know that you’re trying to summon something using those murdered
girls as a key.”


The three men traded glances with each other, but no
one spoke. “So, gentlemen, we get to the parts I don’t know, and here’s the
surprise-you get to fill in the blanks for me.” Still no response from the
three, though one of the younger two slumped a bit as I spoke.  “First
question; what are you trying to bring over?” 


“Your momma, asshole.” Said the one on the right; he
was the one whose shin I’d broken earlier.  They all chuckled at his joke.


“Cute.” I responded, and shot him twice in the back of
the skull.  


“Fuck!” Screamed the trucker wannabe, trying to shift
away from the mess that covered the side of the tub, the wall, and half his
face.  The other one just sat there frozen, in shock, his mouth hanging open.
The integral suppressor in my weapon had made each shot sound like a heavy
cough in the confines of the bathroom, still echoing slightly off the tiled
walls.


“What are you trying to summon, gentlemen?” I asked
again, voice calm.


“Fuck you!” The leader shouted, while the last one
began to cry.


They both flinched as I fired a round into the tub
between them.  “Start talking.  First one to give me what I want keeps their
brains in their skulls.”


A moment of hesitation, and then as expected, the
younger one broke.  “Okay!  Just don’t kill me!”


“Shut your fucking mouth, Lars!” began the leader,
seconds before my weapon coughed twice more and shattered his head.


The last one fell over, trying to crawl away from his
dead friends.  He scrambled across the floor as fast as he could bound like he
was, and wedged himself in the corner, leaving a red smear of the dead men’s
blood as he went.  His eyes were huge as he stared at me, pieces of his friends
splattered all over him. 


“Lars.” I said as I squatted down a few feet away from
him and met his panicked gaze. “Continue, please.”  


He nodded rapidly. “Okay. Okay.”  The words began to
pour out of him. “You’re right about what you know, man.  We call ourselves the
Scions of Sobek, and except for us they’re all up by the old church.”  He took
a few deep breaths, pointedly not looking at the remains of the other two men.
“Shit, man, it was just a way to be different!  A new religion, man, something
not mainstream.  Then it turned out to be real!”  He stared at me excitedly. 
“The things our high priest can do, the things we saw and heard, man.  It’ll
change the world!”  He was obviously a true believer, with religious fervor hot
in his eyes and voice. 


“So what are you doing with the girls, Lars?  What’s
the endgame of your little rituals?”


His eyes darted around for a moment.  “It’s life
eternal, man.  Power over death!”



I shifted my gun slightly to catch his attention. “Get to the point, Lars.  How
does it all work?”


Nodding frantically as his words gushed out in a rush,
he went on. “We take the girls, then sanctify them for Sobek.  After we give
them to his divine needs, we get rid of the remains.”  I thought of the girl in
the bear cave. “Once we perform enough sacrifices, we can call a servant of
Sobek to serve us.  He will free us from death, man!”  He saw the impatience in
my face, and hurried on with his explanation. “The priest told us how to do
it.  We grab enough girls and the reward is ours!”


“What did fat boy there mean about you already
‘winning’?” I asked, gesturing towards the dead leader.


“Well, that’s where you had some wrong info, man.  You
said we only sanctified nine women, but we already had twelve before tonight.”
His voice was returning to normal as he spoke.



“What do you mean, ‘before tonight’?” I asked, a dark suspicion forming in my
mind.


“Well….” He hesitated, eyes darting away from mine.
“We have the thirteenth woman up at the retreat being…prepared…for her joining
with Sobek.  After her energy is taken, we’ll have enough to open the gate for
the servant, and all of us that helped will get what we earned.”  He laughed
quietly.  “So, even if you kill me, the ceremony is completed and we begin to
change the world, man.”


I thought for a moment. “You said at the retreat?”  He
nodded. “Is that the old church up off the highway, about twenty miles out?” 
Another nod.  “Okay, next question.  How many of your friends are up there?”


I could tell he was starting to get his bearing back
after talking about how powerful his cause and friends were.  He was sitting
taller and meeting my gaze now, no longer struggling against his bindings or
panicked about the death of his friends.  He’d crawled back into the safety of
his insane piety, content that his promised paradise was almost upon him.  


I shot him in the foot.


His squeal of pain made me very glad that I was the
only guest at this shitty rundown hotel.


“Lars, you’re getting distracted with dreams of soft
and fluffy doom.”  I waited while he blubbered, a crimson puddle forming around
his foot. “Now, how is this power supposed to be yours?”


Shaking his head frantically, he cried some more.  “I
don’t know, man!!!! I was just supposed to chant some weird assed words and
help sanctify the women for our Lord.  The priest is the only one that ever
read the book!!”


My head cocked sideways at that.  “What book, Lars?”


“I don’t know, man.”  I aimed my gun at his other
foot.  “No! Please, man, I swear, I don’t know.  All I know is the priest has
talked about its author…some German guy I think….Ludwig something or other. 
All the directions for our practices are in it, man.  Everything is in it.”


“Where is the book?” I demanded.  


“At the retreat, man.  The priest never lets it
go…always seems to have a hand on it. Nobody else is allowed to touch it.”  His
breathing was ragged as he desperately answered my questions.


I nodded.  “Okay, Lars, I believe you.”  He seemed to
deflate as he sighed in relief. “Last question.  What do you mean when you say
you ‘sanctified’ the women?”


A worried look came into his eyes, his back going a
little straighter as he tried to lean away. “Why, man?”



I poked his injured foot with my pistol. “Because I’m the guy with the fucking
gun, Lars.  Now, what does it mean?”


He hesitated again, then jumped when I fired a round
into the ground beside his leg.  “Fuck! Shit, man! Alright!”  He started to
hyperventilate a bit as he looked around.  “Fuck.  Okay, the women have to be
prepared for Sobek.  His demands are pretty simple.  He wants them…he wants
them to…to…hurt.”



I didn’t say anything, only stared at him flatly.


“Fuck!” he shouted. “Fine.  We take them, and pass
them around for a week.  We do whatever the fuck we want to them.  The only
rule is they have to be alive on the seventh night.  Then the priest cuts the
holy symbol into the girl’s chest, slits their throats over the sacred fire,
and the ceremony is done.”  He looked around like he was trying to find
something to hide in.  


I was silent for several moments, then stood up,
growing sick at the thought of how those girls had ended their days in this
world.  Unending pain and humiliation, finished with a death no better than
livestock.  Lars must have seen the anger building in me, because he spoke
shakily.  “You said first one to talk got to live.”


I stared at him for a moment.  “Actually, I said they
get to keep their brains in their skulls.”  Then I shot him in both knees. 


Leaving him writhing and bleeding on the floor, I
walked into my room and dressed in the lightweight armor I’d brought along,
strapping my pistol to my leg and loading my gear back into my bag.  After a
moment’s thought, I pulled a can shaped device off my chest harness and looked
at it.  I could hear the wounded man still carrying on in the bathroom.


Pyro-dets are fairly simple devices; they are just a
fuel air grenade, releasing a mixture of liquid magnesium and petroleum in an
aerosolized form a few seconds before they detonate.  The extra chemicals cause
some interesting effects, mostly by increasing the kinetic energy output by
tenfold and starting a fire that God couldn’t put out if he tried.  I’d grown
fond of them during the urban pacification campaigns up in Canada years ago. 
They are great for making a statement, or for cleaning up a mess.


I popped the release pin and rolled it into the
bathroom, then turned and walked out the door, ignoring the panicked screams
from Lars.  I could still see the fire burning miles away as I drove along the
highway towards the cultist’s retreat.


Which is how I found myself watching a few dozen
cultists working diligently to bring their idea of utopia about.  It didn’t
matter to them that the rest of us would be fucked in the process; people like
this had no time for the concerns or needs of others.  All that mattered was
the power they would receive, in whatever form it was.  The only problem with
that was, like most things in life, this shit rarely goes down the way they
think it will.


The leader of this menagerie of madness turned, the
crimson robe flaring out in a swirl of fabric.  Clutched in one hand was a clay
vessel that looked like a cross between a bowl and a mug.  There was a wide
flaring reservoir supported by a twisted loop of clay wrapped around the
figure’s wrist, the loop moving with an unnatural sinuous life.  Strange
eldritch symbols were carved all around the lip of the dish, making my eyes
water in pain as my mind tried to make sense of things I was never meant to
see.  A dark and viscous red liquid filled the vessel to the brim, leaking red
lines down the outer edge.  I could almost feel the hunger radiating off the
dish from here.


I tore my eyes away from the container and looked at
the robed figure again.  Like the others around the room, this one’s feature
were hidden behind a black holo-mask.  Maybe there had been a sale on the damn
things.  The High Priest moved smoothly to the fire and raised both hands,
lifting the strange vessel high and revealing a long and curving knife in the
other hand.  The single edge of the blade gleamed wetly in the firelight, and I
could see the head of a crocodile protruding past the gloved hand of the priest
who was wielding it.


“Vita nominat canticum sanguis ruber.” The figure chanted, a deep voice resonating from the figure.
Blood sloshed from the bowl into the fire, smoke gushing and hissing at the
impact. “Vita nominat canticum sanguis ruber.” More blood splashed into the fire as the figure began to
dance around the flames in a shuffling gait.


The chanting continued, but faded to the
back of my attention as I caught sight of the young woman on the altar.  Short
brown hair clung to her face, still sticky with her blood.  Her pale eyes
stared right at me, piercing and demanding, and utterly empty of life.  Tears
still leaked from them, leaving a thin line of clean skin on her face, making
the filth and blood seem more horrific.  A wide, vicious slash crossed the side
of her neck below her ear, drops of blood dripping lazily from it.  Her nude
body bore signs of inhuman amounts of abuse, likely metered out by the cultists
over the past few days in preparation for this blasphemous night.


I really, really, fucking hate cults.


I pulled a party stopper from my chest, primed a three
second delay on the fuse and hurled it through one of the bigger holes in the
door.  Three seconds later, the grenade casing popped, hurling a mixture of
micro flash bangs and rubber balls everywhere.  Light, sound and pain scattered
the cultists as my boot slammed against the door, knocking it off its rotten
hinge to crash down on the floor with a clatter.


Moving into the building, I slipped to the right to
keep the wall at my back as my rifle found my shoulder and my eye centered on
the weapon’s sight.  Rounds buzzed out as I began firing, the suppressor muting
them to a dull crack as the case-less rounds snapped through the air at nearly
three thousand feet per second.  Blood splashed, and robed figures crumpled
with screams of agony as I emptied my entire first magazine into the mass of
confused but still kneeling cultists.


I pitched another grenade, this one a normal
fragmentation device, and ducked behind a stone column to reload.  I felt the
shockwave of the explosion roll over me, making my insides vibrate, then spun
around the column firing again as soon as I had targets in sight.  My weapon
hammered rounds through another ten or so cultists before any manner of
organized response began.


“Stop him!” cried the crimson robed priest, pointing
the knife at me.  I smiled and dumped half a magazine of rounds at the figure,
hoping to demoralize the rest by slaying the leader.  I was in for an
unpleasant surprise though, as my bullets all scattered around the priest, as
if there was a bubble of force protecting the figure from harm.  Laughter
echoed across the room as the priest turned back to the fire, chanting again
and dribbling blood from the strange cup over the flames.


I ducked back behind the column as gunfire began to be
returned by the cultists.  Several seemed to have been carrying concealed
weapons, mostly pistols by the sounds, but there were a few heavier calibers
mixed in, as well as the zipper sound of flechette guns hurling slivers of
metallic death at me.  


Rapidly reloading, I pulled two pyro-dets from my
chest, primed them both and tossed them back into the room.  Nothing like a roomful
of fire to change the momentum of a firefight.


Following the two crumps of the grenades, I swung back
into a room that looked like a vision of hell.  Flaming figures screamed and
stumbled everywhere, a sinister priest was throwing blood on a fire, and a
lovely dead girl was watching me from an altar covered in her own blood.  Yup,
definitely a view of hell.  


I began to shoot anything moving as I made my way
across the room towards the priest.  Some of the cultists still put up
resistance, forcing me to move from cover to cover, maneuvering till I could
put effective fire into them.  Most, however, were far too busy trying to put
out the fire that was crawling over them like a living thing.  Not that any of
them would succeed.  I shot the human torches that got close to me, but
otherwise was content to let the fire sow chaos and death among my enemies.


In short order, I found myself standing behind the
priest, just in time to watch the figure dump the last of the container into
the fire.  Laughing, the priest turned around to face the room I’d just
finished laying waste to.  I could hear several people crawling around behind
me trying to escape their fates, and many others were screaming in pain.  Heat
from the fires slowly spreading behind me warmed my back.  The priest’s
laughter died and I could read the shock in its eyes as the situation sank in.


“What have you done?” The figure demanded, voice
distorted by the holo-mask.  This close, I was a little surprised to see how
small the priest was.  “You have assaulted the Chosen!” Furious eyes darted
around, taking in the dead and wounded behind me. “You will pay for your
sacrilege, infidel!!” The priest darted at me with the knife extended to skewer
me.


Blocking the blade to the side with my rifle, I slammed
the buttstock of my rifle into the priest’s face, knocking the robed figure on
its ass.  The knife clattered away, and the freaky bowl-cup rolled into the
fire with a sound like a moan.  Whatever had been protecting the priest had
apparently run out.


“Take the mask off.” I said, aiming my rifle at the
priest. “Now.”


I could see the priest’s chest rising and falling
rapidly, then with a small gloved hand, the figure tore off its holo-mask,
revealing a pretty oval shaped face with smooth cheeks and bright eyes.  She
couldn’t have been much older than the girl on the altar, but the hate in her
eyes seemed ancient and malevolent.  I hadn’t been expecting this when I’d
heard about a priest.  Truthfully, I’d had an image of a wrinkled old man
trying to snatch another moment of life before time took him, not an evil Betty
Boop.


“You’re a woman.” I said, not very creatively.


“And you’re an interfering asshole!” she snapped at me
viciously.


I shrugged away whatever shock I felt.  “Fuck it.” My
rifle came up to end her, and a bright voice behind me spoke.  


“What’cha doing, mister?”


I turned slowly, weapon still ready, but my mind
refused to make sense of what I found.  Facing me from only a few feet away was
a little girl.  She was dressed like a classic schoolgirl, with the knee high
socks and blonde pigtails with pink ribbons.  There was an old fashioned cloth
doll clutched in one hand, and she couldn’t have been more than ten years old. 
It was such an incongruous sight that I froze for a moment, forgetting my
surroundings.


The sharp blade of the priest’s knife brought me back
as it bit though the armor on my back, hitting me low and to the right of my
spine.  I cried out, falling to the side and feeling the blade tearing its way
out.  I tried to bring my rifle up, but the little girl was suddenly right
beside me, catching the barrel and tearing the weapon away.  It clattered as
she tossed it clear across the church.


“You don’t play very nice with my toys, mister.” The
little girl told me, and then she kicked me.  I slid across the floor into one
of the columns, gasping for air; she’d kicked me harder than what a car hitting
me would have felt like. I was lucky she hit one of the armor plates or I’d
likely have a collapsed lung right now.  As it was, I’d felt several ribs in my
back break when I hit the pillar.  Trying to catch my breath and wincing at the
sharp pain, I watched the newcomer turn to the priest, who was now on her knees
with her forehead pressed to the stone floor.


“The Servant of Sobek comes to us.” The woman said,
reverence clear in her voice.  “Our efforts are rewarded at last!”


“You’re funny.” said the little girl, whom I was
beginning to suspect wasn’t just a lost schoolgirl looking for grandma’s house
after all.  “The bad man broke most of my toys.” She looked around, seeming to
savor the sight and smell of blood everywhere, then looked down at the kneeling
woman.  “But I can play with you.” The last sentence held a heavy overtone of
predatory delight.  The priestess looked up slowly, confusion and fear crowding
her face.


“I don’t understand.  We did everything we were tasked
with!”  She began to slowly back away from the little girl. “I was promised
power and that I would never grow old! She promised!”


The little girl followed her as she began to crawl
away on her hands and butt, scooting slowly along the floor.  She giggled as
she followed the fleeing priest, her doll dragging along behind her.  “Silly
lady.  She said you wouldn’t grow old, and you won’t.”  The woman backed into a
pew and stared in horror at the small figure coming towards her.  If she hadn’t
been an evil bitch, I may have felt bad about what I knew was going to happen. 



“The Children don’t give wishes, or life, or love, you
silly lady.”  The little girl, leaned close to the woman’s face.  “We devour
the living to fuel the Nothing.”  She giggled again. “You were tricked, lady,
tricked real good.”  Another giggle. “But, don’t feel too bad, you can play
with my dolly.”  Then she tossed the rag-doll on the woman’s lap.


At her words, I felt my stomach drop.  The Children. 
Fuck.  The Children are the sons and daughters of Al Ghul, an ancient and evil
being that liked to hang out in the empty deserts of the Middle East and
terrorize its denizens. The Children had another name, a much more commonly
known one; Ghouls.  


Able to take any form they choose, they’re fond of
stealing the form of their last victim and then taking over their lives to
develop more victims.  They are very tough, smart, and meaner than any
mother-in-law to ever walk the earth.  Even if you can manage to wound one of
them, you have to be damn careful because their blood is a noxious poison. 
It’s a black, tar like substance that will ruin your mind, rot your flesh, and
take weeks to kill you if it gets into your system.  But that isn’t the worst
part.  The worst part is that ghouls are carnivores, and they love eating
people above anything else.  


My ribs were broken, I was probably bleeding from a
punctured kidney, and now I had a ghoul to deal with.  Tonight was just getting
worse for me by the minute.


I pushed myself against the column, forcing my feet
under my body.  I could feel hot blood pumping from my back, sliding down my
side like a warm blanket.  I really needed to sort that out soon, but with a
ghoul in the room, I had more immediate concerns to address.  Once I got my
feet under me, I watched the scene unfolding in front of me and took a few
breaths to steady myself.


The woman was looking perplexedly at the rag doll in
her lap, not willing to grasp that things were going so differently from what
she had expected when she was torturing and sacrificing other women to her
ancient and distant god.  Like I said, the reality of this shit is never what
people think it will be.  She picked the doll up, and looked at the little girl
shaped ghoul.


“I…I don’t understand.  I followed the directions she
gave me exactly…this shouldn’t… shouldn’t be.” She said with a defeated tone.


Again the little girl giggled. “That’s what you think,
lady.” She smiled sweetly, and reached out with one small hand, grasping the
front of the woman’s face.  The priest shrieked in agony as the little girl
closed her hand and effortlessly pulled the front of her skull off, cutting her
wail of pain off in a gurgle of wet gore.  The ghoul looked down at the handful
of flesh she held, then bit into it with delight.


Her head swiveled towards me as I tried to quietly
draw my sidearm.  Crimson blood was smeared all over the lower half of her
cherubic visage, and her mouth was chewing slowly.  She was one of the most
morbid things I’d seen in my entire life.  Her eyes burned brightly with an
unearthly light as she looked at me.  “You broke my other toys, mister.  I
don’t think I like you.”  She dropped the handful of flesh and darted towards
me. 


I was already moving by then, trying to slip aside and
bring my pistol up, but she moved far faster than any little girl had a right
to.  She grabbed the front of my armor and hoisted me up in the air as though I
weighed nothing, and just smiled at me as I emptied my pistol on automatic
right into her face.  It didn’t even scratch her skin.  She threw me twenty
feet across the room to crash through the remaining door at the entrance.  I
felt my left arm break above the elbow as I slammed through the hard wood and
rolled down the wet steps into the night.


Laying senseless in the mud, I could hear screaming
coming from inside the ruined building.  The ghoul appeared in the door-
silhouetted by a red smoky haze-holding a cultist’s corpse with one hand, and
tearing pieces from it with the other.  She stuff the bloody gibbets greedily
into her mouth.  


“I like playing with people.” She said, grinning
impishly at me as I painfully dragged myself upright.  “You don’t play very
nice though, mister.  I’m the only one supposed to break my toys.” She stuffed
another handful of flesh into her mouth, chewing wetly, then dropped her
victim’s corpse and sauntered down the stairs with a predatory grin.


My guns were gone, but I wasn’t done yet.  I flicked a
pair of throwing knives at her with my good hand, titanium ceramic blades
coated with silver and inlaid with eldritch symbols along the blade edges. 
Slapping one away, she caught the other in a tiny fist, then squawked in
surprised pain and dropped it.  She stared down at her little hand as a wisp of
smoke drifted up from where the sliver touched her.  “That was not nice,
mister.  You’re a meanie.” Indignation filled her tone as she looked at the
burned designs in her hand, then at me. Light flared in her eyes with her
anger.


She hurtled into me before I could draw another pair
of the knives, slamming me against the ground, then lifted me up and rammed me
roughly into a tree.  Her free hand, a tiny little fist, slammed into me like a
jackhammer, popping ribs each time she hit me. “See if you hurt me again, you
mean old man!” she screamed at me, little fist cracking my cheekbone as she hit
me in the face.


I could feel my consciousness slipping away, and I
knew that if I went under, that was the end.  I would not be waking back up. 
Although nearly out of options, I had one tool left that might work.  I really
hate using it, but this was rapidly becoming one of those worst case
scenarios.  The cost would just have to be paid.


My right hand drifted to my boot as the terrifyingly
strong little girl continued to beat me to death with her tiny fists, my
fingers sliding around the Shard’s smooth leather wrapped hilt and pulling the
long bladed knife free.  As the black stone blade slipped from its sheath, the
night seemed to momentarily grow darker.  I could feel the weapon in my hand,
alive with need, daring me to use it. It hungered for blood, and was starving
for death.  


It always knew when it was about to kill something.


The ghoul was screaming in my face about keeping her
from having any fun when I stuck the Shard into her armpit, ramming it deeply
into her torso.  Bullets had bounced off her skin with no effect, and silver
had only slightly burned her.  The black, glass-like stone blade slipped
through her flesh like it was going through paper.  I could feel her heart
quiver through the knife in my hand as her black blood leaked over the knife
blade to fall to the ground.  Worse, though, was that I could feel the knife
growing more insistent that I use it again, demanding that I feed it more
lives.  


Her eyes went wide in shock and pain, and she dropped
me.  I fell hard against the earth, dragging the obsidian blade from her body
as I went.  The stone weapon made a desperate sound in my mind like a dog
whining when you take away its favorite toy.  The hunger it pushed at me was
more than enough to overwhelm my willpower at the moment, and the only thing
keeping me from finding more things to kill with the knife was that I was
drowning in pain and couldn’t stand up just then.


She stood there, wavering a moment as more pitch black
blood spurted from the wound I’d dealt her. Then she sank to her knees, looking
almost pious in her schoolgirl outfit with the church behind her. “Well.” She
said, blood leaking from the corner of her mouth now. “That...that wasn’t very
…fair, mister.” Coughing a bit, she looked around in confusion.  “I was…wasn’t
done playing.” Then she fell over on her side, her life continuing to leak out
and stain the ground black and tarry.  











Chapter 3


 


The Federal Security and Investigation Service Agent
sat there for a moment staring at me.  I hadn’t really known what to expect
after I had chased the detectives out of the room earlier.  I’d been thinking
they would send in a burned out old timer, or maybe a slick Intelligence
officer in an overpriced suit.   I certainly hadn’t been expecting anyone
like…this.


Unwanted, I’d felt my heart race a little when she
walked through the door to the interrogation room and sat gracefully across
from me.  Sleek red hair was pulled back in a twisted braid that wrapped around
itself with a few stray ends escaping.  Her features were perfect, fragile and
delicate looking, yet her face was still strong.  She had smooth pale skin, and
wore a pair of dark horn rimmed glasses with vibrant green eyes that had burned
with intelligence and curiosity as she started speaking to me.  Now, they were
filled with confusion and revulsion as she listened to my story; I wasn’t sure
why that made me feel disappointed.


I stopped speaking for a moment, reaching out with my
still cuffed hands to pick up the cheap paper cup of coffee that someone had
brought me earlier while I was telling the lovely Agent Stevens about the
ghouls.  It was crap coffee, but I’ve drank much worse things over the years, and
tonight was showing no indications of being over soon.  Topping off the awesome
pile of shit my day was turning out to be, my eye was starting to itch and burn
again as the pain medication they gave me earlier started to wear off.


The agent watched me another moment, then spoke. “You
cannot expect me to believe all of…this.” She gestured vaguely as she spoke.
“Are you trying to set up for an insanity defense or something?  This is
all…just nuts!”


I laughed out loud at her.  “Hey, you asked me for the
truth.  It’s not my fault if you don’t believe it.”


She just looked at me, seeming a bit flustered. “Okay,
fine.  Assuming I believe you…and that’s a big leap…let’s recap a bit, shall
we?” She tapped away at her holo-pad, then began reading aloud.  “Police reports
from the town you mentioned confirm three unidentified men found dead in a
burned out hotel. They also confirm multiple dead at a collapsed and burned old
church in the woods.  No leads on the case except for matching the explosive
type used to start both conflagrations….a pyro-det.” She looked at me, a little
smirk curving her smooth lips. “Really?  Do you set everything on fire with
those things?”


I shrugged, feeling a little self-conscious under her
gaze. “They are a good way to burn things, and fire tends to make sure
something stays dead once you kill it.”


She shook her head at that statement. “Okaaay…so, we
have you admitting to multiple homicides-both premeditated and not-arson,
illegal weapon possession, and destruction of evidence.”


“I like to stay busy.” I said, a little
self-conscious. Why the hell did I feel like a little boy who got caught
stealing cookies?


She read some more and then looked at me.  “The
reports from these cases claim all this happened less than two days ago.”


I took another sip of coffee. “That’s right.”


“How can that be?” She set down her holo-pad. “You
claimed to be severely injured during your fight at the church.  Broken bones,
stab wounds, all of it.  I know medical technology is amazing now days, but
that is still impossible for you to have bee that injured and yet be fine
today.”  She watched me through her glasses while she spoke, head tilting
sideways a small bit.  I don’t think she had any clue how sexy I found her
look. “Well, mostly fine.” She added, looking at my face.


“I take my vitamins daily and drink lots of water.” I
responded dryly, grinning at her look of exasperation.


 “Fine, play hard to get.” She picked up her own cup
of coffee-flavored mystery fluid. “What I’d really like to know is how you go
from supposedly murdering religious nut-bags on the East Coast, and then in
under two days, you find yourself in San Francisco shooting a Senator.”


I put my cup down on the table, and shifted enough to
rub lightly at the edge of the bandage covering what used to be my face. 
“Well, it was really just a bit of luck that brought me here.” I watched her
expression cloud, and figured I’d had as much fun with her as I could probably
get away with for now. “Alright, Agent Stevens, I promised to explain it all to
you, and despite what you think of me, I keep my word.”


 


*****************************************


 


 


I lay there in the mud for a moment, bleeding and
broken.  I could feel the rain splashing against my face, cold and soothing on
my hot flesh.  The stab wound in my back pulsed fiery pain through my body, my
broken ribs screamed at even the slightest move, and I could feel the bone in
my upper arm poking through the flesh above my elbow.  Sometimes, I really hate
this life.


For a second, I’m tempted just to lay there and let it
all go.  The pain, the hate, the suffering, the loss; just forget it all.  Say
fuck it and walk away.  For as long as I can remember, I’ve been fighting for
something.  Why did I have to be the one always doing the fighting? Didn’t I
deserve some peace? 


Sighing, I clenched my teeth, and rolled over to get
my good arm under me.  All my injuries informed me of their disagreement with
this choice by setting my nerves afire with agony.  I rested for a moment,
teeth clenched against the white hot pain blinding me, then I forced my
reluctant body upright.  


Peace can wait; I had shit to do.  


Bending down to pick up my stone knife seemed to take
a thousand years, but I lifted it from the ground and wiped it clean on the
dead ghoul’s dress before tucking it behind my belt.  I stared down at the dead
thing on the ground. Even knowing it was a flesh eating monster, looking at a
dead schoolgirl is hard on your soul.  I steeled myself, then reached down and
grabbed her small foot and shuffled towards the ruins dragging her corpse along
behind me.  For something so fucking evil, she was surprisingly light. I still
had to pause to rest on the stairs to try and catch my breath against the feel
of broken rib bones grating in my chest, spitting out a glob of blood for my
trouble. The tiny bitch had really done a number on me.


Finally dragging her into the building, I dropped her
leg and glanced around.  The place was wrecked, the flickering light from still
burning fires sending dancing shadows over the unmoving bodies.  There was
blood everywhere and nothing moved anywhere I looked.  Many of the cultists
were dead from my weapons, but others were torn apart and scattered all over
the floor.  Several are missing large pieces of their bodies, lost to feed the
never ending hunger of the ghoul.  What a shitty way to go, even for douche-hat
cultists.


My arm was throbbing by then, pain becoming an issue
as the shock started to wear off.  As much as I was dreading it, I needed to do
something about my wounds.  Swinging free like it was, every time I moved the
bone that was sticking out was tearing against the wound and making it worse. 
There wasn’t really much I could do for it here though, so moving as carefully
as I could, I tucked my left hand snuggly into the straps of my chest harness. 
Given a little support and immobility, the injury would be far less distracting
and painful, but it would require more attention soon.


I leaned weakly against one of the stone pillars
supporting the ceiling and pulled out my first aid kit.  Standard issue to
combat troops during the past war, its contents tend to be useful in this line
of work more often than I’d like.  I unzipped the small pouch and took out one
of the dermal fusing pads, a small four inch square of gauze infused with
chemical blood clotting agents to stop bleeding and a mixture of analgesics and
pain killers to allow a wounded soldier to keep in the fight.  Reaching back to
press it against the stab wound in my back made me grunt in pain. I felt it
pull snug as it sealed the wound, then a cooling sensation spread across the
injury giving me a small bit of relief.  It was only a temporary fix and my
ribs still needed sorting out, so I needed to finish and get out of here.  


Freed from some of my pain, I found focusing on the
interior of the church much easier.  I collected my assault rifle from where
the ghoul had thrown it, and walked around a bit to double check that the dead
were all still dead.  Relieved that nothing freaky was happening with the
bodies, and with no other excuses to avoid the unpleasant task, I slowly limped
over to the cult’s final victim.  


She was still laying on the altar, remarkably
undisturbed throughout all the violence that had just taken place.  Her hair
still clung to her face in a bloody disarray, and her eyes still bored into my
soul accusingly, demanding answers that I didn’t have.  She had been a
remarkably pretty woman, still young enough to have her whole life ahead of
her.  What a fucking waste.


I tore a robe from one of the dead cultists, spreading
it out to afford the dead girl some sort of dignity.  She’d had enough stolen
from her by these fucks.  Reaching a hand up, I slowly closed her eyes. 
“Sorry, kid.” I said, and covered her battered face with part of the robe.  


Turning around, I hobbled over to the priestess’s
crumpled form.  There was a massive pool of blood around her head where she lay
on the dirty floor, and I could see the pink insides of her skull.  Bitch died
too easy in my opinion.  I kicked her to make sure she wasn’t still alive
somehow, then bent down painfully to search her body.  


She had nothing hidden in the robe, but rolling her
over had revealed a small leather book slung around her neck by a thin strand
of leather cord dangling against her bare chest.  This must be the book the
cultist in the hotel had been talking about.  I ripped it from her body, and
pushed her back over with my foot so I didn’t have to look at her ruined face
anymore.  


Looking at my prize, I wasn’t very impressed.  Over
the years I’ve come across more than a few books involved in the eldritch arts,
and every single one of them had made my skin crawl.  Just holding such
artifacts makes you feel corrupted and defiled; reading the tomes will do even
worse shit to you.  The point is, something so vile cannot be held and not be
recognized for what it is.  After what these fuckers had pulled off, and what
I’d learned from my conversation with my assailants earlier today, there was no
way this book wasn’t the source of the cult’s knowledge and power. 


Which is why I was surprised to feel a plain, normal
book in my hands.  There is no sense of impending doom or innate revulsion in
my soul, no need to bathe for a week just to get the stain off my skin.  It’s
just a small leather book in my hands, odd only for its anachronistic nature in
a digital world.  Flipping the book over in my hands, I opened it, halfway
expecting it to explode or try to eat my hands, but it was just normal paper.


The pages were filled with what I assumed were the mad
ramblings of the priestess, the normal megalomania and delusions that seem to
come hand in hand with being a cult leader.  Tight scribbling writing filled
most of the pages, and you could almost smell the crazy coming off the pages. 
There were several drawings scattered around, but one caught my eyes.  A
stylized snake, drawn heavily in pen, it had several loops in its body.  A
large pair of wings spread forward in front of the serpent.  Seeing it made my
blood run cold.


I’d seen something like this before, a lifetime ago,
carved into the walls of a stone temple buried in a Central American jungle.  I
scanned the writing scrawled around the drawing for anything else, but only
felt frustration growing as any answers failed to appear.  Then my near frantic
flipping through the pages shook loose a folded sheet of paper that fell to the
floor.


I tucked the book into a leg cargo pocket on my armor,
and bent down again.  Why is it that everything is either on the floor or high
up on top of something when you’re hurt? I straightened up slowly to keep my
ribs from twinging too much, and then opened the sheet of paper.


The first sheet was a photocopy of another book, the
writing in heavy Germanic characters and decorated with Druidic rune work along
the edges.  My Nordic languages have always been a weak point, but I could make
out a few references to Sobek, the number thirteen, and a servant of some sort.
This must have been how the cult priestess managed to actually summon something
from the dark.


The second sheet was a hand written note, the
carefully scrolling text showing a different hand than the now dead author of
the book resting in my pocket.  


Acolyte, 


Contained in the attached page are the
words of the Mad Prophet Prinn, words that will allow you to enact a Saracenic
rite to bring you all you have earned.  Perform the ritual, and all debts are
cleared between us.


Blessings of the Father upon you.


Reading the words, I felt like I should have known
what they meant, as though their meaning was just at the edge of my mind. 
Blessings of the Father…and then that language…so much like those of the temple
in the jungle.  I could feel a picture starting to form in my head, then I
winced in pain as I took a deep breath, and the idea slipped from my mind like
smoke though a grasping hand.


Stuffing the loose pages into my pocket next to the
book, I took another look at the ruins around me.  There was so much here that
should never come into the light of day, for everyone’s well-being. Humanity as
a whole shouldn’t know the truth; we’d only find a way to use it to kill each
other off faster. War had taught me what mankind was really like. 


My eyes found the covered body of the girl, and felt
myself fill with shame.  She would never make it home again, there would be no
closure for her family and friends, nor would any of the cultists that might
have escaped the night’s events ever face any real justice.  She deserved
better, I believed that fully, but preventing more harm had to come first. 
None of this could be allowed to be exposed.


I pulled my last few pyro-dets from my chest harness
and set them to a ten minute delay, then placed them around the room so their
blasts would cover as many of the bodies as possible.  The body of the ghoul
got one all to itself, placed right in the center of its chest.  Hopefully, the
damned thing would burn easier than it had bled.


Next, I unspooled some demolition cord from my vest,
wrapping several loops around the centermost support columns in the room and
setting their detonation for a minute after the fuel-air grenades.  I made one
last check for anything I may have dropped or missed, and then shuffled as
quickly as possible out the doors and into the rain and the dark.


I stayed just long enough to hear the pyro-dets pop
with their characteristic displacement of air, then to watch as the building
shook and fell in on itself as the explosives severed the supporting column
holding the decrepit structure up. Flames still flickered in the night as I
hobbled my way back down the path to my truck.


Arriving at my vehicle, it felt like a week had passed
since I left it, rather than the few hours it had really been.  I could feel my
body starting to crash as the adrenaline faded, and I knew I would need to
sleep soon. Pulling the door open, I popped the lever to drop the seat forward
in the cab of the truck.  Nestled in the space behind it was a thick roll of
water proofed leather, held closed by a large leather strap and battered brass
buckle.  I yanked the bundle out, pushed the seat back into position, and
tossed the rolled leather on the passenger side.


Climbing into the truck cab took a lot of maneuvering
and foul language, but I made it eventually, pausing to rest after I shut the
door.  I allowed myself only a few moments though, then turned my attention to
the leather case.  Unrolling it revealed all its many pockets and loops of
stitched leather, most empty but some filled with small glass vials holding
fluids of differing  color and thickness.  


I grabbed a bright blue liquid from a mostly empty row
of leather loops, and pulled a mouth guard from a small pocket beside it.  I
really needed to restock, but I had been too busy to find someone who could
make the stuff, not to mention how much it costs.  Trying not to think about
the coming pain, I snapped the glass tip off the vial and swallowed the liquid
in one go, and then quickly popped the rubber mouth guard in between my teeth.


Like I said earlier, magic has a cost.  Most of the
shit I run into strips away sanity like layers in an onion because it deals in
things so dark, or evil, or so fucking alien to the human mind there is no way
our psyches can ever hope to process it.  But in this war for everything, there
are more than just the two obvious sides with their hands in the mix.  Most
things seem like they want to ass-pound humanity into oblivion, but there are a
few factions whose agendas aren’t immediately inimical to our survival.


If you know how to work the proper rituals, these
factions will barter with you for a slice of their power.  The most common form
of currency is life force, literally powering the magic with the sand from your
very own hourglass of life.  Since this has the unfortunate side effect of
shortening your life, not too many people want to pay that bill.  Thus
explaining why cults tend to have an unhealthy fondness for human sacrifice; in
effect, paying their debts with another’s life force.  It’s a pretty fucking
dark business if it went that route.


Other times, the beseeched faction can be placated
with a simple ritual offering of any number of mundane things from animals,
money, food, and booze.  There are all kinds of examples of this in druidism,
shamanism, hoodoo, Buddhism, and even some in more mainstream religious texts
like the Bible.  You didn’t think the Israelites of old were sacrificing all
those sheep for nothing, did you?


The blue shit I just drank is one of those forms, a
simple regenerative spell trapped in a liquid form by a hoodoo priest down in
the swamps of Florida.  I provided the supplies and the financial incentive,
and the hoodoo man convinced the Loa-his spiritual contemporaries-to provide a
little mystical manipulation of the material plane.  What would normally take
me weeks to heal will now only take a few minutes.   Of course, you cannot
cheat the universe, and it demands pain from all of us.


My whole body spasms as that pain wracks through me. 
Every ache and sting that I would have felt while healing happens in the space
of a few moments as my bones align and flesh knits.  Wounds itch horrifically
as they close, and I grip the steering wheel tightly to keep from touching
anything.  A keening sounds pierces the night, like the sound of a wounded
animal.  I’m too out of it to realize that I’m the one making the sound as I
sit there spasming in agony.  I pass out when my arm bone slips back into place
through the torn flesh of my triceps.


Sometime later, I woke up sprawled half across the
seat of my truck.  I felt completely fucking shot, bone tired as though I’d
just run a marathon in a biohazard suit.  My skin was hot, and my armor was
soaked through with sweat.  Checking my injuries, I’m pleased to find they are
closed, bright pink scar tissue sealing them and crusty, dried blood covering
everything.  My bones are still buzzing slightly, and I know that I’m going to
be sore for a day or two, but it sure as hell beats the alternative.  Of
course, now I’m all out of my very expensive miracle bottles.


I climbed out of the truck cab, and stretched
carefully.  Far along the horizon I could see a small sliver of daylight
breaking over the edge of darkness.  Dawn was only about an hour off, and I
needed to get on the move before any kind of law enforcement showed up looking
for the fuckers I killed last night. I didn’t need that kind of entanglement.  



Stripping my armor off, I tossed the torn and
bloodstained suit into the bed of the truck and washed the sweat and dried
blood from my body with some plastic bottles of water. Pulling on some jeans
and a battered maroon hoodie with the Valkyrie Inc. logo emblazoned on the
front, I slipped back into the truck barefoot and started the engine.  Priority
after finishing a job is to move on.  Staying put for more than the smallest
amount of time necessary puts you at risk of running into Johnny Law, and that
was never a good prospect for someone like me.


Any direction would do, so I started driving
southeast. Virginia was nice this time of year, and I’d heard some rumors of
Deep Ones being spotted along the Potomac River.  It’s always a blast shooting
fishmen, sort of like shooting fish in a barrel if you timed it right.  Plus, I
needed a new car soon and big cities were the best place to boost one.


Stopping just past the Virginia border, I checked into
another of the ubiquitous crappy hotels that are the revolving door of my
life.  Same drab outside, same drab inside; just a new day.  Not that I cared
right then.  I didn’t bother showering before climbing into the bed’s scratchy
sheets.  They felt like Nirvana after the past day’s efforts, and I was asleep
before I knew it.  


My holo-pad’s alarm went off about six hours later,
and I rolled slowly out of bed, still a little sore from getting my ass kicked
by a school girl.  A hot shower and some coffee forced a measure of life back
into me, and I flicked on the holo-screen in the room, selecting a news channel
for some background noise while I started some research on Deep Ones.


A voice from the holo-screen interrupted my reading
about fish with legs and hands.  It was a soft, sultry voice.  A husky, warm
and sensuous voice I had heard before.  The last time had been as she whispered
goodbye to me, and left me to watch her ass sway as she walked away into the
jungle.  I’d been bleeding out at the, and was too busy trying to stuff my
insides back where they belonged to do much more than admire her round derriere
as she left me to die.


I turned slowly, and there she was on the
holo-screen.  The news crew was recording live at some sort of political event,
and as they moved forward she held up a hand to halt them.


“I’m sorry, the Senator cannot be disturbed right
now.  He is meeting with his constituents.  This area is closed to media for
the moment.  If you would please return to the designated press area, it would
be very much appreciated.” 


She was still shockingly lovely, dark hair and eyes,
high cheek bones, and lips as red as cherry candy.  It didn’t look like she had
changed at all in the five years since I’d last seen her. She’d been an
academic back then, so I couldn’t figure out why she was on the news as a
member of an armed diplomatic security team.  It didn’t make any sense to me at
all, but there she was, lovely as ever.


I missed several more items on the screen as I stood
there staring at her in shock, then I caught the scrolling text along the
bottom of the screen as the view changed to cover a different story.


“Senator William Rodgers will be
concluding his re-election campaign tour the day after tomorrow in downtown San
Francisco at the Royal Suite Grand Hotel.  This exclusive gathering brings to
close a month long tour of California by the Senator and…”


I stopped reading.  I knew where she was right now,
and I knew exactly where she would be in two days.  Packing hurriedly, I
dropped my gear bags roughly in the back of the truck, pointed it west on one
of the super highways, and pushed the accelerator till the odometer read one
hundred and ninety miles an hour.  Usually, I try to avoid these massive
thoroughfares, but with such a short timeline I didn’t have an option.  


I had to get to San Francisco fast.


I needed to kill my wife.


It took me almost a full day to get there, with stops
for hydrogen fuel and food.  Plus, I stopped at an airport in Chicago to steal
a new ride from the long term parking lot after my truck started over heating
and wouldn’t cool down.  I guess I was asking too much of a utility truck, so I
took a sharp looking black sports car that easily passed two hundred mph with
horsepower to spare.  My jam-key made short work of the door lock, firing off
thousands of patterns of electronic code in a few seconds until it found the
correct sequence and the door popped open.  It did the same to the ignition
code, setting the vehicle in default maintenance mode so I wouldn’t ever need a
key.  Technology has made some stuff harder to take, and other stuff easier to
steal over the years.


After arriving in San Francisco that afternoon, I made
a few passes by the Royal Suites Grand Hotel, memorizing the street layouts of
the surrounding neighborhoods before finding a new rundown motel several blocks
away to lay my hat in.  I bought a bottle of whiskey for a handful of credit
tabs in the lobby from the automated desk clerk, chuckling at some of the
graffiti scrawled on the robot’s head.  I’m pretty sure even humans would find
that anatomically impossible, let alone a sexless robot. But you had to admire
people’s creativity.


Sitting down with my liquid therapy, I flicked on my
holo-pad.  I sliced into the city’s planning office with laughable ease, and
had a blueprint for the hotel in a matter of moments.  Of course, I had no idea
how the security force would deploy or its makeup, but I was willing to bet
they wouldn’t be ready for someone like me.  The important thing now was that
the Royal Suites Grand Hotel only had a single, large conference room that was
listed as booked on their NET site for tomorrow.  I knew where the meeting
would take place and where she would be.


Sleep eluded me for most of the night, despite having
consumed most of the bottle of cheap booze.  After tossing and turning through
the early morning hours, I got up and showered before finding some coffee and
food.  I had nearly half a day to get ready for the assault on the hotel, so I
memorized as much of the building plan as possible and started preparing my
gear.


My armor from the other night was still fucked up, and
there was no way I could just stroll up wearing combat armor anyhow, so I went
with my second option, pulling a thin concealable armored vest on before
putting a t-shirt over it.  It should stop the small arms typical of most diplomatic
security teams, but if anyone had armor piercing rounds I was pretty much
fucked.  I slipped a chest harness stuffed full of magazines and grenades over
my shirt, put my side arm in a hip holster, and then slid the black stone blade
into my boot feeling the thing stir like a monster tickling the surface of dark
water.


Finishing my preparations by throwing a long tan
colored jacket over the top of everything and a baseball cap on my head, I
looked in the mirror.  It wasn’t perfect, but it would get me close enough to
carry out my plans.  I just hoped I had some good karma coming my way tonight,
because I was pretty certain that I was going to need it.  


My watch told me I had about an hour till the
scheduled campaign function at the hotel.  Walking there took nearly half of
that, then I stood against an alleyway down the street where I could watch the
front doors, sipping slowly from a cup of crappy coffee I’d picked up of the
way out of my hotel lobby. There was a crowd milling around in front of the hotel’s
entrance waiting for the Senator’s arrival, most of them holding bright signs
and banners welcoming his visit. 


A little while later, I watched as several four door
utility transport vehicles moved rapidly into position in front of the Royal
Suites and disgorged nearly a dozen security personnel.  The quickly set up a
strong perimeter, and waited.  The front passenger door of the lead vehicle
opened, and she stepped out, dark hair flowing around her head like silk.  I
didn’t need to touch the stone knife to want to kill her.  I watched her open
the door for the senator, slowly fingering my assault rifle through the fabric
of my jacket as the senator and his entourage went inside.


I waited for nearly a quarter of an hour after the
majority of people made their way into the hotel.  The adrenaline in my system
was making my hands shake, so I took deep and calming breaths in an attempt to
regulate my body.  Seeing her in person was definitely a bigger shock than I
expected, but I think it was mostly excitement that was unbalancing me.  Five
years is a long time to search for someone, a long time to carry a grudge, a
long time for hate to fester inside love. 


I felt myself settle into a groove, like a light
switch flicking in my mind, and I knew it was time.  I dropped the paper coffee
cup on the ground and walked towards the Royal Suites entrance, moving as
though I didn’t have a care in the world.  If you pretend like you belong
somewhere, most people will assume you do.


There were two security personnel stationed out front
of the hotel, left there when everyone else went inside, and they would provide
my first obstacle.  I had to end them quickly before they could warn the others
and give them time to flee.  There was no way I was going to give her time to
get away from me again, not after five years of looking for her.


I had almost made it to the door before one of the men
stepped forward and raised his hand.  I pasted a stupid smile on my face and
stopped in front of him, waiting.


“I’m sorry, sir.  The hotel is closed for a private
function.” I couldn’t see his eyes past his sunglasses, but I saw his jaw drop
open as he caught sight of the gear hidden in the loose folds of the jacket I
wore. “What the fuc…” he started to say when I grabbed hold of his wrist and
struck him in the throat with the fingers of my other hand. I levered his arm
over my shoulders and slammed my hip into him, tossing him high up and over my
body, using my grip on his wrist to guide his landing.  His head hit the
pavement at a bad angle and I heard the crackle of his vertebrae giving out as
I continued my spin, bringing my rifle up in my hands as I stopped moving.  I’d
put multiple rounds through the second man before his hand even touched his
weapon, and he dropped to the ground lifelessly.


Hoping the suppressor on my assault rifle had worked
well enough, I rushed the door, stepping in and to the right of the open frame.
A wide open lobby was the first thing I saw, then my brain registered the dozen
or so security men in the room.  They were a mixture of the suit wearing type I
had just encountered, and hotel security wearing red jackets.  All of them were
standing there staring at me in shock as I stepped into the room.


Knowing my edge of surprise was about up, I centered
the red dot of my weapon sight on the man to the far right of the group, then
began to pump groups for four or five shots into the men as they stood there
frozen for another moment.  I’d dropped about half of them before the others
started to move, drawing weapons and diving for cover.  I dumped the rest of my
magazine wildly into the room and stepped behind a corner of a wall made of
richly veined marble.


Bullets slammed into my cover, ricocheting away or
snapping past me to travel into the hallway I was standing in now.  I dropped
the spent magazine from my rifle, and slapped a new one in calmly, muscle
memory making the action smooth and fast.  Then I grabbed a riot grenade from
my vest and backhanded it into the lobby, mentally counting down with the
fuse.  


Riot grenades are full of marble sized flash bangs and
rubber balls that are designed to disorient a crowd of pissed off peasants in a
hurry.  Set one off in an enclosed space and it’s a fantastic force
multiplier.  I swung around the corner a second after the rattle of the small
flash bangs shook the lobby, and rapid fired rounds into anything moving.  Half
a magazine later, and the room was clear.


I moved on towards the conference room rapidly,
knowing my window was closing now.  There was no way that all that racket had
gone unnoticed.  Several red jacketed security men intercepted me halfway to my
goal and confirmed my worries.  I barely slowed as I buzzed rounds through
their bodies, leaving a torn mess behind me as I ran down the hallway.  I was
reaching for a new magazine when I felt a heavy weight slam into me, forcing me
awkwardly face first into a wall.


The man in the suit holding me was considerably larger
than me, and knew how to apply his mass against an opponent.  There was no way
I was getting free playing fair, so held my rifle close with my left hand, and
drew my sidearm with the right.  One shot into his foot loosened his grip
enough for me to slam my shoulder into his chest and push him back a few
inches.  Twisting around, I shot him on full automatic, stitching a line of
bullet wounds from his groin to his face in under half a second.


Reloading both my weapons in the time it took him to
fall, I stepped over his ruined corpse and made my way to the conference room
door.  Strangely, I could hear chanting again, similar to the Saracenic
cultists a few days ago, but in a more sinuous sounding language.  I knew there
was more to her being here than coincidence; she was always too damn smart for
her own good, plans inside plans, inside plans.  The chanting got louder and
more desperate as I neared the closed door, slowing my pace as I tried to
decide how to proceed.


Fuck it.  


I raised my rifle and dumped the entire sixty round
magazine through the wooden walls of the room at waist height, reloading before
the spent mag hit the floor.  Pulling tow pyro-dets free, I primed them and
kicked the door open, then ducked back after hurling them inside the spacious
room.  Twin explosions were followed by screaming, as fire and smoke rolled out
of the open doors like it was alive.  The hotel fire suppression sprinklers
come on, dropping water on everything in a steady spray that had no chance in
hell of putting out those grenades.  I chuckled as the fire alarm clanged
loudly, then raised my rifle and swept into the room to finish this.  


The room was full of smoke and there were screaming
people everywhere, flames clinging to people as they rolled around in
desperation trying in vain to stop the burning. I shot anything that moved
towards me in the haze, dropping several more security personnel as well as
several men and women in business attire.  Then, I saw her across the room,
coughing into her hand and looking around wildly.  Her eyes met mine for a
moment, and she froze, shock written on her face.


Then she smiled.


Something massive struck me from behind, knocking me
on my ass, but I rolled with the blow, coming back up to my feet and spinning
to face my assailant.  It was the senator, only I wasn’t sure this is the man
who was elected by the people.


His eyes were utterly empty of all life, and meeting
his gaze made me feel like I had a million insects in my skull trying to escape
by clawing their way out in every direction all at once.  I raised my rifle and
fired a dozen rounds into his chest, watching as he staggered back from the
impacts.  I can see the rounds hit the wall behind him, and his suit coat was a
shredded ruin as he stumbled away under the onslaught. Then he straightened up,
adjusted his tie and smiled at me again before walking slowly around me to stand
beside my wife.


She waved giddily at me. “Hello, darling!  It’s been
so long!”


I snap a shot at her face in response, but she merely
held out a hand like she was shooing a fly.  I watched my round spark off a
transparent force before it came anywhere near her, skipping off into the floor
beside her.  It seemed she’d picked up a few tricks over the years.


“Really, darling, is that anyway to greet your wife
after nearly five years?”  She looked at me with a tolerant scowl, a small grin
playing at the edge of her mouth.


“I thought that, given how we parted, you were pretty
much over the whole ‘have and to hold’ bit, Deirdre.” I replied, moving to a
slightly better position in the room, pausing to pop a few rounds into a
flaming man who was flailing around a little too close for comfort.


“Well, to be fair, I did ask you to come with me,
darling.”  She frowned at me. “I seem to recall you telling me that I was
crazy.” 


“I did say that.” I admitted, firing another round at
her with the same lack of effect. 


“Really?” She seemed exasperated with me. “Can we not
discuss this like the two intelligent people we are, Nathan?” 


“No, I don’t really think that is going to happen
Deirdre.”  I studied the thing that looked like the senator standing motionless
beside of her in its bullet riddled suit.  I wouldn’t be able to get close to
her without dealing with it first.  “What the fuck is that thing?” I asked her,
gesturing with my rifle barrel.


She frowned. “Now, Nathan, you know how I feel about
profanity. There is no reason we cannot be civil.” Her hands smoothed down her
suit jacket.  “And it’s Stacey now. I haven’t gone by my first name in forever,
darling.”


“Fine.” I said, trying to find an angle where I could
get a shot through whatever she was doing to protect herself. “So, what is it,
Stacey?”



“See?  It’s so easy to just discuss these things like rational people.” She
looked at the man-thing hovering protectively near her and watching me. “Do you
like it?  I’ve really made some remarkable strides since we parted ways,
darling.”  She patted the thing on the head like it was a fuzzy puppy. “This is
a Simulacrum.  I finally made one!” She said, sounding giddy.  She had always
sounded like a little girl when she was excited about something.  It was one of
the more endearing things about her that I remembered…at least until she had
tried to kill me.


“A Similacru-what?” I asked, playing for time as I
continued maneuvering to get a clear shot.


“Darling, you must really try to keep up if you are
going to play in the big leagues.” She sounded a bit disappointed, but she
never could resist filling me in on a subject that she knew more about than I
did, which, admittedly, was a lot of things. “A Simulacrum, dear.  It’s a
vessel of sorts, formed of living flesh and filled with a summoned spirit of a
deceased individual.  It’s really quite a fascinating study of Aztec
necromancy.” 


“So what’s it do then? Answer your bidding and
whatnot?” I asked, slowly moving back the other way.  The Simulacrum was
following my every move with its empty eyes, shifting to adjust and block any
approach angle I could find.


“Oh, Nathan, you always lacked vision.” She shook her
head. “This one houses the departed soul of an Aztec sorcerer, fully capable of
any powers he accumulated in life, sealed in a body that cannot be killed
without powerful magic.  He can shift himself to look like anything I want him
to, and with a touch change the dead to fit his needs. Show him.” She told the
thing, and the senator reached down to one of her security personnel lying dead
on the floor with multiple gunshot wounds to the chest and throat.  The Simulacrum
shimmered like the surface of a pond in the wind and then looked like the dead
man.  More surprisingly, the dead man now had the face and form of the senator,
albeit with a few more holes in him. “He is a manifestation of my power over
this world and a tool of my will all in one package.”  She smiled at me with
genuine pleasure.  “I’m actually quite pleased that you showed up.  I was
expecting someone to try and interfere eventually, but never in my wildest
dreams did I hope it might be you.”



“So what happens now?” I asked, pretty sure I knew.  


“Well, now I should have my Simulacrum tear your body
limb from limb, but it’s very nice to see you again.  You look really good; are
you sure there is no way I can convince you to come over to my way of
thinking?  I would love to have a man of your talents serving under me.” She
winked suggestively at me with her last words, then looked around at the
carnage in the room with a slight frown. “Besides, you seem to have drastically
decreased the manpower I was working with.”


“No, Stacey.”  I shook my head as memories flooded
though me. “You chose the way this would go five years ago when you murdered
our friends for knowledge and left me to die for your ambition.” I could feel
the jungle around me again, the hot and humid air suffocating me, the scent of
dark earth and rot filling every painful breath of air I gasped in.  “Do you
know, I laid where you left me for almost two days before someone found me? Do
you really think I would help you destroy the world now, after all that?”


She was quiet for a moment.  “Very well, Nathan. So be
it.”


The Simulacrum came towards me slowly, ignoring the
bullets I started firing into it as I backed away from it.  Lighting fast, it
snatched my rifle from my hands and slowly crumpled it between its hands
without any apparent effort.


Drawing my pistol, I emptied the magazine into its
face before it ripped the gun from my hands and swatted me across the room like
I was an irritating insect.  I slammed into the wall and sank down to the floor
with a groan.  


“You see, dear?” Stacey asked me, watching impassively
as the monster walked slowly through flames towards me.  Its wounds were
drawing closed while I watched, not even leaving any marks on its skin as they
disappeared. “There are some things in this universe that just cannot be
resisted.”  She sighed. “You really should have come with me all those years
ago.  There is so much more going on here than you grasp.”  


The Simulacrum picked me up again, hoisted me in the
air, and threw me twenty feet across the room to tumble in a heap at my wife’s
feet.  I lay there stunned for a moment looking up at her pretty eyes, then she
leaned down and brushed the hair from my face.  “You shouldn’t have fought me,
darling.” She said, sounding sad as she slowly ran her hand over my face. 


The look in her eyes was priceless when I shoved the
Shard into her chest, the black stone knife roaring in my mind triumphantly as
it shared in my vengeance.  Then it made a sound like a whimper as my wife just
calmly looked at me. “Now where did you get such a disgusting thing?” She
asked, pulling the weapon from her chest and dropping it in distaste. I was
certain I’d struck her heart with the blade; it was covered in blood as she
pulled it free, but her wound wasn’t bleeding. Something was very wrong here.


Large hands grabbed me and lifted me to my feet.
Stacey was looking down at her shirt, sadly fingering a bloody hole in it. 
“You never give up, do you Nate?”  She shook her head. “That was why I chose you
in the first place, did you know that?  I found that indomitable spirit
fascinating.  I thought I’d found a match for my own burning hunger for life.”
She gently cupped the side of my face.  “I’m going to let you live today,
Nathan, because you’ve done me a favor.  You’ve given me some closure regarding
the way things ended between us, and now I can move on without any guilt in
what I must do.” Her eyes met mine. “But I cannot let you go completely
unpunished for your blasphemy.” 


She raised her hand, and what should have been a
smooth feminine hand rippled into a lizard like appendage, four long fingers
with too many joints appeared, each topped with razor claws.  “I’ve made some
improvements to myself too, Darling.” She said, and then I screamed as pain
seared through my head.  My eye went dark as she tore half my face off.


The Simulacrum dropped me on the floor, and I felt the
hardness of the Shard under my side.  My hands pressed to my face, trying to
steam the bleeding and stop the pain.  It didn’t help of course, but your body
has to try anyways.  I could hear other people moving behind me in the room as
I lay there gagging in agony for the moment, unable to do anything.


Stacey looked at me for a moment, then spoke to the
unseen figures behind me.  “Take him out front and give him to the police. 
He’s just murdered Senator Rodgers.”  She turned around and walked off with the
Simulacrum.  This was the second time I lay on the floor watching her walk away
as I bled everywhere.  I felt hands picked me up and drag me backwards from the
smoky room.


She still had a great ass.











Chapter 4


 


“You cannot possibly expect me to believe any of
this!” Agent Stevens exclaimed when I finished my story and sat back in the
chair of the interrogation room.


“Oh?  Why not?” I asked dryly.


“Well, come on! Ghouls, human sacrifice, people that
aren’t people, magic, apocalyptic universal warfare and now you’re trying to
tell me that the team lead of a Diplomatic Security Service team, very highly
vetted individuals, is your wife who’s been missing and presumed dead for the
past five years!”  She was clearly agitated with me.  “There is no way this can
all be true.  Are you trying to mess with me? Is that it?”


I chuckled a little.  “Not at all, Agent Stevens.  I
told you the truth; what you do with it is your own choice.”


“Bullshit.” She half stood out of her chair, giving me
a glimpse of lacy underthings through the gap in her white button up shirt. 
With her suit jacket off, I could see she was athletic, with strong shoulders
and arms.  “This is all some weird fucking game you are playing, and I do not
appreciate being made a part of it!  You are wasting my time, Mr. Wolfe! On top
of that, you’re saying that the Senator was not killed, and in fact was never
there. So where the hell is he?” 


She seemed genuinely upset and angry with me for some
reason. I figured I had a pretty good idea why, and was certain that the whole
missing Senator thing was not the true cause. She opened her mouth to speak,
and the door opened, cutting her off mid-word.  A clean cut man wearing an
immaculate suit stood in the open door way. 


I disliked him on sight.  


He was too pretty, with his hair slicked back, his
suit perfectly ironed and shoes shining like mirrors.  I could almost smell the
bureaucracy coming off him like a cheap cologne.  Men like him made careers by
standing on the shoulders of the men in the trenches, stealing their glory to
prop up selfish ambitions.  This guy was definitely an Intelligence Officer.


“A word, Agent Stevens.” He said, then exited the
interrogation room letting the door close behind him.


She stood there for a moment, and I was certain I
caught a flicker of distaste cross her face before her features became smooth. 
“If you will excuse me a moment, Mr. Wolfe. I will be right back.”  She paused
collecting her things from the table, pulling the black knife closer to her,
then looking at me.  “We are not done here.  Not by a long shot.” 


As she walked to the door, I couldn’t help but notice
that her pencil skirt clung perfectly to her body, and did wonders in improving
my mood.  No reason not to enjoy the scenery, because it was certainly much
more interesting than the room I was in. 


Plain grey walls, plain metal table, plain metal
chairs.  It was identical to the many other rooms like it I’d been in over the
years. They must have a magazine where you can buy this boring shit if you need
to set up an interrogation room.  Just once I want to sit down in one of these
rooms and find the walls decorated with something unique, like penguin ninjas. 



I sat back in my chair to wait.  There wasn’t much
more I could do.  The mag-cuffs holding me down left very little wiggle room,
keeping me stuck pretty much where I was sitting.  My eye was really starting
to hurt, and I could definitely tell that the situation was starting to take a
toll on me as well.  I hadn’t slept for a while, and my body was losing its
ability to compensate for my injuries, forcing me to deal with more and more of
the pain, which in turn was just making me more exhausted and souring my mood
further.


Compounding my current ire was the reason I was in
here.  I finally find my wife and take the appropriate action, only it didn’t
work.  The Shard should have killed her outright when I stuck it in her heart
like that.  There just wasn’t a way to explain what had happened.  I needed to
talk to the owner of the dark little weapon, but that was going to cause even
more complications.  Plus, Stacey was out there right now, still carrying out
whatever nefarious mission she was on and I was sitting here trying to explain
to cavemen that the world was indeed round, and that the sun wasn’t some god
riding across the sky every day.  Of course they wouldn’t believe me.


The door opened, and Agent Stevens came back inside,
walking to the table and sitting down heavily.  I could smell the scent of her
hair as she came back inside, and it made me painfully aware of how long it had
been since I’ve felt a woman’s touch in a positive setting.  


“I get it, you know.” I said to her after the silence
stretched for a moment.


“What?” She looked confused.


“I get why you’re mad.”


Arching an eyebrow-I always wonder how they do that so
well-she replied. “Do share, detective.”


I met her gaze.  “You’re pissed off because a part of
you knows that I told you the truth.  The rest of you is scared about what that
means for the world you accept as reality, which is causing you to respond with
anger to overcome your fear.”  She said nothing. “It’s actually a pretty normal
response to being exposed to all of this shit.”


“Nothing about today is normal, Mr. Wolfe.”  She
sighed, and took her glasses off. “Not that any of that matters anymore.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean that you are no longer the problem of the San
Francisco FSIS.  You are to be remanded to the Intelligence Service.  There is
a tactical team arriving shortly to take you away.” She seemed deflated.


“I figured it was coming, but why are you in a bad
mood?”


“Well, not that it’s your business, but since you
didn’t provide anything actionable to us and lied to me for the past two hours,
my boss sees my involvement as a failure.  That makes all of this a great big
inter-agency fuck up and embarrasses me, my boss, and the FSIS as a whole given
that the Intelligence people will be using this incident as leverage against
us.” I guess my situation had caused more ripples than I’d expected.  “So I get
that stigma attached to my career now; thanks for that by the way.”


“Look, I get that you think I was lying the whole
time.  That’s way easier than accepting the truth, but what if I could prove to
you that what I told you is true?  At least a portion of it.  Beyond any
doubt.” I asked her, unsure why I gave a shit if her life somehow suffered
because of me.


Hope sparked through her eyes before she crushed it
down. “How?”


“Bring my personal shit in here.  I had a holo-pad on
me when I was detained.”


She looked at me suspiciously. “If this is a trick…” 


I shook my head. “No tricks. I promise.  I’m not lying
when I say I’d much rather talk to you than go with your slick-as-shit friend
that was just in here.”


She hesitated, then muttered under her breath. “He’s
not my friend.”  Then she stood up abruptly.  “Fine, I’ll be right back.  But
if this is another bullshit angle I’m going to smile and watch while you
disappear with the Intelligence folks.”


No way did I want to get stuffed into one of the black
armored vehicles belonging to the National Intelligence Branch.  Besides the horror
stories floating around about the type of things those guys do to you once they
have you, I’ve worked with the fuckers in the past on various missions.  The
tactical teams are very well trained, and their interrogation specialists are
merciless in the pursuit of their duties.  There was no way I could affect any
kind of escape once I was in their custody.  I’d been playing for time in the
FSIS headquarters, hoping that some opportunity would come up and let me slip
away, but my time was running out fast.  I needed an ally, and I needed one
fast.


Agent Stevens came back into the interrogation cell,
and set a large plastic bag on the table.  Inside were all of the things I’d
had on me when I was passed over to the police earlier today.  Only the armor and
ammunition were missing.  She reached into the bag, and pulled out my battered
old holo-pad with a dark grey titanium casing around it.  There was still a Continental
Marine Legion emblem emblazoned on the back of it. 


Setting it in front of me, she paused before letting
it go. “Don’t screw me here, Nathan.”  She held my eyes for a moment. “Please.”


I took my holo-pad from her.  “I won’t.” Quickly
unlocking the drive with my handprint, I flipped over to my holo-pic files.  I
opened one that I hadn’t accessed in what seemed forever.  “Here.” I said,
turning the screen so she could see.


She sank slowly into her seat, staring for a moment,
then rapidly hammered away at her own holo-pad.  Holding it next to mine, she
blew out a heavy breath.  “That’s just…weird.” She said, eyes wide.


Her screen was displaying a personnel file for Stacey
Peterson, a Senior Agent with a decade of experience in the Diplomatic Security
Service, and currently the missing-in-action team leader of the security detail
assigned to Senator William Rodgers.  My screen was displaying a nearly six
year old holo-pic of my wedding in a Central American jungle, a smiling and
blushing bride tucked under my arm and dressed in cargo pants and a tank top. 
She wore a small white veil hanging from my Valkyrie Inc. ball cap that she had
borrowed for the day.


It was the same woman.


“Her name then was Deidre Vickers.  I thought we were
in love, but things weren’t what they seemed in that jungle.” I said in a quiet
tone. “Nothing was what it seemed.”  


“What happened?” She asked, still staring at the
pictures.


I had told her earlier that I wouldn’t discuss what
happened five years ago, and I had meant it at the time.  The thing was, I
inexplicably found myself trusting her.  Here I was, mag-cuffed to a table in
an interrogation cell and I was feeling more open towards another person than I
had in years.  I probably would have told her everything she wanted to know,
given enough time.


The lights in the room flickered for a moment, and the
building seemed to quiver slightly.  Then the overhead lights died and a klaxon
started wailing through the building.  Red emergency lights came to life in the
corners of the room, bathing everything in a hellish glow.


Agent Stevens stood up and began to stuff my belongings
back into the bag. 


“What the hell is going on?” I asked, watching her
hands shake.


“I don’t know, but that is the internal alarm.  It
only goes off if there is a problem in the building.”  She looked at me,
smiling reassuringly. “I’m sure it’s nothing.  Just stay here.”


The door slid open as she was smiling at me, and the
slick Intelligence guy came barging into the room with several men I didn’t
recognize dressed in black riot armor behind him.  He came straight over to the
table and punched me in the face.


“What the hell, Inspector Marshall?!” yelled Agent
Stevens.


“Shut up.” He snapped at her, then leaned towards me.
“Several minutes ago, two unknown assailants breached the building’s front
gate, killing the guards on duty there.  Security has them moving towards the
front doors now. That shaking you just felt was an explosion destroying my team
as they arrived on the hover pad on the roof to extract you.  A rocket was
fired from an adjacent building, blowing the front of their aircraft apart and
crashing the rest into the roof.” He hit me again. “How many men do you have
out there? What is the plan to get you out?”


Pain was radiating from my missing eye making me feel
like my face was melting off slowly.  I really didn’t like this asshat now. 
“What the fuck are you talking about?”


“You are the only prisoner here right now! Everyone
else was transferred out when they brought you in today!” I felt flecks of
saliva hit my face as he screamed at me.


“I don’t have anything to do with this.” I replied,
trying to figure out what was happening.


“Fuck you, you don’t.  My whole team dies right when
they arrive to take you into custody and it’s only a coincidence?  Sure.”  His
fist hit my face again, this time right in the hole where my eye used to be,
forcing a wail of pain from my lips.


“Stop!” Agent Stevens cried out, trying to get between
Marshall and me.  He shoved her aside roughly, and I caught a glimpse of lace
garter along her leg as she fell.


He paused for a moment as his communicator chirped.
“What?” He asked roughly, holding the tiny disc to his ear. “What?!” His eyes
locked on me as though he could bore a hole in my head with a look alone. 
Slamming his com unit on the table in front of me, he gestured and a small
holo-screen projected above the slim disc.  “What the fuck are those?”  He
demanded.


On the screen was a video feed of a large lobby, signs
on the walls indicating it was the first floor of the building we were in. 
Small groups of armed men were firing wildly towards the front entrance, desperately
pouring suppressive fire into the doorway. Standing in the smashed remains of
the doors were two figures, each easily ten feet tall, huge man shaped things
with soft edges, like half-finished statues.  Their faces were blank sheets of
dull metal lacking any features, and here and there metal rods could be seen
running through the figures. Each held massive multi-barreled weapons in their
partially formed hands, fat fingers bringing the cannons to bear on the men
firing at them.


Light poured out of the weapons as thousands of rounds
per second tore unstoppably through the room, shredding everything and
everyone.  Walls, furniture, doors; the bullets demolished everything people
tried to cower behind, sending a red mist flying through the air as the rounds
found flesh.  Within seconds, the hail of fire stopped and the two figures
shuffled slowly towards the stairs heading up into the building, leaving a room
of body parts behind them.


“Fuck me.” I whispered.  The last time I’d seen
anything like this was during the final battle against the Sword of
Illumination back in the war, the aptly named Massacre of Mecca.  Part of the
forces the Legion brought to subdue the city was an entire platoon of combat
robots on loan from the Army, commonly referred to as Warbots.  Hulking beasts
of armor and firepower, a single warbot was equal to the destructive force of
an entire platoon of conventional troops.  Each was able to deal out incredible
amounts of damage and take ridiculous amounts of punishment.  If they each hadn’t
cost as much as an entire shuttle, the damn things would have been everywhere.


Mankind gave up on artificial intelligence a long time
ago; it proved to be a mathematical impossibility.  Controlling things like the
warbots was much simpler and cheaper in design.  They worked in the same way
the unmanned drone aircraft centuries ago did.  A pilot safely ensconced
thousands of miles away in a comfy leather chair with a bag of chips and a
joystick drove the thing around like playing a huge assed holo-game.  While we
ground troops mocked the cowardice of the pilots and ridiculed their combat
stories and claims of mental stress, nobody ever bitched about the extra guns a
warbot brought to a fight.  With almost thirty of them along for the ride, we
must have taken the nation’s entire stock of the damn things with us into
Mecca.


The media loved those things, portraying them as
avatars of our nation’s might and ingenuity, bringers of justice and
retribution.  A warbot could bitch slap your enemy without ever endangering a
single soldier of your own, something the pundits and media talking heads loved
to go on about.  They seemed to think that war should never cost you anything,
in blood or money, and that unmanned assets like warbots and drones were the
answer.  Of course, they never understood that you have to send someone to do
the maintenance on the unmanned assets.  Then you have to send someone to feed
the repair specialist, and someone to build places for them to sleep, then
people to protect all those people, and so on and so on.  Before you knew it,
you had an army in place with your unmanned tools all to fight a ‘bloodless’
war. 


Although they saw plenty of action throughout the
war-the US had some, China had some, and the Russians had some truly frightening
machines-Mecca turned out to be the downfall for unmanned combat vehicles
everywhere.  See, in that place, we all lost some of our humanity.  We killed
and killed, trying to stamp out an idea, trying to crush a twisted belief.  The
men I fought beside, men of the Legion, were some of the most dedicated and
disciplined troops in history, yet even we lost control over our inner beasts
in that glutted blood fest.  For the pilots of the warbots, it was worse.


Insulated as they were, isolated from the reality of
ground combat-the smells, the sounds, the screams and the fear-they began to
act as if the war was just a game.  In surprisingly short time, the pilots were
betting on number of kills, allotting a point system to targets so that each
kill earned a pilot a number of points.  According to the trial transcripts
after the battle, winning pilots received a myriad of prizes from their peers,
including money, booze, drugs, and sometimes even winning a night with an
expensive prostitute.  In order to increase their odds of winning, pilots began
abusing their issued stimulants, staying awake and plugged in longer and longer
with their judgment slowly degrading under fatigue and drugs.  Then, by an
unspoken agreement, the point system was expanded to include all non-friendly
personnel, including civilians.  At the end, children were assigned the highest
point value due to difficulty of shooting them given their small size and
speed.


Word got out, as it always does, and in a global
flurry of media rage and political grandstanding all unmanned devices were
banned from any combat application, including any form of law enforcement. 
Warbot pilots that served in Mecca were arrested and given very public trials
with experts discussing how such atrocities develop and occur.  The primary
theory was that given their isolation from the actual combat environment,
unmanned vehicle pilots lost their connection with reality, not even seeing
their targets as human beings anymore. Some pilots went to prison, and many
others were given dishonorable discharges from service.  Several pilots caught
on video firing flamethrowers into a hospital were sentenced to death for their
actions.


Following the end of the war, as with most previous
wars, everyone sat down to argue about how horrible the various ways we killed
one another were.  First on the list, even beating out space borne weapon
platforms, was the use of unmanned vehicles.  At the end of the convention, the
Third Geneva Accords were signed into international law, and the use of any
unmanned assets was explicitly banned for anything but the most mundane uses. 
I think the only place you can find them in use anymore is in various mining
and ocean or space exploration applications. Seeing something like those coming
up the stairs into a building where I was chained to a table was a new
experience.  I’d never been on the receiving end of a warbot, and it was
something I was not in any hurry to experience. 


“I have nothing to do with those things.” I said,
pulling on the cuffs. “But I suggest we all get the fuck out of here.”


“I agree.” Agent Stevens said.


“No.” Marshall indicated the men with him. “The FSIS
special response team will handle the threat shortly, then you are going to be
transferred to my custody and I’m going to stuff you in a hole so dark that
nobody will ever find you.”


“You’re out of your mind, Marshall!” Stevens tone was
unbelieving. “We need to get out of here!  Did you see the weapons on those
things?  They will tear this whole place apart!”


The sound of heavy gunfire echoed below us.  “What
floor are we on?” I asked.


“The sixth.” snapped Marshall, still watching the
holo-feed from the floors below us.  Utter chaos reigned as the two monstrous
forms marched implacably forward, firing endlessly as they came.


“And what floor are your special response guys
planning on taking action?”


“The third to the fifth.” He turned to look at me.
“Why the fuck do you care?”


“Because those things will be up here with us in about
three minutes.” I nodded at the images projecting from his phone.  The two
figures clashed with the FSIS tactical teams, bullets lashing out everywhere,
but the outcome was inevitably going to be bad. I looked at Agent Stevens as
the sound of thundering gunfire came clear and loud through the floor. “Will
you let me out of these things?”  I jerked against the mag cuffs. “I can’t do
anything to help locked up like this.”


She seemed to be considering it, then shook her head. 
“I can’t just let you out entirely.”  Reaching forward, she deactivated the
magnet locking the cuffs to the table.


“What the hell are you doing?!” Inspector Marshall
shouted at her. “He’s responsible for this shit!”


“We are moving away from an incoming threat.  If they
are here to free him, they won’t open fire on him, now will they?” She pointed
at the screen as she pulled me to my feet, my hands cuffed in front of my
waist.  Stuffing our belongings into her pockets, she spoke. “We don’t have
time to argue, they’re coming up now.”


Sure enough, the massive forms where shambling through
the ruin of the floor below us, heading towards the next flight of stairs.
Inspector Marshall seemed torn, then nodded while pointing his finger at her.
“Fine.  But anything goes wrong, it’s your fault.” He spun on his heel and
stomped over to the door. “Let’s go.”


We filed out of the interrogation cell behind the two
trigger pullers Marshall had brought along, the red haze of emergency lighting
making the building seem like it was drowning in blood. The two shooters moved
along professionally enough, covering us as we rushed across the empty bullpen
of the floor away from the stairwell. I caught sight of a digital clock on a
wall, flashing the time and showing that it was the early hours of the morning,
still a ways before dawn.  I’d been in that room for over sixteen hours; no
wonder I was tired.


“Is there another way out?” I asked Agent Stevens,
glancing around.


“Just the elevators.” She said, looking around at the
abandoned floor. “But they won’t be working with the power out like it is. We
are just lucky that they attacked when they did, or there would be a lot more
people here.” She turned to Marshall. “Where is Special Agent Whitfield?” She
sounded a little worried.


Marshall shook his head, shoving me forward as we ran.
“He was on the roof when my team crashed into it.  I don’t know if he made it.”
He dragged me to a stop as we reached the far wall, pushing me face first
against it, then shoving me down on my knees still leaning against the wall but
at least hidden behind a desk now.  Marshall knew how to handle prisoners; in
that position I would have no opportunities for escape.  All I could do was
wait now, so I turned my head enough to see the stairs.  Luckily, in the poor
illumination of the emergency lights, we should be nearly impossible to see. 
“We’ll wait here till they pass, then go down the stairs.  If they spot us, we
hide behind Mr. Wolf here, and use him to shield our exit.”


I laughed, the sound muffled with my face against the
wall the way it was.  “You’re still assuming that I’m somehow responsible for
all this.  I’d rather not be held up in front of those cannons as some sort of
shield, if you don’t mind.”


“Shut up.” Marshal said absently, watching the top of
the stairs.


Echoing, heavy footsteps sounded in the stairwell,
then the large misshapen heads of the attackers came into view.  They stomped
to the head of the stairs, and stopped, standing perfectly still, their blank
metal faces staring eerily at our hiding place.  “I don’t think they are going
to pass us by.” Stevens whispered to Inspector Marshall.


Now closer to the things, I could see the differences
between them and a warbot.  The combat machines had been technological wonders,
built with cutting edge science and materials.  Smooth lines and solid shapes
had given them a sleekly powerful feel and look.  The things standing at the
top of the stairwell looked like someone had jammed metal rods and plates into
a giant clay statue, making them solid and massive, but sort of half-finished
and sloppy looking.  With the massive cannons aimed our way, the two tactical
men were standing very still.  Not that I could blame them; the weapons the
things held effortlessly in their hands were typically mounted on a tank.  


A sharp clicking sound echoed faintly up the stairs,
slowly growing louder as we all remained perfectly still.  I saw her dark hair
first, then her dark eyes, and finally her mocking smile as she stopped between
the massive forms that had just slaughtered their way through the building. The
Simulacrum moved up the stairs silently, taking position just behind her.  Its
empty eyes took in the room in front of it, watching us with as much expression
as a corpse.  I really didn’t like that thing.


“Shit.” I said at the same time Agent Stevens did.  


“What?” demanded Inspector Marshall.


“That’s my wife.” I said while slowly standing up, my
cuffed hands in front of my waist.


“So this is all your fault!” He hissed, hiding behind
me and pressing a gun into my spine.  


“Really, that might not be a great idea.  We’re having
a bit of a lover’s quarrel lately.” I said, my tone sarcastic as I looked over
my shoulder at the cowering agent.  Agent Stevens remained behind the desk,
looking back and forth between Stacey and me, shock on her face. “I told you I
wasn’t lying.”


“Nathan.” Stacey said brightly as she caught sight of
me. “I knew you were up here.”


“Don’t move, lady, or I’ll shoot this asshole!”
Inspector Marshall said, twisting his gun against my back.


She looked at him for a moment, then turned her
attention back to me. “You are such a bad boy, Nathan.” Her tone was playful,
which worried me a lot. “You never told me who saved your life all those years
ago.  You made me find out on my own that he was your…what…teacher? Mentor?
Jedi Master?”


I shrugged. “You didn’t really ask.”


“I also found out that you trashed a gathering out on
the east coast earlier this week too.” She spoke calmly despite the two assault
rifles aimed at her, almost like she didn’t even notice them. “I was quite put
out with you for that.  A year’s effort and manipulation to get those imbecilic
fanatics to actually summon something and you kill everything in a single
night.”


“Lady, you’ve got two seconds to…” Marshall began
threateningly, his men bristling at his tone, their weapons coming up to their
shoulders.


“Oh do be quiet, you insufferable fool. You have no
bargaining position right now.  So hush, and let a woman speak to her
husband.”  She gestured to the massive forms beside her, and with a crash of
thunder and light their weapons opened fire, shredding the two tactical men
across the room before either could fire a shot. Her gaze sought mine out. “Do
you like my new toys?  I built them especially for you.”


“What do you mean?” I asked. Keeping her talking might
keep her from just shooting everyone and going on her merry way.  Cuffed and
helpless like I was, I could only hope that there was more going on here than
just a visit to kill me.


Trailing her hands over the large clay things, she
explained. “I remembered the stories you told me once.  You were quite drunk,
darling.  I took the chance to get you to talk about the Sword of Illumination,
and you were more than willing to share whatever I asked about.” She patted the
one on her left like it was a poodle. “You told me all about the Warbots, the
fear they inspired, the death they caused.  When I found out that you had
caused so much harm to my work, I was a little upset, so I made these to pay
you back.” Giggling, she continued. “Then I figured out that I still needed you
alive, so I thought I would come rescue you from the big house, and my new toys
were just the means to do so.” 


“Bitch! I’m going to waste his ass if you don’t shut
up and move!” I could hear the desperation creeping into Marshall’s voice.


There was a quick shuffle behind me followed by the
sound of something hitting flesh, and I felt Marshall’s hands drop away from me
as he crumpled to the floor.  Turning my head, I could see Agent Stevens
standing behind his inert form, her service pistol in her hand.  She looked at
me a bit guiltily.  “I couldn’t let him just shoot you.” She looked down at his
unconscious body. “Plus, I really hate him.” I don’t think I was supposed to hear
the last past, but it made me smile.  She had good taste after all.


“Well, isn’t that adorable, darling.” Most of the
levity seemed to have left my wife’s voice, and her expression was flat and
hard. “You always were a charmer, Nate.  Is this your new whore then? She
certainly rushed to your rescue rather quickly.”


“What do you want, Deirdre?” I asked, trying to change
the subject.  She had always been a little volatile, and right now she had two
very large cannons pointed right at us.


“I told you, it’s Stacey now.” She was still glaring
at Agent Stevens.


“Okay, Stacey, what the fuck do you want?”


Her eyes came back to me, still hard and angry. “I
hate when you speak that way.  It makes you sound so ignorant and churlish,
something we both know you are not.”


I just stared at her, waiting.  She could never stop
talking about something once she got started on it.


“Oh, fine.” She huffed out a breath, face turning
pouty. “Not even time for a little argument? You are just no fun anymore.  I
guess this whole thing actually works out better for my aims in the long run.
If you recall, I told you I was expecting someone to show up and interfere with
my plans.” She paused, and I nodded. “See, I was expecting Cain to arrive and
try to stop my entertainment, and now I know how to guarantee his appearance.” 
She was smiling at me by the time she finished speaking. 


“You.”


Confusion raced through my mind at her words. “Why
would you risk tempting him here, Stacey?  You obviously know who he is, and
what he’s capable of if you know that name.”  


She merely laughed out loud. “Oh, you didn’t really
expect an answer did you? I always hated the holo-vids where the villain lays
out her entire plan for everyone to see.  That just doesn’t happen in real
life, husband dearest.”  She pointed at me. “Go fetch him for me, please.”


The Simulacrum started forwards and I felt Agent
Stevens move close to my back, her hands sliding around my waist.  Trying to
hide my shock as best I could, I kept talking to distract my wife from the
Agent’s actions. “I don’t think he’d come; we didn’t part on the best of
terms.”


She laughed at me.  “Darling, you underestimate the
effect you have on people around you.  Note the little harlot, clinging to you
and hoping I don’t see her freeing your hands.” Her voice was mocking now.
“She’s risking her career and life on the chance you might be a good guy.  Cain
will come.  He had years to fall for your charm, and we both can see what
effect even a short time around you has on people.”  She glowered a bit as my
cuffs fell to the floor.  “I don’t think I like other women touching you,
darling.  I think I’ll have her arms pulled off.”


“Fuck you, bitch.” Agent Stevens said, aiming around
me to open fire on the approaching Simulacrum.  Her rounds tore into it, bloodless
wounds appearing in its chest and face.  It staggered for a moment, and the
wounds began to close, rippling like water until it was whole again.  I stood
still as it closed the remaining distance between us, waiting till its hands
were nearly around my neck before I finally moved.


Ducking under its grasp, I took a half step to the
side and leapt up on the nearest desk, pivoting as I landed, then leaping back
at the Simulacrum as it turned to face me.  I threw both my feet into it, the
bottoms of my boots hitting it squarely in the chest and driving it stumbling
back as I landed in a heap on the floor.  For a moment, I feared I’d mistimed
my action, as the damn thing reached out a hand to try and steady itself.  Then
the bottom of its legs struck the base of the chair I’d spotted when Marshall
shoved me down behind the desk.  Arms flailing wildly, it tripped backwards and
crashed through the large window behind it.


I watched it flap its arms and legs as it slipped out
into space, then walked to the edge to see it sticking out of a car parked six
stories below us.  It twitched weakly, then lay still.  “I think I may have
broken it.” I said, turning to see Stacey’s face twist into a snarl.  I was
moving before her hand began to gesture towards us, throwing my body into Agent
Stevens and sending us crashing through another window as twin multiple
barreled cannons annihilated the room behind us.


Agent Stevens let out a horrified shriek as we fell,
only to have it cut short as we slammed into the fire escape that I’d seen a
few seconds ago while looking down at the Simulacrum.  It was pure luck it had
missed it, but the metal landing worked perfect for our needs.  I rolled our
bodies to absorb the impact, then lay there for a moment trying to catch my
breath.  Agent Stevens used one hand against my chest to raise herself up,
looking down at me with wide eyes, shocked to still be alive.  


I realized that she had landed on top of me, and
sitting up like she was, her hips were pressed against my own in a what would be
a very suggestive manner in any other circumstance.  Feeling the heat of her
body against me made me achingly aware of just how lacking I’ve been in the
lady department.  She must have seen something in my eyes, because she looked
down at how we were pressed into each other, then blushed bright red.


“I knew she was a whore!” came an enraged cry from
above us, and I looked up to see Stacey glowering down at us. “I’m going to
kill the both of you now, Nathan!”  I could hear the monstrosities crashing
forward heavily above us.


Grunting, I pushed myself up, dumping Agent Stevens
off my lap in the process, then snatched up her gun from the fire escape to
blast the window in front of us into a million slivers. “Come on.” I told her,
holding out a hand to help her up.  She stared at it blankly for a second
before taking it, and I pulled her through the window and into the fifth floor
of the building.  


“Those things are still in here!” She panted out as we
ran through the devastation, hopping over destroyed furniture and body parts in
equal measure as we fled toward the exit. 


“They’re slow as shit, so move that ass, Agent!” I
snapped, slamming through the doors into the stairwell and pushing her into a
stumbling run down the stairs. We had almost reached the ground floor when I
heard the whine of cannons spinning up to speed high above us.  “Get down!”  I
threw my arms around the Agent, and tackled her from the last landing of the
stairs, using my body to break her fall for the second time in as many
minutes.  Large caliber rounds hammered the stairs behind us into pieces, and
whined through the air of the ground floor lobby.


Pulling the woman close, I rolled us across the floor,
low enough to mostly avoid the ricochets whipping through the air.  I felt one
crease the back of my thigh as it zipped by, hot against my flesh as it sliced
me open.  The hail of fire from above ceased, and I stopped rolling us, laying
there for a moment with the Agent still in my arms.


She was shockingly solid for her size, flesh firm against
my hands as I patted her down quickly to check for any wounds.  Finding nothing
wrong, I pulled away from her and let go of her, somewhat reluctantly I’ll
admit, to climb painfully to my feet.  Offering my hand to her again, I smiled.
“You’ll never be able to say our first date was boring.”


Agent Stevens stared at me for a moment, then let out
a laughing snort.  She slapped her hand over her mouth in embarrassment at the
sound, reaching up to take my hand with her other one.  I tried for suave, but
nearly fell on top of her when I pulled her to her feet as pain slammed through
my wounded leg.  She tucked herself under my arm, taking some of my weight,
then grinned at me.  “Let’s get out of here before your crazy ass wife finds us
again.”


I couldn’t think of an argument to the contrary, so we
ran and stumbled out the front door.


The Simulacrum was gone.


“Shit.” I said, looking around for the damn thing. 
“We need to leave in a hurry. Where’s your car?”


“This way.” She said, pulling me through the parking
lot as fast as we could hobble along.  She stopped after a few seconds and dug
a key-chip out of her suit jacket pocket as I stood there disbelievingly. Her
vehicle was a cute little economical thing, about as big as a roller skate and
bright neon green. 


“Well, this is a subtle choice.” I said, looking down
at the tiny vehicle.


“Shut up and get in.” She said, pushing me towards the
open door. “Besides, I get fantastic fuel millage with this thing.”


“I bet.” I said, as she pulled us out of the parking
spot, then sped towards the exit.  “But can it go faster than that?”  I pointed
at the shape running towards us from the night as we neared the twisted wreak
of the main gate.  


The Simulacrum looked completely unharmed, rushing
towards us at frightening speed.  There was no way we would make the gate
before it reached us, especially sitting in the world’s smallest getaway ride. 
I drew Agent Stevens’ pistol from my waistband, and fired a half dozen rounds into
the running shape to try and slow it down, making it stumble slightly.  


We reached the gate at the same time the Simulacrum
recovered and leapt through the air landing on the front of the tiny car. I
thought for a second he would smash the entire front end like a beer can and
stop us right there, but the little green car was more durable than it looked
and barely shifted as the new weight slammed onto the hood.  The windshield
fared far worse as I emptied the rest of the gun’s magazine through the glass and
into the thing’s face.  I’m pretty sure all I did was piss it off more.


Hands crashed through the remains of the windshield,
slapping the pistol away and pressing me back against my seat roughly.  I could
feel its fingers grasping at my clothing to get a hold on me and drag me out,
so I fought back desperately, shoving the hands away as far as possible. 
Pushing against the grasping fingers as hard as I could only kept them inches
from my body, and I could feel my grip on its wrists tiring out as the Simulacrum
pressed back with unending strength.  Fingers dragged across the edge of my
shirt, and I knew I was about to be pulled out of the car like a clam from its
shell.  Knowing my luck today, it would be with similar end results.


Agent Stevens saved my ass again, slamming on the
brakes and hurling the overly grabby monster from the hood to crash into the
side of a minivan, its mass crushing the vehicle and wedging its body in place
momentarily in the frame of the van.  The wheels of the little green car squealed,
and we swung through the gate, speeding off into the night.


“And you doubted my baby.” Agent Stevens said, patting
the dashboard. I could only shake my head in disbelief.


It took some convincing to get her to ditch the little
car a few blocks from the hotel I’d used to stash my gear before my attack on
the Royal Suites the day before.  It was a rough neighborhood, but after
escaping from a shape shifting indestructible monster, I was sure the little
car could take care of itself against a few gangs of car thieves.  Hell, the
little green beast would be running these streets before too long.  I would put
money on it being a damn fine crime lord.


I finally had to point out that my crazy and rather
powerful wife would know what car we left in, and we couldn’t risk her tracking
us again tonight.  Although reluctant, she admitted I was right, then helped me
out of the car, tisk-ing at me over the blood stains I left behind.  Some
people and their cars have unhealthy relationships, if you ask me.


Slipping under my arm, she helped me limp down the
street, taking care to use a winding, circuitous route as we went.  I’d pressed
a towel I found in her car against my leg and wrapped it with duct tape to
prevent leaving a blood trail, but I would need some actual medical attention
before too long.  Luckily, we reached the hotel without further complications,
walking past the automated desk clerk and heading down the hallway to my room.


“You choose very classy places to live, Mr. Wolfe.”
She looked around the bare room in distaste.  Sounds of a hooker next door
plying her trade came though the paper thin walls. “A girl could get spoiled
living like this.”


I shrugged. “It fits my needs. It has a bed, a
bathroom with shower and clothes refresher, and a holo-screen to watch the news
on.  Best of all, nobody asks for any ID, or cares about who you are, what
you’re doing, or asks why you’re covered in blood.  Anyways, we should be safe
here for tonight.”  I sank down in the chair by the table.  “Grab that leather
case there, would you?”


She brought it over and set it on the table, then
watched as I unrolled it, looking questioningly at the potion vials it
contained.  “Are you going to use some sort of magic potion to fix all holes in
you?” she asked with a bit of sardonic curiosity, almost sounding like she
believed it.  I thought if she could laugh about it, she might actually be able
to accept that the world was different than she thought before tonight’s
events.  The other option for her was less appealing; no one that cute should
go crazy because of me.


I laughed, and shook my head. “Nope.  I’m actually all
out of those potions right now, Agent Stevens.” I pulled out a surgical stapler
and several more mundane medical supplies, showing them to her with a flourish.
“I could use some help though.”


She smiled at me, snorting in amusement. “I guess we
can play doctor if you really want. But you should really call me Rebecca
now…we are kind of on the lam together, after all.”  


“Rebecca.  Call me Nate then.”  I held out a bloody
hand for her to shake, the absurdity of the act causing her to giggle again.


“What kind of help do you need, Nate?” She asked,
glancing at the medical supplies.


I pointed at the bloody mess my leg was making on the
chair as I leaked around the now soaked towel taped to it.  “I think I can fix
this up okay by myself, but I think I sliced my back up going through the
windows.  I need you to clean the wounds and close them with the stapler.”  I
hesitate for a moment, then gesture to my face. “Plus, I think that fuckhead
tore this open when he hit me earlier.  I need you to take it off and double
check that everything is okay.”  She seemed a bit apprehensive. “Do you think
you can do that?”


She nodded after a brief pause.  “Yeah, if you talk me
through it.  I have some basic medical training, but nothing like this was ever
covered.”


“You’ll do fine.” I said, pulling my shirt off with
difficulty.  It was sticking to my back, which was never a good sign.


“Holy fuck!” Rebecca exclaimed, staring at my torso in
shock. “What happened to you?”


I glanced down, taking in the scars and tattoos, the
brands and ritualistic burns. A litany of pain was carved into my body for all
to see.  “My life is a bit rougher than other people’s.” I was quiet for a
moment as memories swept through me. “Most of it isn’t very pretty or happy.
Can we leave it alone for tonight?”


She tore her gaze away from my battered body, looking
at me with sympathy.  “Sure.  I’m sorry, that was very rude of me.” She moved
behind me, and I felt her wiping my wounds with the antiseptic pads from my
first aid kit, causing it to sting a bit. Then sharp little pops sounded as she
closed my back up with the surgical staples; those stung a fuckload more.  I
stopped counting after six of the little fuckers bit sharply at my skin.


“I’m sorry, Rebecca.” I grunted at another staple
clamping through my skin. “I really shouldn’t be so defensive about it.  I’m
just exhausted and in a lot of pain…I don’t really feel up to talking about all
the bad shit in my life just now.” I glanced back at her. “Will you take a rain
check on it?  I promise to tell you whatever you want to know soon.”


Spraying a skin sealer over the wounds, she continued
to apologize. “It’s really okay.  I shouldn’t be so nosey about someone else’s
business so soon after meeting them.  I’m just freaking out a bit and all this
weirdness, and the circumstances I’m in now.” Her tone carried her uncertainty.
“Your world is terrifying, Nate.” She pause and met my eye. “I trust that
you’ll tell me what I need to know as soon as you are feeling better.” Pulling
me to my feet, she smirked. “Now, off with the pants.”


I chuckled, complying with her demand.  I was glad I
wore underwear that day. “What every man wants a pretty girl to demand of him
in a shady hotel room.”  Luckily, the wound on my leg turned out to be just a
super messy scratch and didn’t need anything more than a cleaning and a spray
of skin sealer to fix it up.  My face was another matter. 


Rebecca sat across from me and slowly unwound the
bandages, the blood soaked layers clinging to each other.  I hadn’t seen the
wound yet, as I’d been unconscious when arrested, and nobody had offered to
lend me a mirror since then, but I was pretty sure it was not an appealing
sight.  Her reaction told me more than enough about the wound to confirm my
suspicions.


“That bad?” I asked her, trying to sound lighthearted
at her flinching. I’m fairly positive she saw through my attempted joviality. 


“How are you able to think, let alone stand, or fight
and run?” she asked, fingers light as feathers as she cleaned my torn flesh. It
felt like a belt sander on high every time she pressed against the ruined
tissue to wipe it with a disinfecting pad.  


“Didn’t really have much choice.” I replied, trying
not to wince at every touch.  “Seriously, Rebecca, how bad is it? I haven’t
seen it yet.” My voice was a little shaky.


She sat back and looked at it.  “She tore half your
face off, Nate.” Got to appreciate a woman who will speak direct with you. “The
hospital patched most of it; I can see the stiches and flesh packs, but your
eye is gone and you’ll have some serious scarring.” She went back to cleaning
it, then carefully placed a few staples in my cheek. “Marshall broke some of
the stitches open, the bastard.”  A quick spray of disinfectant, and she
wrapped my face again carefully.  


“Guess my male modeling career is over.” I said with
an over the top dramatic tone, bringing a smile to her face.  


Standing up slowly, I pulled some clean clothes from
one of my bags.  “I need to wash up and then pass the fuck out.” I met her
gaze. “You know you can’t go anywhere or call anyone right now, right?  The
only safe place tonight is here.”


She nodded her understanding, looking a little lost as
the reality of the evening set in, as well as exhaustion as she came down from
her adrenaline high. Looking her over, I could see blood that had splattered
her clothes during the assault on the building, and falling out of a window
hadn’t done her skirt suit much good either. I handed her a t-shirt and pair of
shorts. “Why don’t you take the shower first though, since you’ll sleep better
if you clean up a bit before you crash.” I waved towards the bathroom. “Fair
warning though; the hot water only lasts a few minutes.”


She nodded her thanks, and disappeared into the
bathroom. Soon, I heard the water began running in the shower while I picked up
the mess left on the table from our emergency medicine session. Even with my
body swamped with pain, I was very much aware there was a beautiful woman naked
and covered in hot water not ten feet away from me, and trying to ignore it was
only focusing my mind on it.  It had been forever, since that night with Stacey
all those years ago. The more I was around this woman, the more desperate the
ache to be touched stabbed through my core.  I managed to force my mind onto
other things through sheer force of will, and by the time I finished cleaning
up and pulling out new clothes for myself she had emerged from the bathroom. 


All the traces of blood were gone from her skin and
her red hair was dark with water as it clung to her head. My clothes looked
huge on her, the t-shirt almost reaching her knees. Her legs were pale and
sleek with muscle as she walked across the room, absently rubbing a towel in
her hair.  As she neared me, I could smell the fresh scent of soap on her skin,
the ache in my center flaring bright again.  She handed my shorts back to me,
and looked down at the shirt I’d loaned her. “I think I’m all good in this
dress you loaned me.” She said lightly. “Although I’m not sure what to think of
a man who packs a dress when he’s off to fight evil….guess we all need to feel
pretty.”


I laughed as I walked to the bathroom.  “You should
see what I wear to tea parties, Agent Stevens.” I shut the door on her laugh
and stripped off my sweat and blood stained clothing.  Climbing into the shower
was pure fucking heaven, hot water rolling over my skin and washing away the
filth and blood, rinsing the horrors of the day away.  I had to be careful
around the bandages on my face, but the skin sealer Rebecca had sprayed over
the other injuries formed a waterproof covering, so they would be fine.  I
luxuriated for a few long and glorious minutes, but all too soon the hot water
turned cold, ending my brief blissful escape.  


Shutting off the water, I got out of the shower and
dried off as carefully as I could before slipping on clean shorts and pulling a
t-shirt over my head.  I tossed my used clothes into the refresher unit in the
bathroom, noting that Rebecca’s clothes were already inside.  The refresher
would run through the night, sonic vibrations shattering foreign substances
from the fibers of the clothes, leaving them clean and soft in the morning.  It
was a great way to clean blood from fabric, something that comes in very handy
if your life is like mine.


I opened the bathroom door, and limped across the room
towards the only bed.  Rebecca was standing in front of the window looking out
over the city with her back to me. “I hope you won’t think my offer to share my
bed with you is too forward.” She turned at the sound of my voice. “It’s all
there is, and you really don’t want to sleep on the floors in a place like
this.” The mystery stains covering the floor supported that claim with their
silent and disgusting presence.


She glanced at the small bed. “I can be an adult about
it if you can.”  Looking at me, she smiled. “Besides, in your condition, I
think I could probably kick your ass if you tried anything funny.”


I chuckled, and pulled the blankets back.  Dropping
one of the pillows in the center of the mattress, I pointed at the far half of
the bed. “Your side.” Then pointed at the closer half. “My side.” I flipped off
the lights and slipped under the covers, sighing in appreciation as the sheets
slid along my skin.  Laying down after a day like today was a feeling that
cannot be described in words.  I felt my muscles and mind releasing all the
tension and terror of the day, and I expected to be asleep in seconds.  Then
Rebecca slipped into the bed beside me, her skin and hair smelling clean and
feminine.  My pulse raced as her body heat pressed against my back like a
caress. Sleep seemed like a very far possibility now with my body energized
enough that I felt like shaking.


“Nathan?” Her voice was soft in the dark.


“Yeah?”


“What do we do now?” She sounded so small and lost.


“I don’t know.” I shifted a bit in the bed, moving my
face on the pillow to find the least painful position. “Sleep I guess, and try
to sort it all out in the morning.”


She sighed. “I’m not sure I can sleep after all that. 
I’m worried what my dreams will be like.”


I was quiet for a moment, then spoke in a reassuring
tone. “Close your eyes, Rebecca.  You’re safe here tonight; I won’t let
anything hurt you.” 


She snorted in amusement again. “That was the worst,
cheesy-est line I can imagine.” She shifted a bit towards me. “What b-rate
holo-vid did you steal that from?”


I smiled in the dark. “You’re too damn smart for your
own good, Agent Stevens.”  I closed my eye.  “Go to sleep; we’ll figure out
something together in the morning.” Darkness enveloped me in its cool embrace
as I fled my pain and worries, sinking quickly into my dreams.  I only woke
once, briefly, to the feel of soft skin against the length my leg and an arm
tossed over my waist.  Soft snoring sounded beside me in the dark.  My last
thoughts before drifting away again was how cute and oddly sensual it was to
see a woman in only a t-shirt.  I felt Rebecca’s bare thigh pressed against my
leg up to her hip, then I remembered that I’d seen her underwear in the
refresher unit that was still running in the bathroom. 


The night swallowed my conscious mind, and the wild
images filling it.











Chapter 5


 


Darkness enveloped the world around me, blanketing
everything like an inky soup.  A shapeless mist drifted everywhere, twinning
around me like a lover’s caress.  I felt like I should know the place I found
myself in, but there were no reference points anywhere, just fog and empty
blackness.  I stood in the empty space dressed only in a pair of leather
moccasins and a breechcloth, but I wasn’t cold at all. A strip of green leather
wrapped across my missing eye, covering the hole where it used to be.  I
strained to hear anything in the mist and darkness, but the only sound I could
hear was my pulse beating in my ears.


Movement caught the corner of my eye, but when I
turned to look there was nothing but more mist filling my view in any
direction. A flicker of motion caught the corner of my eye again, but trying to
see what it was yielded nothing but more darkness and vapor. I could feel the
presence of something moving around me in the void though, like an unseen shark
slicing through dark water before it strikes with teeth and fury.


“You cannot stop it without the Eye.” Echoed a deep,
raspy voice from right behind me.  I spun around to find the darkness still
empty all about me.


“The Eye is the key.” The voice said, drifting through
the emptiness around me.  There was nothing in sight, but since I could only
see a few feet into the blackness that didn’t mean something bad wasn’t nearby.



“What are you talking about?” I asked, watching for
movement with my peripheral sight as I slowly turned a circle.


“You cannot see what comes, and cannot stop it if you
lose sight of the Eye.” The voice changed in mid-sentence, morphing into the
high pitched giggle of a child.  


“What the hell do you want?” I called out into the
dark, slowly walking towards the last direction that I’d heard a voice come
from.


“To open Tulu’s passage.” Croaked the first scratchy
voice, the sound of it speaking causing a feeling like a million insect legs
crawling through my ears.


“No, to bar the way.” Whispered a crying woman’s voice
from the left. 


“The End.” Shouted a voice full of fear somewhere out
in the dark.


“To show the way.” Laughed the child’s voice as it
skipped past me on my blind side.  There was only empty blackness when I tried
to follow the sound; I was getting a little tired of being fucked with by then.


“Who are you?” I asked, turning a slow circle, wishing
I had a weapon in hand.


“The past.” Said the child. 


“The future.” A woman’s voice sang in the mist. 


“The lost.” A man said in a clipped British accent. 


“The Found and the Reaped.” Hissed the raspy voice
behind me again. I spun around again, expecting more empty void and mist. 


There was a hunched figure sitting there on the ground
behind me, squatting low on its heels with a hooded robe swallowing its entire
body. The thing’s face was shrouded in the deep shadow of its cowl, but the
hands protruding from the sleeves of the robe had only three fingers opposite a
too-long thumb.  They were scaled like a lizard’s, with several extra joints in
them, and were tipped with dark claws ending in points like needles.  Even with
its face lost in shadow, I could feel the thing’s gaze on me like the cold feel
of dead flesh.


I backed away slightly as it rose to its full height,
uncoiling to almost seven feet tall.  “What the fuck are you?” I asked, again
wishing for some kind of weapon to defend myself with.


It took a silent step towards me. “This one is a
harbinger of the Poisonous Doom, an acolyte of the Endless Hands, and a
messenger for the Lord and Master.” Another silent step, hands spread wide at
its sides.  “Where is the Eye, Sightless Father?”


“What the fuck are you talking about? What eye?” I
pointed to the hole in my face where my eye was missing from. “Are you talking
about this?”


“How can you find what you cannot see?” it hissed,
taking another step towards me.  Something that big really had no right to move
that lightly on its feet.


“Hey, asshat, I really have no idea what you’re talk…”
The thing shifted like a blur of light, rippling across the space between us
before I even registered it.  I felt hot agony pierce my chest and looked
down.  Three bony and scaled fingers jutted from my chest right where my heart
sat.  


The claws flexed a bit and I crumpled to my knees,
reaching to wrap my hands around the thing’s wrist just to hold myself up.  


“You are Found, Sightless Father.” Hissed the voice.
The fingers stabbing into my chest shoved me down on my back against the
ground, pinning me with impossible strength. It leaned forward, looming over my
prostrate form, the empty darkness of the cowl matching the blackness
surrounding us.


“You will be Reaped.”


 


**************************


 


I awoke to the feel of a hand on my chest in the dark.



Grabbing the wrist, I hurled myself up and rolled atop
my attacker.  I forced the hand I held over the figure’s head, pinning the body
beneath me while wrapping my other hand around its throat.


“Lights!” I shouted, activating the room’s overhead
illumination.


Rebecca lay trapped under me, her eyes wide with
fright.  I could feel her bare thighs on either side of my hips, the heat of
her body slowly leeching into mine. Her eyes were shockingly green this close
up, with flecks of golden amber scattered through them.  Her lips were a soft
and pale pink, and they parted slightly as I stared at them.


I met her gaze and saw shock and fear drift away, then
watched a growing heat replace them.  Her hips shifted slightly against mine,
and I froze, my mind blanking for a second under the assault on my senses by
the feel of her against me.  Then I released her throat and rolled off the bed
to my feet, breathing heavily.  I held up my hands, taking a feet steps back.


“Sorry about that.” I said, watching as she gathered
the blankets around her body and sat up.  She was watching me expressionlessly,
eyes bright in the dim light shed by the overhead lamp. “I just had the
weirdest fucking dream, and then you were touching me, and I forgot you were
here, so I just reacted. I didn’t mean to hurt…”


“Nathan.” She said softly, cutting me off.  “I’m fine.
You were talking in your sleep about finding an eye or something so I thought
I’d wake you up.” She brushed her hair back over an ear. “You seemed really
freaked out. Did you want to talk about it?”


I shook my head, turning away. “No, but thank you.” I
stepped quickly into the bathroom and ran water in the sink as cold as it would
go, then splashed it on the uninjured part of my face.  Despite the clock above
the sink telling me that about five hours had passed since I lay down to sleep,
I felt like I hadn’t rested at all. I heard the bed squeak as Rebecca got up
and followed me, standing mute behind me with the blanket still wrapped around
her shoulders.  “Just my subconscious fucking with me, I think.”


She didn’t speak for a moment.  “So what are we going
to do now?” She asked, still watching me expressionlessly.  


I leaned against the sink for a moment, thinking.
“Stacey is right in the middle of this shit.  I need to know what she is
doing.” My fingers were tight on the porcelain of the sink’s edge. “Then I’m
going to shove a monkey wrench sideways up the ass of whatever she has
planned.”


Rebecca snorted again.  “So, where do we start? I have
to admit I’m a little unfamiliar with applying plumber’s tools as
suppositories.” Her smile was infectious, even under the circumstances.  I
turned and sat on the counter while talking.


“Well, she seemed genuinely surprised to see me the
first time.  I’m pretty sure she thought I was dead.” I rubbed at the long scar
on my stomach through my shirt, remembering the icy edge of the knife she cut
me open with. “I figured she’d bail and move on after she fucked my face up.  I
didn’t expect her to crash the party at FSIS and make a mess like that.”  


Rebecca moved into the bathroom, and opened the
clothing refresher to pull out her stuff. “So why did she then?  She was saying
something about the person that saved you.” She lay my clothes on the counter beside
me. “What was all that about? Who’s Cain?”


I crossed my arms, and thought about what to tell her.
“Not all of it is my story to share, Rebecca.” I met her bright eyes as she
stood there waiting, and made a decision. “Get dressed, and I’ll tell you the
gist of it on the way.”


“Where are we going?” She asked.


I walked back into the bedroom, pulling my shirt off
over my head. “We are going to see a lady about sin.”


“What?” she asked from the bathroom, the rustle of
clothes muffling her voice a bit.


I tossed my clothes from the day before into my bag,
then pulled on a new pair of jeans and a green Valkyrie Inc. t-shirt. “We are
going to Vegas to talk to someone that might be able to get a message to Cain.”
I reached into the bottom of my bag and dug out my back-up pistol, a Hammershot
.62 caliber revolver with a two inch barrel. It only carried three shots, but
with a boost assisted bullet the size of my thumb, you didn’t need very many.
After dropping a handful of extra shells in my pocket, I was picking the black
stone knife up off of the table when Rebecca came out of the bedroom dressed
again in her skirt suit from the day before. 


Running her fingers through her hair she asked, “Don’t
you know how to get ahold of him? I thought he was supposed to be your mentor
or something.”


I looked down at the stone knife in my hand, my
stomach knotting at the living hunger seeping into my palm as I held it, then
shook my head, “We didn’t part on good terms.”


“But this person in Vegas will be able to get in touch
with him?” 


I nodded slipping the knife into my boot, wiping my
hand on my pants. “Belle has known Cain a long time; he has a soft spot for
her. If anyone will know how to reach him, she will.”


She picked up her gun from the table, holstered it and
said, “She’s going to be willing to help us?” 


Gathering up my bag, I gestured for her to exit the
room. “She owes me.” I glanced up and down the row of cars outside the hotel
looking for a likely ride. Choosing an older model from out of state, I forced
the lock open with my jam-key and tossed my bag in the back seat. She climbed
in beside me as I started it. “The last time she and I met, I kept a secret for
her from Cain that she would definitely prefer he not learn about.” I backed
the vehicle out of the spot and headed towards the highway, struggling a bit at
first with my newly blind side.


She twisted in her seat to face me. “What was the
secret?”


I wove the vehicle into traffic, set the cruise
control for just below the speed limit, and then sat back in the seat. “Cain
brought me to Vegas with him for a job Belle had tipped him off about.  It
involved a cult sacrificing prostitutes all over the city, ritualistically
killing about 6 women before we got brought in. Belle is into a lot of things,
as you’ll see when we get to her place, but Cain has a blind spot when it comes
to her. I figured out during the job that the ‘cult’ was just her thugs getting
rid of the competition’s working girls so she could improve her control over
the market and boost her profits. She used us to clean up her mess and he was
too busy making goo-goo eyes at her to notice.”


“How the hell did he miss that?” she asked. 


“Well, like I said, he has a blind spot for her. 
After all, they’ve been lovers for over two thousand years.”


Her mouth dropped open in shock. “Two thousand years?”


I nodded, changing lanes. “Cain and Belle are
both…unique individuals. As I said before, there are some secrets that aren’t
mine to share. But, I will tell you what I can. It’s probably best if I start
where I came into the picture.” I looked at her and asked, “You’re onboard with
the concept of the entire universe at war, right?”


She shrugged and said, “It all seems a little crazy,
but given the things I have seen in the past day, I am inclined to keep an open
mind.”


“Good.” I said nodding. “You’re going to need it. I
assume you have read the file on me by now?” I looked at her.


She watched traffic passing by and replied, “That’s
part of my job. Or was part of my job.  I don’t even know what the hell I am
anymore, besides freaked out.”  She glanced at me. “But, yes, before Marshall
dragged me in to talk to you, I looked through your file.”


“Okay, then I won’t bore you with details you already
know. After leaving the military I took up mercenary work, using the different
skills I’d picked up to earn a living all over the solar system. Then the
ball-less politicians in Geneva got nervous and passed the universal
Anti-Mercenary Laws which put a lot of us out of business, all through the
galaxy. So I came home without any job prospects, and not very much money saved
away. After a while a friend of mine put me onto a gig with a museum providing
security for one of their field teams heading into Central America.”


“I knew all that, it was in your file.” She replied,
taking off her shoes and tucking her legs under herself.


“Well,” I continued, “I flew down to a tiny ass
Central American country-I mean its small enough that it’s not even on all the
maps-caught a jeep ride to the base camp, and then spent three days stomping through
the jungle to get to the actual dig site.” I glanced at her, and saw she was
staring at me expressionlessly again. “I remember thinking it was really weird,
right from the start. We walked out of the jungle to where they were working in
a clearing and saw a temple. You know the kind? The multi-tiered ziggurat
temples that are on all of the postcards for the region.”


She nodded, so I went on. “Well, this one looked like
someone tried to bury it a really long time ago, and I don’t mean bury it just
a little bit. They dug a hole, knocked over hundreds of thousands of metric
tons of stone, and then tried to bury the whole fucking thing.”


“Wow.” She said, “That’s a big hole.”


I laughed, “It was; someone went to a lot of effort to
make sure that place never saw the light of day again.  Then we come along. The
place was crawling with people working on excavating it. Dozens of local
workers were all being directed by a handful of museum staff as they went about
their tasks, digging holes, moving piles of dirt, and other archeological shit.
I thought it looked like a pretty big undertaking for so few people, but then
again, what the hell did I know. I was just a dumb grunt hired to keep them
alive.”


I reached back behind the seat and grabbed a bottle of
pills and my water bottle from my bag, offering the water to Rebecca, who shook
her head no. Popping a few pain killers into my mouth, I took a sip of water to
wash them down and continued, “So I went and found the commander of the
security forces, who turned out to be a retired Colonel from the Space and Air
Forces named James Hall. He was kind of obnoxious and loud, but he knew his job
and wasn’t the worst person I’d worked for over the years. He assigned me to a
shift rotation, covered all the rules and regulations, and told me to get the
fuck out of his office.” She chuckled at that. “Like I said, he was kind of an
ass.”


I drank some more water. “So, I settled into my work.
Most of the guys I worked with were okay, pretty much just guys like me, you
know? Former combat troops drawn from every branch of service, including some
foreign ones. The work was pretty standard from day to day, boring guard shift
shit mostly, but there were a few exciting moments.  The country we were in had
no real military power, so there was a fair bit of criminal element ranging
around out there in the bush.  Drug lords, gun smugglers, human trafficking;
the usual bad shit in poor places.”


“So, how did you meet Stacey?” Rebecca asked, her head
resting against her seat, green eyes staring at me through her glasses.


“Well, that was one of those exciting moments I was
talking about.” I shifted lanes as a police car zipped by, growing nervous for
a moment until he was gone. “The camp was attacked by some smugglers looking
for an easy score.  It was about a mile away from the dig site, and they
figured they could snatch whatever artifacts there were, grab up the people
working there, and ransom all of it to the museum for a shitload of money.”


“I’m guessing it didn’t work out that way then?” She
asked, a grin pulling at the corner of her mouth.


I laughed. “Not really.  We shot a bunch of them, and
scattered the rest of them into the bush.  Guys like that don’t really have
much stand up fight in them when faced with a more powerful opponent, they are
used to robbing the poor and weak.  So, we chase them off and I think they are
all gone when someone started shouting that a museum staffer was still missing,
and that she’d been alone out at the dig site.  We ran all the way out there
and found a dark haired woman bent over working on something in one of the
dozens of holes they’d dug up in the ground.  She must have been really
focused, because she didn’t even notice the thug with the machete sneaking up
behind her.”



“I had no shot on him where he was; if I fired I might have hit the girl.  So I
just ran as hard as I could and crashed into him, pitching us both ass over end
into the hole next to her.  The fucker tried to use his blade on me, but he
wasn’t very good with it.  Afterwards, I’m standing there looking down at his
body and she tells me that I can’t just leave him there because he’s bleeding
all over her work site.  Then she calmly insisted that I move him at once.”


Rebecca was laughing.  “So, she wasn’t always the
crazy, evil villainess type?”


“No, she wasn’t.” I smiled at the memory. “She was
standing there, staring at me imperiously with her hands on her hips, and was
quite serious in her demands.  I had no clue how to respond.  Here I was, still
fairly new on the job, covered in blood, with the prettiest girl I’d seen in
forever angry with me for getting her work site dirty while saving her life.  I
started laughing; I couldn’t help it.  She got super pissed at me for a minute,
then started laughing as well.  After that, we pretty much spent all our free
time together.  She was smart, funny, sexy as hell, and goofy in the cutest
way.  We hit it off really well, and before I knew it, she’d convinced me that
we should just get married right there in the jungle.”


“So everything was good at first?” 


“Yes, and no.” I replied. “She was amazing, and I was
blown away that she would want to be with someone like me, but it wasn’t always
roses.  She had a way of focusing her entire mind on things that caught her
attention. I guess it must have been her career training and experience, but
whenever she did it, she would stop paying attention to anything else for
days.  She’d forget to eat, hardly sleep or bathe, and would barely speak to
anyone-including me.  It bothered me, but then she’d come out of it like
someone waking up, and she’d be her bright and beautiful self again.  I tried
not to let it get to me, especially since she always showered me with affection
and attention when she came out of her fugue state.” I smiled ruefully at
Rebecca. “It was just impossible to stay mad at her.”


“You seem to be able to stay mad at her now.” She
teased wryly.


I grunted. “Well, things change.  It started when she
found a hidden room in one of the hunks of tomb they were digging up.    I was
off duty that day, so I went inside with her, partly out of curiosity, but
mostly because I had a really bad feeling about that place and didn’t want her
inside it all alone. Going inside was like climbing into a grave.  It was
freezing in there, even though the weather outside was sweltering, and I swear
it felt like we were in a vast and empty space much larger than it should have
been.  It felt kind of like floating in zero-g out in space.  But the lights
showed a room about twenty feet across and just as wide. It was covered with
really weird symbols, all hacked deeply into the stone, like someone was super
pissed off when they were carving them. Looking at them made you dizzy and sick
to your stomach, kind of like vertigo, but she seemed fascinated from the
second she went inside.  She spent the better part of a week inside that place,
electric lights glaring all over the walls, and refused to leave for anything. 
I brought her food and slept just outside the doorway waiting on her.” I shook
my head at the memory. “My boss was pissed at first that I was missing shifts,
but then he went in the hole.  He came out five minutes later, told me to take
whatever time I needed to, then walked away talking to himself.”


“What happened then?” Rebecca asked.


“She found a book.” I replied sadly.


“A book? About what?” 


“It was a small thing, about the size of your two
hands spread out together.” I held up my hands to demonstrate. “She was like a
little girl on Christmas when she found it, giggling in excitement and
clutching the book to her chest like it was the most valuable thing in all the
world.  I thought she might be back on Earth with me when she came out of the
hole, but she barely looked at me before rushing off to our tent and pulling it
closed behind her.” I sighed as I continued. “She was so far gone in there that
she didn’t even respond when I tried to talk to her or touched her.  The only
time she showed any response was when I touched the book she had spread out in
front of her.”


“What did she do?” Rebecca’s voice was subdued as she
sat there listening to me, her bright eyes still staring at me.


“She freaked the fuck out, like hardcore freaked the
fuck out.  Started screaming at me and throwing things.  She chased me out of
our tent, our home really, shrieking at me to get out and stay away from it.” 
We were coming up on Reno now so I took the exit heading southeast to Vegas.


“Wow.” Said Rebecca. “What did you do then?”


“Well, she tied the tent closed, so my options were to
wait it out or cut my way into the damn thing. So, I went back to work.  I told
my boss that I wanted as many shifts as I could have till things calmed down. 
The whole camp was freaked out by this time; there were a few fights, and then
most of the locals just disappeared one night.  I mean, they were there at bed
time, but in the morning they were all gone and their stuff was missing too. 
None of the security watches or cameras saw any of them leaving; they just
fucking vanished.  Things gradually got worse over the next few weeks. It was
like a heavy cloud of fear settled over everything, making everyone jumpy and
twitchy.  Honestly, it was like the world was holding its breath, waiting for
something horrible to happen.  Even the museum staffers started to freak out a
bit, refusing to go into the dig sight.  They complained of hearing weird
sounds and seeing shadows moving while they were underground.”


“What were you doing during all this?” Rebecca asked,
pushing her hair over her ear.


I laughed darkly. “Mostly just working till I was
exhausted and then collapsing on a cot in the guard shack.  I only tried to
talk to Deidre…Stacey… once during that time.  I went to our tent and called
out her name, but there she didn’t answer. The tent was dark, and all I could
hear was a murmuring sound like a guttural whisper, but just faint enough that
I couldn’t make out what it was saying.  I thought I was imagining things, and
that she had to be sleeping finally.  After a while of standing there looking
pathetic, I walked away and went back to work.”


“So, what changed it all? The report had pictures of
the dig site all smashed up and there was blood everywhere.” She adjusted her
glasses on her nose, those green eyes never leaving my face.


“I was exhausted, walking back from a two day patrol
shift checking over the site’s perimeter in the jungle and there she was,
standing there, waiting for me in the dark.  She was wrapped in some kind of
long jacket that covered her to her knees, her hair flowing free like a dark
cloud around her head.  She was walking bare foot through the undergrowth
towards me, and her hands were light and warm as she touched my face without
saying a word.  I could see her in her eyes when she looked at me, dark eyes
full of life and love again.”  I paused, remembering the touch, still able to
remember, to almost feel the relief that washed over me when she smiled at me.
“She took me by the hand and led me back to our tent, and dropped the coat
behind her as she went in.  The only thing she was wearing were a bunch of
symbols painted all over her in a splash of vibrant blues and purples, and reds
and black.  It flowed sinuously around her curves, highlighting everything
about her body in a breath taking display of flesh.” I looked at the woman
beside me. “Honestly, it was sexy as fuck, and scary as hell at the same time.”


I could hear Rebecca’s breathing deepening as I spoke.
“She sat me in this old metal tub we kept in the room, an aluminum thing that
had to be at least fifty years old, and spilled hot water over my skin washing
me clean of the sweat and dirt from the jungle.  There was some kind of herb
floating in the water, broken little pieces of leaves drifting on the surface.
I felt my muscles relaxing and my worries drifting away as she touched me, like
she was washing all the hurt and pain away at the same time. Once I was clean,
she pulled me up from the tub, and dried me slowly, stopping to kiss me while
she worked.”  I swallowed the spike of loneliness I felt as I remembered. “She
told me over and over how sorry she was, that she had just lost herself in the
amazing find.  It was a career and life changing find for someone in her field,
after all.  She begged me to forgive her, to let her make it up to me, then
asked me what I thought of her body paint, explaining that it was an old
tradition in the region.”


“What was it for?” Rebecca asked softly, caught up in
the story.


“That was my question.  She told me that the women
would paint themselves like this on their wedding nights to attract the
blessings of the spirits on their union.  It was supposed to bring good luck to
people starting a new life together.” I grunted. “She said that was what she
really wanted, to start a new life with a clean slate for us.  She pushed me
back to the bed, smiling the whole time, and asked if I was still hers.”


The silence stretched for a moment as I thought about
that night. “What happened then?” Rebecca said, shifting slightly on the seat.


I laughed. “Hah! Like you don’t know?”  I looked at
her and watched the blush climbing up her cheeks. “She fucked the hell out of
me.  I mean our sex life was never boring. She was a passionate and adventurous
woman, but that night, it was like she was starving for something.  She drove
us higher and higher, pushing our bodies past whatever we’d had before.  She
was wild, scratching and biting me, screaming so loud I worried that the other
people in camp would think I was murdering her or something.” 


Rebecca laughed, and then covered her mouth. “Sorry. 
Go on, please.”


I smiled. “You sure? You seem to be having some
trouble over there.”


She swatted me on the arm. “Just finish your damn
story.”


Shrugging, I went on. “Well, it’s much less fun at the
end.  She curled close to me that night and we fell asleep.  I felt great;
tired and sore, sure, but I had my wife back, so life was looking pretty damn
good in my eyes. Then I woke up alone in the bed. It was still dark outside,
the interior of the tent was swallowed up in shadows and silence, and when I
called out for her she wasn’t there.  I was starting to worry a little, trying
to convince myself that she had just gotten up for the restroom or something
when I heard the screams and muffled pops of gunfire. I hurled myself out of
bed and grabbed my weapons, not even slowing to pull on anything over the
shorts I had slept in.”


“Fashionable.” Rebecca teased.


“Very much so.” I smiled at her, grateful to lighten
the moment a little. “So I go crashing out of the tent and through the bush
nearly naked, running towards the sounds of shooting and pain, my only thoughts
are to find my wife and keep her safe. Sweat was pouring off me in the night,
the heat was slapping against me just as oppressive and heavy as it was during
the day. Getting closer to the sounds, I was expecting trouble, like an army of
drug smugglers attacking the camp or something.”


“What I found was much worse.” 


I swallowed as memories flooded into my mind, feeling
the heat, hearing the screams, smelling the blood in the air. “When I reached
the sounds, they were coming from the main dig site.  There were bodies
everywhere, people torn open and scattered like broken dolls with bodies bent
at wrong angles.  Weird, sickening green light poured from one of the holes in
the ground, spilling out from a stone doorway exposed in the dirt. It was
writhing around like a living thing, swelling and thrashing its way into the
world through the stone door. The shit was leaking everywhere, slithering
across the ground in snake-like tendrils, looking and hunting for something. 
Several of my coworkers were firing their weapons into the light, hammering the
doorway and tentacles of light with heavy caliber rounds that had absolutely
zero effect on anything.  I saw one of the weird light appendages reach out and
snag a gunman, wrapping around him as it gathered him into the air.  Then he
started screaming.  It twisted and pulled and yanked on him with sickening pops
of breaking bones, shaking him like a dog on a rat, and then it dropped him to
the ground.  He just lay there, unmoving, staring at me as brains and blood
leaked out of his ears.”


“Holy shit.” Rebecca whispered aghast. “What did you
do?”


“I was freaking the fuck out, because I had no idea
where Deirdre…Stacey…or whatever the fuck she is calling herself now...I had no
clue where she was.  I was looking for her, dodging around those reaching and
grasping things; I knew touching one of them meant I would die. Then I saw her,
standing unmoving in the center of the maelstrom of green light pouring out of
the ground.  She was still naked, still covered in the body paint but with the
green light shining everywhere, the lines wrapping around her body looked
horrifying. It was like her flesh wasn’t human anymore, like it was shifting
and slipping around and resetting itself in a fashion that was wrong, that was
somehow alien to our world.  I screamed her name, racing towards her when one
of the arms of light caught me, yanking me off my feet and dangling me in the
air as I flailed around uselessly.  I figured I was DRT-dead right there-but
rather than crushing the life out of me, the fucking thing wrapped me up and
held me like that, trapping me in loops of light that were harder and stronger
than any steel cables I’d ever felt.” 


The taste of that night’s desperation was a bitter
thing to recall. “It made me watch as all the people I’d lived and worked with
for nearly a year were slaughtered like animals by the thing in the door, then
it dragged the bodies across the ground and I watched them being swallowed
through the stone portal in the ground. I have no idea what happened to the
remains after they went through and into the light, but I don’t think it was
anything good.”


I took a sip of water to wet my lips, then carried on
with my story. “After everyone was gone, Stacey comes walking towards me, her
skin bright and clean now without any trace of the paint or blood from the
night.  She looked at me hanging helpless in the air, and smiled. She looked
like herself again, but fuck me, there was something wrong with her eyes. 
Crazy almost boiled out of them as she looked at me expectantly, the green light
washing across her face making the scene even more fuck up.”


Rebecca laughed. “I saw some of the crazy when I met
her the other night.”


“Yeah, but it was raw that first night, like an angry
wound.  When you saw her the other night, she was rather composed by
comparison.”


“I don’t believe that.” 


I laughed darkly. “Really? She started telling me all
about the amazing truth she had discovered in that damn book she’d found, about
how the world would end in pain and death and fire.  She ran her hands over my
face lovingly again as she ranted, telling me that she knew how to save
everyone, and that she would protect me from all the evil coming. Looking down
at her, I saw my boss, Colonel Hall laying at the edge of the doorway on his
back. His chest was hacked open and his ribs were broken outwards exposing an
empty, gory hole where his heart should me.  A bloodied knife lay beside him,
and I realized it was my fucking knife.”


Rebecca was quiet beside me as I continued. “Stacey
followed my gaze and saw what I was looking at, her face going expressionless
as she asked me if I liked what she had done for me, telling me how she had
used someone she knew I disliked to open the doorway for one of the Master’s
many Hands to reach out and into our world. She said she did it because she
loved me so much. I looked around at all the death and horror this beautiful
woman had let loose, then I told her that she was a fucking crazy bitch and was
not the woman I’d thought she was. I ranted and said that I didn’t love her
anymore and never would again.” I went quiet as I remembered the tears that
poured down her face at my words.


“What happened then?” Rebecca prodded gently.  


“She just stared at me crying for what seemed like
forever, then walked over to the body at the edge of the door and bent over to
pick up the knife.  I was struggling by then, not that it was doing me a damn
bit of good, because I was still hanging there helpless when she came back over
to me.  She just stared at me for a moment, then told me that she would do one
last thing for me, one thing to repay the good I brought into her life.  She
said she would spare me the suffering that was going to come to the world, and
then she stabbed me in the belly and sliced me open.”  I glanced at Rebecca’s
wide eyes. “I’d been hurt many times before, even badly, but fuck me that was
the worst thing I’d ever felt in my life. I felt my insides pour out, screaming
as they pulled and jerked, then crying out again as the tendril of light
dropped me in a heap on the ground. She squatted down beside me, looking down
and watching me trying to hold everything in while gasping like a fish out of
water from the pain. Dropping the knife, she touched my cheek softly and told
me that now I knew what she felt when I told her I didn’t love her anymore, and
that I understood what it meant to have someone tear your guts out.”


“Fuck.” Rebecca said, staring at me horrified.


“Then she stood up and walked away, leaving me to die
in that rotten jungle.  The last thing I remember before passing out was seeing
a piece of the light from the door break off and drift towards her as the rest
of the light faded away and the door went dark again.  It formed a translucent
shape beside her, something like a man, but with a large tail instead of legs
holding it up as it fell in next to her.  I’m not even really sure I saw it…I
could have been hallucinating from the pain by then.  After that, everything
went dark, and all I remember is pain searing my abdomen as I slipped into
unconsciousness.”


The vehicle interior was silent as I finished
speaking, the wind rushing by the window the only sound.  Then the woman beside
me spoke softly. “I saw the scar on your stomach when I was helping treat your
other wounds…she damn near cut you in half, Nathan. How did you survive
something like that?”


“Luck, mostly.” I would have had to turn my head to
see her face, but her pity was pretty clear in her tone of voice. “I woke up
sometime later, I don’t know how long I was out, but when I woke up all my
wounds were bandaged and I was lying in a tent somewhere.  I was in terrible
pain, but at least my insides were back on the inside where they belonged.” I
snorted with dark humor, glancing at the pretty redhead beside me. “It’s the
little things in life we take for granted, really.”


“How did you get there?” She asked, resting her head
against her seat again as she listened to me.


“Cain.” I replied simply, then elaborated. “Turns out
he was in the area after hearing on the grapevine what the museum was digging
up down there in the jungle.”


“Did he know what it all was?” She sat up straighter
as we discussed my mentor.


I shrugged. “I’m never really sure exactly what Cain
knows; he’s been around for a really long fucking time, and been on the
frontlines of this war for most of that time.  He came down there looking for a
way to prevent the expedition from getting into the site at all, but he didn’t
make it in time. I guess he found me laying there slowly bleeding to death when
he came out of the jungle, and dragged me off to see if he could learn what
happened.  After putting me back together, he searched for any other survivors,
but Stacey was apparently very thorough in her extermination of the
expedition.”


“What’s he like?” Rebecca asked with obvious interest.


“Normal, actually.” I laughed a little. “I woke up in
some strange place, and I didn’t know what to expect when he came into the tent
and stood there looking at me.  He was a smaller man with short brown hair and
brown eyes, his face smooth shaven and a pair of simple wire rimmed glasses
sitting on his face.  If anything, I thought he looked like a third grade math
teacher.” She chuckled a bit at that. 


“Then he sat down and started to talk.  He explained
the war to me, about the different factions involved and some of their goals
and desires.  He told me that everyone responds differently to the discovery
that their world is a cheap mask hiding the evil of reality. Some break and go
mad, some kill themselves, while others hide away from the horrors or even join
the evil like Stacey did, collaborating to survive.  A few, however, refuse to
surrender to the darkness they find themselves face-to-face with, and fight
back in whatever ways they can.”  I paused my story to look at her.  “You’re
one of those ones kind; a fighter.”


A blush crept back into her cheeks, and she brushed
her hair back over her ear unnecessarily.  I wondered if women know how
adorable that makes them.


I cleared my throat and went on, ignoring my suddenly
itchy fingers and their desire to touch her hair. “Cain talked for what felt
like hours, answering whatever questions I had, of which there were plenty as
I’m sure you can relate.” She nodded, smiling faintly. “Then he had me tell him
everything about what had happened at the dig site the day before, making me go
over it all several times.  I talked till my voice was cracking before he was
satisfied that he had all the details from me.”


“What happened after that?” Rebecca asked.


“He offered me a choice, to be one of the people who
slink off and cry when the boogeymen come out of the night, or to be one of the
people who step up and give the boogeymen a kick in the junk for being
assholes.” I smiled at her snort. “You can guess which route I chose. After a
few days to rest and heal up a little more, we left and went to his home.” I
shook my head at the hungry gleam of interest in her eyes. “I won’t tell you
where it is, so don’t ask, Agent Stevens.  Let’s just say there are a lot of
mountains around it.”


“It took months for me to finish healing from what
Stacey did to me. Turns out I had some weird-ass infection from the whole
thing, not really surprising given the things touching me that night.  But once
I finished healing, Cain started to train me in what he felt were the most
appropriate skills for a person new to this line of work. The stuff he knew was
just mind blowing; you’ve seen my resume and file, so you should understand
some of the training I received over the years.” I turned my head to look at
her, and she nodded. “I’ve had the pleasure of training under some of the most
talented warriors and killers of our time when I was in the war, men whose
brilliance in battle was like magic.  Cain, so slight and unassuming looking,
makes them all seem like little boys out in the yard playing war with sticks.”


“He’s that good?” She asked disbelievingly.


“Better.  He understands more weapons than I do words,
and has forgotten more about hand to hand combat than I have learned in my
whole life.  I quickly found myself getting handled like a four year old girl
by this man nearly half my size.  He was a wizard at fighting, a master
craftsman of death. Day in day out, we were training to build up my strength
and skill.  I felt like I knew nothing compared to him when we started, and I
still felt that way after training under him for almost two years.”  I shook my
head, grinning at the memories. “Cain is like an encyclopedia of violence; just
flip to a fucking page and learn. It was amazing.”


“You trained for two years with him? Why so long?”


“Well, to be honest, I lost track of time.  All I
could think about for a while was finding Stacey and getting some payback, but
that was all twisted up with my desire to save her and still loving her, so
those thoughts went nowhere that wasn’t super depressing.  Mostly, I was angry,
like really, really, pissed off.  I’d finally found a measure of peace and
happiness in this fucked up universe, and it turns out to only be a prelude to
a gigantic ass raping by uncaring malign powers I’d never even heard of before
then.  Discovering that my life meant nothing, and that my pain and loss were
nothing but a fucking key for someone to crash the party was heartrending.  I
was pissed, and I wanted to smack the ever-living shit out of every single damn
one of the cosmic douche-hats that was responsible.  Cain was my way in, my
door and my path to where and what I wanted to be.” 


Rebecca was silent, so I went on. “He had the
knowledge I needed, and not just concerning ways of breaking things, but books,
holo-files, scrolls, just…everything.  Training under him included learning all
the book shit he felt I needed to know.  I knew I’d have time to find Stacey
once I’d gotten myself more prepared for another confrontation, and until then
I was content to sponge every bit of information on the enemy that I could get
from a source who’d been around long enough to see most of it unfold.” I
laughed softly. “Two years barely scratched the surface of the slightest
fraction of his knowledge.”


“What did you do afterwards?” I heard her shifting a
bit and turned to watch her adjust her shapely legs.  


Trying to ignore the very distracting image her thighs
in stockings made, I focused on the road ahead and replied. “He decided that
two years of training was enough, and it was time I did a job with him.”


“A job? I’m just going to guess that you weren’t
fixing the sink or moving a couch.” She smiled as she teased me lightly.


I shook my head. “Nope, it was much worse than that.
See, sometime way the fuck back in the years gone by, Cain won a name for
himself during the never ending civil war between the Fey.”


“Wait, Fey. I know that one! Like elves and fairies,
and…other stuff with wings?” She said exuberantly. 


“Exactly, and I knew you were a fantasy nerd.” I
laughed when she pushed my shoulder, the winced as the staples in my back
pulled tight. “There are a lot of stories of these things floating around, but
the Fey are not what those tales want you to think, not at all. Most are not
friendly or cuddly and soft, and almost all of them despise us humans as a
‘lesser’ species that should be in a zoo where our poo-flinging can be properly
contained. The few I’ve dealt with make most of the Legionnaires I fought
alongside look as soft as cookie-dough.  That first job with Cain, I met some
of the hardest fuckers you can imagine.”


“Who were they?”


“First you have to understand something about the
Fey.  The only thing they hate more than us, is each other.”


“I don’t understand.” Rebecca said.


“It’s actually pretty simple, and yet extremely
complicated, just like everything else in this line of business.  Think of it
this way.  The Fey are all one big family, a dozen or so different races and
clans, but all still centrally linked.  Back while humans were busy trying to
figure the whole ‘fire-burn’ thing, they had massive cities whose dimensional
passageways could take you anywhere.  You literally could walk around our world
in a day if you knew the paths, or cross the stars at a whim and see countless
other worlds.”


“That sounds amazing.”


I nodded. “Soon enough, however, we humans started
getting all uppity with the talking and building villages and shit.  That was
too much for most of the Fey, after all, monkeys belong in cages, not sharing
your house. The majority wanted to wipe out the vermin crawling in their walls,
so to speak, but there were a small minority that felt all life in the world
deserved a chance to grow and thrive. They argued about it for eons, and then
it came to blows between the two groups when neither side would compromise.
That war is still going on today, nearly a hundred thousand years later, if in
a more confined capacity.”


“Wait, they’ve been fighting a war for a hundred
millennia over that? Why? And what happened to all their grand cities you
described?”  She was furrowing her eyebrows at me while speaking, which was
damn cute; not that I’d tell her that.


“Well, they are a really stubborn bunch of assholes,
and I mean like really, really, really stubborn.” I reached out and fiddled
with the navigation system, which showed me we still had a few hours to our destination
as traffic began to slow. “Once they set their minds on something, they stay
with it till the bitter end, no matter the cost in time or blood. Besides, that
fight had been brewing for a very long time; humanity was just the spark on the
fuse that set it off.” She was silent as she sat there thinking about my words.
“See, they were divided into two drastically differing groups, but were still
matched in power almost perfectly, so the first few years of the war were
cataclysmic on a nearly indescribable scale. They almost destroyed everything.”


“Everything?” She asked, confusion in her tone.


“Everything. Okay, more history time. First,
understand that I don’t believe in God…despite Cain’s assertions otherwise, I
still believe that God, the Devil and all their servants are just additional
factions in the massive dustup going on, each with their own agendas that may
help us or fuck us in the end.  Either way, I don’t trust any of it.  That
said, think back to your Sunday school days as a child; how many times did God
destroy everything early on?  I remember it being more than once, but I’m
referencing a particular time frame…around 1500 B.C. when ‘The dead tremble
under the waters and their inhabitants. Sheol is naked before God, and Abaddon
has no covering’.  That’s the same time frame that Plato gave when he discussed
the vanishing of Atlantis.”


“Wait….Atlantis?” Rebecca sounded surprised.


“Yes, where did you think I was going with that
story?” I looked at her, and went on. “The early tribes in the Middle East
built stunningly complicated examples of architectural engineering literally a
fuckton of years before modern construction could, and produced things that we
still cannot match today, and we can travel the stars now!  There was a reason
for that; the Fey helped them, in particular a family of them known as
Atlanteans. Given their proximity to Mesopotamia, they had lived in close
proximity with humanity for much longer than the other members of the Fey.
After a few clashes with the nearby tribes of man, they had developed a more
altruistic relationship.  They became mentors and guides, teachers and
shepherds guiding the younger species towards a more positive future. Humanity
flourished under their watch.”


“Of course, to the other side’s viewpoint, this was
beyond unacceptable and bordered on blasphemy, so they took steps.  Using dark
magic powered by enough human blood to float a ship on, they hurled their anger
at Atlantis, shattering the island home of their enemy and casting the
inhabitants into unknown parts of the Void. They made a mistake in their anger
by attacking so directly though, as the Atlanteans were not defenseless.  Even
as they were destroyed and scattered, their own magic and technology enacted a
terrible reckoning on their attackers, smashing their homes and strongholds
apart in return. The aftershocks of these actions decimated the region, killing
millions and setting humanity back thousands of years, all while grinding the
Fey’s own war into a slow-burning, cold-war conflict where open clashes became
rare in the extreme.”


“Time passed, but there were still a few races left in
the ‘exterminate mankind’ camp that remained openly hostile, one of which had
taken the name ‘čelik džudžinja’, a Macedonian phrase that roughly
translated to Elves of the Iron.  What is important about that name is the iron
part. See, one of the things the legends got right was that weapons made of
iron are an anathema to the Fey, causing wounds that will literally burn their
flesh.  Hurt them enough with iron, and their bodies burst into flame and burn
like paper.”


“Wow, that’s crazy.” Rebecca whispered.


“I know, it’s a pretty wild thing to imagine.  Now,
knowing that, picture an race that bursts into flame fi they touch too much
iron, and entire race-men, women, children-that says fuck it and wears armor
made of steel and wields weapons made of the same stuff, uncaring of the pain
or the danger to themselves.”


“They didn’t!” she exclaimed.


I nodded. “As crazy as it sounds, they did, and it
terrified the other Fey and humans.  They became legends almost overnight,
madness mad manifest.  It didn’t hurt that they were very, very good with their
weapons. They would have been easily faced down by their enemies if they were
raving savages, but they were a disciplined and regimented force.  These were
the people that Alexander the Great built his empire to defend against, knowing
he would need a truly massive force to deter them from action. And it worked,
after a fashion, and only for a time. Following his death at Babylon, the Iron
Elves moved in to destroy what remained of the Macedonian people as an example
to the rest of mankind.”


“Still with me?” I asked her.  


She nodded, and brushed her hair back behind an ear
again. “Yeah, it’s just a lot to process.  I remember learning about all that,
Alexander the Great, Babylon and the rest, just nothing about the Fey.  I’m
trying to accept that most of what I know about everything is incomplete at
best, and outright wrong at worst.” She frowned. “Part of me just doesn’t want
to believe it, but after what I’ve seen, I don’t really know what to feel or
think yet.”


I looked at her, and nodded. “That’s how it is,
unfortunately.  I’m sorry it’s so abrupt for you; when it happened to me I at
least had some time to adjust to the idea and the best guide you can imagine
for the new territory you’re going through now. I wish it didn’t have to be so
much so soon for you.”


She smiled at me, and touched me lightly on the
forearm.  “I think you are doing just fine at filling me in.  It’s just hard to
accept some of it, but if I believe any of it, shouldn’t I believe all of it? 
She was staring at me again. “At least I didn’t have go through everything that
you did at the beginning.”


I grunted in agreement. “There is that.” Clearing my
throat, I continued. “Anyways, it’s here that our story circles back around to
my point, which was Cain.  See, he’d been around for a really long time already
by the point the Fey decided to destroy Macedonia.  He’d watched the Fey’s war
develop and devolve into the overwhelming blood fest it became and had done
what he could to prevent too much destruction from harming humanity.  It didn’t
amount to much, but thus far he hadn’t taken direct action to stop the Fey.”


“Why not?” Rebecca asked.


“The Fey are different from the other enemies we
face.  They aren’t some weird and foreign alien trying to make a giant smoothie
out of our universe; they’re native to our world. The Fey evolved and lived on
our planet for eons till they wiped themselves and their legacies out. Since
they are native to our world, Cain felt they didn’t violate the terms of his
crusade.”


“Crusade?”


“Without going too much into it, Cain feels he is on a
holy mission to purge the influence of the enemy from our world, no matter what
form he finds it taking when it slips into our reality.  He typically ignores
the affairs of mankind and other Earthly denizens unless there is no other
choice.  With Fey moving in to wipe out the only bastion of civilization in the
era, he felt there wasn’t a choice, so he went out to meet their armies.  The
Iron Elves had gathered a fairly impressive following amongst the other Fey by
this point, since military strength was a pretty universally respected
attribute among their kind.  Only a few of the other Fey gathered to prevent
the impending slaughter of men by their kindred; their small army had very
little chance of success against the horde that was arrayed against them.  Then
Cain showed up, alone, riding slowly through their camp on a horse.”


“He rode across their camp and out into the chosen
battlefield without saying a word, right up to the very front of the Iron Elves’
battle formation, and then stopped.  He sat there calmly for a while, and then
announced his terms.  Direct combat between champions would decide the
conflict.  Cain would champion humanity and their allies, but instead of a
single foe, he demanded the Iron Elves send him ‘ten upon ten’ opponents to
face; that’s one hundred Elves.  The army in front of him was stunned, and then
laughed, nearly a quarter million Fey raising their voices to mock this plain
human male before them.  The Fey general, and impressive figure in shining
steel sent out a single ordinary warrior to slay him, expecting an easy
victory; Cain was only a man after all, and he wasn’t even wearing any armor.”


“Cain slid off his horse, and walked to meet his foe. 
Then he killed him without drawing a weapon.  The laughing stopped across the
army in front of him at the display, and the general sent out another warrior
to face him, this one a truly massive elf in armor so thick the ground shook as
he walked.” I looked over at Rebecca, her eyes wide with fascination as she
listened. “Cain killed him in under two seconds with his bare hands.  The
general was a little worried by now.  See, by sending a champion out, he had
accepted Cain’s challenge and had agreed that the coming battle would be
decided by the outcome of that challenge.  Back then, these things were seen as
matters of honor, and though they were a terrible foe, the Iron Elves were also
creatures deeply steeped in a warrior’s culture of honor.  So, he sent out
three champions next; Cain killed them with their own weapons.”


“Then came five warriors, then ten.  Then twenty
charged forward into the fray, and Cain finally drew his weapons.  The elves
still tell tales about that moment, the way the light played along the longer
blade like liquid silver in the sun, and the way the light seemed to flee from
his shorter blade.  He fought the Fey, a blade in each hand, carving his way through
the first twenty warriors, and then the remaining ‘ten upon ten’ he had
demanded face him from the outset. The Iron Elves say death reached down and
caressed their race that day, and that his messenger brought them their first
taste of fear as Cain slew his final opponent and stood there surrounded by
death.  Bright blood covered him from head to toe, but not a single mark marred
his flesh.  The blood was all from his slain foes.”


“Wait; he killed a hundred men by himself?” Rebecca
interrupted with disbelief.


“Easily.” I replied. “The Fey may have lives longer
than ours, but they aren’t immortal. By then Cain had been a warrior for
millennia.  His skill was an unstoppable force that stunned both sides of the
Fey in front of him enough to bring about the first armistice between them. It
wasn’t peace; they still clash from time to time, but he stopped them from
fighting for many years purely due to fear of attracting this monster of men. 
The Iron Elves respected him enough after his victory that they marched their
forces home and joined Cain’s cause, becoming the silent protectors of mankind
and our world against the foes from beyond.  They are a lot fewer in number
now, but there are still fey warriors battling for our world in many
dimensions.”


“So what does this all have to do with your first job
with Cain?” She asked.


“The Iron Elves also decided to honor Cain by making
him the final judge in their judicial system.  Because the entire race is
warriors, their system in set up in a very militaristic fashion.  Each person
accused of a crime is judged by their superior but can dispute the ruling,
after which it is passed up a level for review by the next superior rank.  An
accused can do this three times, and if still unsatisfied with the ruling, can
demand trial by combat to prove their innocence.  This doesn’t happen often,
because this is where Cain comes in.  If an accused refuses their judgment and
demands combat, they must face Cain in direct combat.  It’s essentially a death
sentence, although Cain can decide to grant them a pardon for their crimes upon
reviewing the facts rather than fight them.  That’s happened a few times over
the years, but the rest die by his hand.”


“The first job I went with him on was to judge an Iron
Elf warrior who had slain a training partner during melee practice.  He claimed
it was an accident, but the investigation showed he’d conspired with the other
warrior’s wife to kill him so they could be together. Yes.” I said at Rebecca’s
look. “They have people who do that too; they are different from us, but not
that much.” She laughed. “So, we traveled into the mountains of Eastern Europe
to get to the site of the challenge, which turned out to be a small, snow
covered clearing deep in the woods somewhere in the Urals.  There were a score
of elves waiting when we arrived, standing silently in neatly arrayed ranks. 
Their entire bodies were encased in metal armor, looking like knights in old
holo-vids; all I could see of their flesh were their eyes shining through slits
in their helms.  A single figure knelt in the clearing, the pearl white skin of
his bare chest covered in strange tattoos and paint.  His head was bowed
forward, obscuring his face with his dark hair, and there was a long bladed
spear resting on the ground in front of him.”


“Cain walked over to the warrior and just kind of
looked down at him, then moved over to the ranks of warriors watching us
without saying anything.  He spoke to the leader, a figure in a set of
intricately engraved armor, then came back over to me and explained that given
the nature of the offense, he had decided that I would fight the warrior in his
stead.  I thought he was just fucking with me at first, but he said that this
was his way of testing my progress and fulfilling his duties at the same time. 
He handed me a short, wide bladed sword, and wished me luck as the accused
warrior rose to his feet gracefully.”


“Holy shit…he just tossed you into the deep end like
that? With no warning?” her tone was incredulous. 


I laughed in response. “Cain was, and still is I
suppose, a big believer in growth through adversity.  He saw this as a perfect
training opportunity, and seemed completely at ease about my fighting this elf
to the death.  I was far less comfortable about the whole thing, as I’d only
been handling a sword for less than two years and my opponent grew up fighting
with his weapons.”


“So how did you win?” She asked.


“When he got to his feet, and began to twirl his
spear, I thought I was fucked.  I was pretty sure I was about to die, and
probably kind of painfully too.  I’ve never had a spear shoved through my
chest, but I have to think it would hurt like a motherfucker. He looked at me,
and I had my first glimpse of the Fey, the fabled folk of unearthly beauty.” 


“What do they look like?” Rebecca asked a little breathlessly.


“Eh.” I said, shrugging. “A lot like us really, just
with pointy ears and pale skin.”


She pushed my arm again. “Funny….build me up and let
me down.  Hope this isn’t how you treat all the ladies.”


“We all have our talents.” I replied with a grin.
“Anyways, this guy stands up with his spear and comes at me fast, a lot fucking
faster than I expected.  He was smiling like a kid on Christmas morning about
to unwrap his favorite present.  He attacked so ferociously that I barely managed
to parry and avoid his first flurry of blows.  It took a few moments, but I
finally realized something from watching his smarmy smile disappear.  I was
good at this.” I looked over at her for a moment, enjoying the feel of having a
pretty woman beside me captivated by my words. “I always had a talent for
violence, I mean I made my living with it for more than half my life, but this
was different.  Cain had managed to impart some serious skill to me in a very
short time frame.”


“We fought back and forth for a while, his spear
seeking my heart and throat.  With the short blade I was using, I was forced to
work closer to him.  When he’d first handed me the sword, I thought Cain was
giving me a handicap against the longer weapon of my opponent. But as things
dragged on, I noticed how much harder he had to work to fight me at the range I
was at.”


“How did you beat him?” Rebecca said.


“I cheated…sort of.  Cain taught me a lot of dirty
tricks, and I’ve never believed in fighting fair anyways.” I glanced at her. “When
you’re fighting against a spear you parry a thrust just behind the head of the
weapon along the shaft.  I timed mine slower than that, allowing his spear to
pass over my shoulder-nicking my ear in the process-and then blocked lower than
he expected.  From the outside, it looks like you mistimed your parry, but if
you do it right, you can cripple a foe. My blade smacked into his right hand
and cut off most of his fingers before he could pull it away.”


“Ouch.” She said, rubbing her hands together.


“Pretty much, yeah.”  I scratched at my cheek just
under the bandages.  My missing eye was starting to itch and burn again. “It
was all over after that.  He tried to keep fighting, but with only one hand to
wield his spear with, he just wasn’t as effective anymore.  I disarmed him a
few moments later, and drove my sword through his chest to finish the trial. 
The Iron Elves saluted us, and marched away, after which Cain and I left. I
spent the next few years working with him until we parted ways.”


She was silent for a moment, then said hesitantly.
“You said that you two parted ways on bad terms. Will you tell me what
happened?”


I thought for a moment, then shrugged again. “Why not?
You’re in this now no matter what, so you might have at least most of the
facts.” I glanced at the navigation unit again. “Besides, we still have a
little time.”  The lights of Vegas were beginning to brighten the horizon of
the night sky.


“So what happened?” she asked, curiosity bright in her
eyes.


“Well, as I said, Cain is rather hands off to his
approach of worldly affairs, and he plays a very defensive game when he’s
confronting the outside forces attacking us.  I wanted to be more proactive
about it, to take the fight to them some.  In particular, I wanted to hunt down
Stacey.  He said no, and that there was time for that later after more
preparation and thought.  I was frustrated and angry, so I told him that all
his years had made him overly cautious and that we had to strike the enemy
instead of waiting for it to kick us in the balls before reacting.  Short story
version, we argued till I pissed him off enough that he hit me and walked away
to calm down.  I bailed while he was gone.”


“That doesn’t sound so bad.” Rebecca said.


“Well.” I added, feeling a wash of shame. “I took
something from him when I left, something that he values very much in this
world.” I felt the blade’s hunger as I pulled the black stone knife from my
boot to show to her. “This was his birthright and I stole it out of anger and
need.  I worry sometimes that he will kill me when we meet again for taking it
from him.”


“I don’t understand.” She said. “Why is an archaic
knife that important to someone?”


“That has to do with who he is.” I replied.


“Who? Cain?” She asked curiously again. “Who is he
then?”


I laughed. “In all this time I’ve been talking you
haven’t figured it out? ‘And God spoke unto him asking, where is thine brother,
Cain? And Cain replied, I know not, for I am not my brother’s keeper.” 


She thought for a moment, then her jaw dropped open. “No,
there’s no way.  He isn’t that Cain! Is he?”


I shrugged again, taking the exit for our destination.
“He seems to think he is, and he’s been alive for a very, very long time, so
I’d say there is a good chance of it being true.  Or at least some of it.”


“Wow.” She sat there for a moment. “So why does that
weird knife matter so much to him?”


“It’s called the Shard of Murder.” I told her quietly
as we rolled to a stop. “And he made it with his own hands from the stone he
killed his own brother with.”


“Fuck me.” She whispered. “Why would you steal
something like that?”


“I stole it because he told me that it has the power
to slay anything alive.” I looked over at her as I put the vehicle in park.
“And I was going to cut Stacey’s fucking heart out with it.”











Chapter 6


 


Rebecca just sat there staring at me for a moment,
then turned and looked out the window. “Oh, we’re here. I didn’t even realize
fast the time was passing.”  She glanced around the dark parking lot we were
sitting in. “Where is here, anyways?”


I opened my door and climbed out. “Right now, the long
term parking lot for the national metro line.” I stretched, then reached into
the back seat to grab my bag. “Come on, we take the train from here.” 


We left our stolen car there and walked across to the
terminal, a large four storied square building built of marble.  The builders
of the first cross county underground hover train had wanted to impress people
all the way from Vegas to Washington DC, so they’d built everything out of the
ridiculously expensive stone.  I’d always thought it was a waste of resources,
especially as they had built it right after the end of the war when that money
could have gone to resettling veterans in an increasingly difficult and hostile
nation they returned to find.  The designers hadn’t bothered extending the
train line into California, however, as the ground there has a habit of going
into seizures at odd moments.  Tectonic shuffling may delight geologists, but
it crushes the dreams of train builders-at least the underground variety. 


For the Las Vegas platform, they had gone out of their
way to make it overwhelmingly lavish.  Gold trim covered every angle in the
construction, vaulted ceilings overhead held huge crystal chandeliers, and the
ever present slot machines sprouted up everywhere.  Local metro traffic had
been routed into the hub, making this station one of the most active in the
country.  Companies paid obscene amounts of money just to rent tiny stalls and
shop space to attract customers with food, booze, and ‘other’ services. It
wouldn’t be a trip to Vegas without a t-shirt kiosk run by topless girls.


Climbing onto the moving steps, we quickly found
ourselves in the building’s wide lobby nearly overflowing with a mass of
humanity.  Tourists were everywhere, businessmen were marching around like
soldiers with communicators for weapons, kids screamed and squawked, and a
scattering of the homeless people were begging with empty hands and desperate
eyes. Weaving our way through the crowds, we bought tickets from an automated
kiosk, and moved to the designated queue. Fortunately, we didn’t wait long for
a train to arrive. Less fortunate was the number of people that climbed onboard
the train with us.


As the hover-train lurched away from the station, I
found myself standing against one wall of the train, with Agent Stevens
directly in front of me.  I could smell the fresh scent of her hair, and she
was close enough that her body heat was washing over my skin.  We stood there
waiting for our stop, surrounded by the faceless crowd around us, unseeing and
uncaring in their anonymous masses.   Then a particularly sharp turn pressed me
into the wall I was leaning against and forced her hard against my body.


The feel of her hands on my chest was electric, while
her hips pressed against me.  I could feel her breasts pressing against my
chest as the train continued to swing through its curve.  My heart was racing,
and I found myself looking into eyes that were bright and clear as they gazed
up at me through her glasses.  The tip of her tongue slid along her lips,
drawing my gaze like a moth to flame, and I felt her flexing her fingers slowly
against my chest, her hands drifting to my sides as she stared up at me mutely.
Her body tensed as she slowly rose onto her toes, her eyes never leaving mine.


“Next stop, Paradise and Sahara St.”


The clear ring of the electronic voice announcing
arrivals snapped us both out of our trance.  She sank back to her heels and
pulled back away from me, her hands trailing away slowly.  Taking a few deep breaths,
she looked up at me again. “Sorry.” She said quietly. “Kinda got lost in the
moment for a second.”


I was having issues of my own by then, trying to calm
my racing heart and convince other parts of my anatomy that blood was needed
more in my brain just then. “Don’t worry about it” I told her, admittedly not
in the smoothest tones. “This is our stop anyways.”


I shoved a way through the crowd for us, feeling her
hand touching my back as we pressed between the throng to reach the door.  Her
touch still sent a pleasant shock through my body, and I was disappointed to
feel it fall away when we stepped off the train onto the platform outside the
train.  More of the moving steps brought us to the surface and we found
ourselves under the bright lights of Las Vegas.  Across from us stood some of
the largest and most glamorous resorts in the world, literal and figurative
bastions of wealth and excess.  The towering structures were illuminated with
uncountable lights, water fountains gushed and gurgled happily in every
courtyard, and neon signs filled the night with a rainbow of cacophonic light. 
Hovering billboards floated around, brightly advertising nearly everything
imaginable, while shuttle traffic zipped through the night around the signs
following a chaotic and seemingly random pattern. 


“Which one are we going to?” Rebecca asked, stepping
up beside me to gaze at the world of light and color before us, looking a
little overwhelmed by all the visual stimuli in front of us.


“None.” I replied, turning around to face the other
side of the street.  Though still well lit, it seemed almost desolate compared
to the insanity behind us. A few banks and strip malls lined the street,
vendors here and there hawking what they could to the few tourists walking
along that side of the street, and I saw a drugstore offering twenty-four hour
service by a topless staff.  I guess sex must still really sell.


I pointed to a poorly lit portion of the street, where
a narrow side street joined the main drag.  “There, come on.”  I led the way
and she followed me as I limped across the street and between several
businesses that were closed and had boarded over windows. Her footsteps grew
hesitant as we got closer to the dark alleyway.


“Are you sure?” She asked me, trepidation in her tone
and disgust on her face as she looked at the trash strewn all over the alley
I’d guided her to.


“Trust me, I’ve been here before.”  I took in our
dilapidated surroundings. “Belle likes to operate more or less below the radar,
a word-of-mouth kind of place.  If you don’t already know about her place, she
isn’t going to come and drag you to it.” I went down the alley, heading towards
the battered warehouse at the end of the street with crumbling walls and faded
paint.  A single, bare light bulb illuminated a rusted steel door set in the
front of the building.


“Not very good business practices from the sound of
it.” Rebecca said absently, warily stepping around a pile of trash to reach the
door with me.  I flipped up the tiny lid on the security pad beside the door
and typed in the code; 6-6-6.  Belle always did have a rather classical sense
of humor.  Pulling open the door, I ushered Rebecca in and let the door slam
closed behind us.


The room we stepped into was small, but richly
carpeted with a deep and thick maroon carpet the color of blood.  The walls
were done in the same shade, but covered instead with a tightly stretched
velvet material that was exquisitely soft to the touch.  At the far end of the
room was a second door made of dark, deeply oiled wood. Standing behind a waist
high podium next to the door was an emaciated looking bald man.  He was dressed
fastidiously in a black three piece suit, and had a bright red bowtie around
his neck.  He pulled a golden pocket watch from his waistcoat and checked the
time against his ledger before looking up at us. 


“May I help you?” he asked in a scratchy smoker’s
voice. 


“Yeah.” I said, stepping forward. “I want to see the
Lady.”


“I’m sorry, Sir. I’m afraid I don’t see any
appointments on her schedule for this evening.” He said with a patronizing note
that I immediately disliked. He made a show of scanning through his ledger a
second time, then looked up at us, taking the time to give Rebecca an
appreciative look and me a judgmental sneer. “Besides, sir, you are definitely
not in appropriate attire or condition to enter the premises.  We have a strict
dress code to keep out the…riff-raff.”  He looked down his nose at me with the
last bit, and I felt a spark of anger flare in my heart.


“If you would just call down and inform the Lady that
I’m here, I’m pretty sure she would tell you to let us in.” I tried for a
reasonable tone, biting down on the irritation the arrogant shit was causing
me.


He sniffed at me. “Sir, I’m afraid I must ask you to
leave.”


I stepped closer to him. “Look, just pick up your
little phone there and call down.”


“Sir.” He began in a snippy tone as he reached for his
desk phone. “I’m going to call security and have you dealt with.”


I pressed the thick, short barrel of my Hammershot
revolver hard against his forehead as he lifted the receiver to his ear,
causing him to freeze in place. “I tried to be diplomatic about this, but you
seem determined to piss me off tonight. Call down and tell Belle that Nathan is
here.”  I met his eyes with mine, and thumbed back the weapon’s hammer. “Now.”


He met my hard gaze, and slowly reached his hand down
to his phone.  There were only two buttons on it, a red one and a black one. 
His skeletal finger hesitated for a second, then pressed down on the black
button.  He was silent for a moment, then spoke. “My lady, I beg forgiveness
for disturbing your entertainment this evening.  There is a man here asking to
see you, and he is quite…insistent…that he speak with you.” He listened for a
moment. “Yes, my Lady, I know you left instructions to turn away any
petitioners this evening.  He claims you will make an exception for him.  He
says his name is Nathan.”  I watched the man stand up straight at whatever he
was hearing, a look of fear entering his eyes as his face paled. “Yes,
Mistress.  It will be done.”


He hung up the phone and looked at me again.  “Do put
away your weapon, Sir.  The Lady has instructed me to allow you entrance and to
extend you any privilege or request you may have.”  He handed me a small silver
token, about the size of a poker chip, engraved with a Roman numeral seven on
one side and the profile of a woman on the other. “Take this, Sir.  It will
ensure safe passage to the Lady’s private respite.” Then he moved to the wooden
door, and opened it with a small bow. “Welcome Sir and Miss, to the Den of
Iniquity.” 


************


Past the door was a short, barely lit passage that
stretched for several yards before ending in a heavy velvet curtain.  I felt
Rebecca close behind me as we went through the hallway, and turned towards her
when we reached the curtain.


“What is it?” she asked.  Her eyes bright behind her
glasses as she looked at me in the dim light. 


“There are some things you need to understand before
we go in there.” I said, folding my arms in front of me. 


“Like what?” She leaned to the side, trying to see
around me and through the curtain.  I could almost smell her curiosity.


“First off, you are not a Federal agent in this
place.” Her brows furrowed over her eyes at my words. “No matter what you see,
you cannot interfere or stop anything that takes place in here.  This club is
very much outside the jurisdiction of the government. Clear?”  She nodded, but
frowned while doing it. “Good. Second, don’t accept anything from anyone in
here that I don’t tell you to.  There are a lot of different beings in the
universe, and to some, any sign of acceptance will be seen as an invitation for
more attention. Just stay close to me; walk where I walk, do what I do. That
should dissuade any unwanted advances.” She nodded again. “Finally, and this is
the most important one, whatever you do, do not make any deals with Belle, no
matter what she offers you.”


“I don’t understand.” Rebecca said, looking at me in
confusion.


“Do you remember when I told you Belle was unique?” A
nod. “She is a type of Fey, and making any bargain with a Fey is permanent, and
few bargains made with them are ever beneficial to you in the long run.  Belle
is sort of a friend, so I don’t see her deliberately hurting us, but Fey pretty
much always find a way to fuck you in the end.  It’s just in their nature.”


“Okay.” She said after a short pause. “Look, I know
that I’m dealing with stuff I never imagined existed in the first place, and
honestly, I have no idea what to do or really even what think at this point.” 
She smiled at me. “I’ll just try to follow your lead tonight.”


I smiled back at her, and pushed aside the curtain.
“Let’s go then.”  


The room we entered was full of flashing lights and
loud music that slammed into my eardrums when we stepped inside.  The curtain
shouldn’t have stopped all the noise, but somehow it had; shit in this place
always worked in funny ways.  Hundreds of lithe bodies, barely clad in
anything, were writhing about on a giant dance floor that nearly filled the
entire floor.  They were grinding against each other in time to the rhythmic
music, all piled into each other until it almost looked like a single organism
moving in the flashing lights.  A stage was elevated on the other side of the
room, and a DJ could be seen working to create the disharmony of electronic
noise that washed over the room.  Behind him was another dark wooden door.


I felt a tug on the back of my shirt, and turned to
see Rebecca looking up at me.  She leaned close and asked.  “What is all this?”
she had to yell for me to hear her over the din of the club.


I leaned in, and caught a whiff of her hair again as I
shouted in her ear. “This is the first floor of the Den.  Each floor is
dedicated to one of the seven deadly sins…this.” I gestured around us. “This,
this is Pride.”


“It looks like a night club, Nate.” She shouted back.
“What’s so special about it?”


“Look closer at the people.” I replied, reaching down
to grab her hand in mine as I pushed through the teeming mass of dancers
between us and the door on the stage, following a barely visible path marked on
the floor.  


I watched Rebecca glancing around, curiosity in her
eyes, then the shock that filled them when she finally saw what I was talking
about. Everyone in the room was remarkably attractive; there wasn’t a single
ugly person in sight.  No token fat girl to make her friends feel better in
comparison, no awkward men desperately watching the women from the safety of
the bar.  Beauty was etched onto every face throughout the room.  I saw
fascination on Rebecca’s face as she followed me through the crowd, looking all
around us in wonder.  Then her brows furrowed in concentration, and I knew
she’d caught the undercurrent swirling just below the surface of the room, like
sewage hiding under bright pink cake frosting. There was hope for her yet.


The people dancing and writhing around us could all
have been models on covers of magazines dedicated to physical perfection, and
it was obvious that they all knew it too.  Dancing together, people who should
have been enjoying themselves scowled at one another, some baring teeth in
snarling smiles as they glared at people more beautiful than themselves.  The
stink of desperation twisted through the air, mixing with the thousand dollar
perfumes and colognes, making the room feel more and more crowded.  Halfway
through the room it felt more like we were trying to board a refugee ship
rather than cross a nightclub dance floor.  


Small scuffles erupted here and there as people
competed for attention, each flaunting themselves more and more provocatively
as we progressed into the room.  Everyone seemed to reach out to grab everyone
else, an intertwining wall of hands and bodies wherever you looked, all
attempting to drag us into their menagerie of frantic need.  I slapped hands
away from myself and Rebecca as we pressed on, drawing a small blade from my
left sleeve and slicing the anonymous hand of a particularly persistent reveler
who tried to pull Rebecca into the mix by her hair.  An inhuman squawk of pain
rang out as the blade’s edge parted the flesh of the hand, and then she was
free, but the crowd shrank back from us, heads turning to stare as the music
stopped with a screech.  Around us all movement had stopped, and hundreds of
eyes stared hungrily at us in the silence.


“What’s going on Nate?” Rebecca asked, pressing closer
to me and putting her back against mine. I could hear fear in her tone, but
also the resolve and strength.  She was tuning out to be one hell of a woman,
this Agent Stevens.  Looking around, the hunger in the crowd was like a living
thing, swelling and rising as their eyes began to shine a deep red.


“Nothing to worry about, Rebecca. Just stay as close
as you can.” I felt her gripping the back of my shirt again.  Pulling the
silver medallion that skeleton Jeeves had given me from my pocket, I held it
out in front of us like a shield, grinning as the crowd shrank back further. 
“That’s right, Fuckheads, we’re here to see the Lady.” I felt my smile turn
evil. “I wonder what she’ll do to all of you when I tell her you impeded her
guest’s and acted so inhospitably to us.”


The mass of people held firm for a moment, and then
melted away in front of us, opening a pathway directly to the exit. We walked
slowly towards the exit, Rebecca still pressing tight to my back, and after
what felt like an eternity later, we found ourselves climbing up the stage
steps and moving towards the door set behind it. The DJ was glaring murder at
us as we crossed his stage.  I opened the door and ushered Rebecca through,
then turned to meet all the angry, frustrated and hungry eyes behind us, all
gleaming like hundreds of brake lights in the dark. “Thank you for your
cooperation, good people. Now go fuck yourselves.”  I stepped through the door,
letting it swing closed behind me.


Past the wooden door was another short hallway, this
one ending in the blank door of an elevator.  Rebecca pressed the call button,
and turned to me.


“What the fuck was that about?”  She asked, still
clearly shaken. “What were those people?  Why did their eyes glow, Nathan?”


I placed a hand on her shoulder, squeezing
reassuringly.  “Relax, Rebecca, you’re not in any danger, not really.” I
flipped the coin through the air and let it land in my palm. “We have the
Lady’s Favor, so we are off limits to anything that we don’t invite on
ourselves in here tonight.” 


“I still don’t understand.  Why did it feel like they
were looking at us like food out there just now?”


“Because they were.” I replied calmly.


“What?!” She exclaimed.


“Think about it.” I leaned against the wall to wait
for the elevator.  Previous experience let me know it would take a while to get
here, so this seemed like a good time to explain more to her. “Those people out
there are trapped, forever locked into their war with beauty.  They have to be
the most attractive, the most wanted, the most needed.  That takes nonstop
effort, and means they don’t have time for sleep, time to eat, or time to do
anything else.”


“So, what do they eat?” Rebecca asked apprehensively. 


“The weak.” I said. “Whoever falls asleep, or gets
hurt, anything.  If you show weakness out there, they devour you like a pack of
wolves.  Sometimes it’s people who wander in here by accident or don’t
understand the risk in entering, other times Belle has…food...thrown to them,
but never enough to feed them all.  Most often they simply eat one another, and
sometimes they don’t even wait till their meal is dead.”


“Oh, dear God.” She whispered, face going pale as she
absorbed this information. “How do they not run out of people? That place
seemed packed!”


I shrugged as the elevator dinged, and opened wide for
us to enter. “There are always people who want to be the most beautiful person
around.  Belle gives them the opportunity to try.” I met her gaze as I pressed
the only button inside the small elevator. “Remember all this when you meet
her, and remember what I said about making deals with her.  Okay?”


She nodded quickly.  “If that was Pride, then what
comes next?”


“Six more levels stretch out below us for hundreds of
feet into the earth.  Belle always had a twisted sense of humor, so she built
things in the reverse of the rest of the city, digging deeper into the earth
for each floor.” I looked up at the ceiling as we descended further. “Makes
getting out that much harder.” Pointing down, I went on. “So that was Pride,
next is Gluttony, followed by Envy, Sloth, Greed, Wrath, and ending in Lust. 
That’s where we find Belle.”


“Is she always at the bottom of her club?” Rebecca
asked.


I nodded. “Belle is a particular type of Fey.  There
aren’t too many of them anymore, because their kind was mistaken as devil spawn
by the Catholic Church during the Dark Ages, and then hunted ruthlessly by the
Inquisition’s witch hunters.” I saw her glance at me questioningly. “Yeah,
those guys are still around…and they aren’t really people you want to meet up
with.  Anyways, back to the Fey, you can still find references to Belle’s
people in the old records, creatures who fed on lust and passion-both positive
and negative-and delighted in manipulation of ‘mortal man’. Belle was partly to
blame for that following her actions in Samaria back in the first century.” I felt
the elevator begin slowing down. 


“What are you talking about?” She asked me. “You
aren’t saying she’s immortal too are you? Like Cain?”


“You have to remember your Sunday school days again,
Rebecca.  The woman who was thrown from the window by her own court in
retaliation for crimes against God.” I smiled. “Think of the name she uses;
Belle.  What does it remind you of?”


She was quiet for a moment, and then looked at me
under furrowed brows again. “You’re telling me that Belle is actually Jezebel
from the Bible?”


I laughed, and stood up as the door opened in front of
us. “I’ll explain later, just remember; no deals, no favors, no taking anything
from anyone.” I paused for a moment as the doors opened into another short
hallway and looked back at her. “Remember, stay close and don’t eat anything in
this place.”


She snorted and looked up at me. “Like I’d eat a damn
thing in this place after you explained what they eat back up there in Pride.”


“Okay, then let’s go.” I said, moving to the next
wooden door. Beyond it we found ourselves in a massive room, filled with tables
and chairs, an empty tile walkway splitting the room down the center and
leading straight to our distant exit.  Spread along the perimeter of the wall
was the world’s largest buffet, trays overflowing with any food imaginable to
man…and some that weren’t thought up by humankind.  I saw Rebecca gag at the
sight of a tray filled with foot long squirming slugs covered in slime, each
with a tiny human face.  You could see their mouths moving grotesquely, and
could swear their tiny voices were crying out for help.


The sound of silverware clinking against plates filled
the room in an unending racket as we walked along the pathway between the
diners.  Creatures of every description filled the seats all around us; fat
people, skinny people, and all variations in between.  There were Fey seated
here and there, along with several other things that defied comprehension.  I
kept from looking at them too closely, and tried to use my body to shield
Rebecca from seeing the more disturbing things; sometimes it’s better not to
know what is out there.  Especially when they seem to be eating a plate of
human hands.


Further in the room we passed a table of gorillas
wearing suit vests and monocles discussing the fluctuations in stock prices
while eating what looked like crumpets and sipping from tiny teacups.  I heard
Rebecca gag again at the sight of an enormous fat man we passed further along
the walkway.  At some point he had eaten enough to literally burst open his
stomach and spill his entrails around his feet, but he was still inextricably
alive and continuing to cram more food down his gullet.  We walked faster to
escape the smell that hung over him like a miasma of filth as food slid out of
his ruptured stomach to land in the offal at his feet.


Seated around a nearby table I saw five emaciated
figures, their heads covered with rough cloth sacks devoid of any openings.
Each of the figures possessed an extra pair of arms that protruded just below
the normal pair, both sets somehow sharing the shoulder joint.  Their scrawny
bodies were covered with strange tattoos and scarification, and each had
hundreds of rusted iron piercings covering their torso, necks and arms.  Thin
corroded chains joined the piercings, forming alien designs in a web of
tarnished metal.  All of their hands were clasped in front of them as if they
were deep in prayer, and none of the figures were moving or making any noise. 
A single, bright red apple rested in the center of their table.


“What the hell are those things?” whispered Rebecca as
we passed the strange figures, but I could only shake my head in response.


“I have no fucking idea.” I walked a little faster,
wanting to be away from the creepy scene. “Let’s just keep moving; we’re almost
there.”


We hurried through the room just short of jogging, and
were nearly to the exit when I felt Rebecca stop behind me.  I turned to see
what the problem was, and following her gaze, I knew instantly that I was going
to have a problem very soon.


To the left was a table with only a single occupant, a
truly massive mound of pale flesh with a green hue.  Folds of fat rolled over
folds of fat nearly covering the thing’s entire body; it had to weigh well over
seven hundred pounds.  I couldn’t tell if it was naked, or if its clothes had
merely been covered by the overflowing layers of flesh.  I was unsure which
option was more disgusting.  Its face was a pile of wrinkled flesh, featureless
save for a huge maw filled with long, yellowed teeth.  There was a mass of
green seaweed covering its head and back like a cape, clinging wetly to the
sickly flesh of the creature as if it were growing from it.  I could see open
sores scattered along the thing’s body, and it looked as if mold was sprouting
over some of the thing’s body. The scent of rot was heavy in the air, think and
sweetly offensive, mixing with a smell like the ocean, salty and wet.  Hands on
the end of arms as thick as tree trunks reached out and pulled a rib free from
the bloody mess that was lying on its table with a popping sound, stuffing the
raw flesh into its gapping maw and chewing noisily as the bloody form on the
table quivered weakly.


I turned in time to see Rebecca drawing her gun to
help the poor soul being devoured, and barely managed to catch her as she moved
to leave the path through the room.  I spun her around and into my arms, then
reached down and disarmed her before she realized what was happening. I threw
her over my shoulder and held her there despite her attempts to break free as I
turned us away from the nightmare sitting at the table. The silken fabric of
her stockings under my hand mocked me with illicitly sweet images in my mind as
she hollered obscenities at me and flailed around like a mad woman, hammering
her fists against my back and trying in vain to kick me. I rushed to the exit
and threw the door open, finding another short hallway and another set of
elevator doors in front of us. Kicking the door closed behind me, I dropped her
to the ground with growing apprehension. I was worried that she wouldn’t
forgive me, not because I’d manhandled her, but because I’d forced her to
abandon the child lying on the table to be eaten alive a piece at time.


She grunted when I set her back on her feet, then
hauled off and slapped me as hard as she could.  She was not a weak woman, so
my face was burning when I turned back towards her in time to catch another
slap, this time on the already injured side. I felt the wound over my missing
eye break open again, hot agony spiking through my head.


“Fuck.” I yelled, pain and irritation surging through
my body in equal parts.  I caught her next blow before it landed and used a
simple joint lock to lever her against the wall where she couldn’t hit me
anymore, then I pinned her there with my bodyweight. I still had to avoid her
feet as she tried to kick me while screeching like a banshee; she was a
scrapper for sure.  I had to admit that holding her like that was much less fun
than the last time I’d found her body pressed tightly against mine.


“You…asshole!” She screamed at me, struggling to push
away from the wall to get at me again.  “Let go of me, you coward!!”


I stayed where I was, holding her against the wall. 
She was still too pissed off at me for me to risk letting her go. “Not until
you calm down, Rebecca.” I told her, trying to sound reasonable.


“Fuck you!” She snapped at me, trying to throw her
head back and hit me with it. I knew that trick though, so I adjusted my hold
on her wrist and pressed her firmly against the wall.  “Get off of me!”


“No.” I said calmly.


 “Oh, so now you’re brave, pushing me around with your
size.  Where was your tough guy bullshit back there against something bigger
than you?” She shoved back hard against the joint lock I had, and I worried for
a moment that I may have to let her go before she hurt herself.  I was pretty
sure that would be a bad idea though, and the warm trickle of blood I could
feel rolling down my cheek was a testament to that. “All your bad-ass hyped up
killer bullshit and you can’t even help a damn child.  You’re all fucking
talk!” She made another head butt attempt.  “I hate you! Get off of me!” She
was almost panting in anger by now, growling obscenities at me.


“Are you finished?” I asked, staying as calm as I
could.  “I’d like to explain, but I’m not going to let you hit me anymore.” 
After a few moments her breathing slowed, then steadied to normal.


“Please let go of me, Nathan.” She said tonelessly. I
found the distant sound in her voice far more worrisome than her previous
outbursts; she sounded like she had turned off all her emotions.


“Will you let me explain before you leap to any more
conclusions?” I asked, loosening my hold on her and stepping back out of reach
in case she was playing possum. She turned slowly and I felt my stomach clench
at the lack of emotion in her face.  Her eyes burned behind her glasses, hate
and disgust warring for dominance as her stare tried to burn a hole through my
head. Why does it seem every girl I like ends up wanting me dead?


“You have ten seconds to tell me what the hell your
problem is before I am gone.” Her glare could have melted glaciers by now, and
was only getting harder as time passed. “And if I leave, Nathan, I’m calling my
people the second I’m out of here and telling them all about this place and all
about you.”


I nodded, and sighed as I leaned back against the
wall.  My face was fucking killing me. “Okay, I guess that’s fair.” I looked
down at my feet while I thought. “I warned you that things in this place worked
differently than the outside.  Maybe I should have been more specific, and I’m
sorry I wasn’t. See, each of the floors has a pathway winding through it that
someone can safely walk along-most of the time. That said, there is an unspoken
agreement that if you leave that path you agree to take part in the
various…activities…provided by that particular level.”


“So what?” She snapped, crossing her arms over her
chest. “I didn’t see a path through the first level and we seemed to get
through okay despite that.”


“You couldn’t see the path because of the lighting up
there, but trust me, it’s there.  That’s why only a few of the dancers tried to
grab us instead of hundreds of them. We wouldn’t have made it ten feet through
the room otherwise.”  I saw her eyebrows come together in thought.  “Back there
in Gluttony, if I had let you leave the path, several things would have
happened.  First, you would have been considered a participant in the room,
either as a diner or an entree…you saw some of the shit that was sitting around
up there.  Some of them may have left you alone, others would have eaten you
like the fucking dancers up in Pride. There were some others that would have
spent the next thousand years slicing your soul apart a sliver at a time,
mercilessly savoring your unending screams of agony.”


“But…couldn’t we have done something? Anything? I
mean…it was a child, Nathan. A child!” Some of the anger left her as she spoke,
and I saw a tear streak from under her glasses and run down her cheek, a
sparkling clear twin to the blood trailing down my face. 


“Sure, I could have let you shoot that thing, but I
don’t know what the fuck it is.  It’s more than likely that your bullets
would’ve only done one thing, and that is piss it off.  All attacking it would
have done was gotten us killed and on the table next to someone who was already
too far gone to save.”  I felt like a miserable person as I laid the harsh
reality out for her.  “We’d be dead and eaten, and then whatever the hell is
going on with Stacey would continue uncontested and maybe kill a ton of fucking
people.”


“What about your knife?” She asked, anger seeping into
her tone again. “You said it kills anything living. You could have used that…we
could have saved the kid.”


“Maybe.” I said, conceding the possibility. “But using
that thing has a cost attached to it, one you don’t understand.” I saw
confusion enter her eyes, but hurried on before she could ask. “Additionally, I
stuck it through Stacey’s heart the day you and I met and that didn’t do more
than cost me an eye. What would we have done if it didn’t work on that fucking
thing?”


She sat back against the wall and looked at me as
tears ran down her face. “I hate knowing all this…I hate how powerless I feel
against everything!  What’s the point of fighting if we can’t win?” She was
weeping by the end of her words, and unthinking I crossed to her and gathered
her against me.  Surprise stiffened her back for a moment, and I thought she
would shove me away or try to hit me again, but her arms wrapped around me
almost desperately and sobs erupted as she pressed her face into my chest.


We stood there unmoving for a time, her cries
gradually dying off.  She clung to me for a little longer, and I could find no
reason to complain.  Eventually, she released her hold on me and stepped away,
taking off her glasses and drying her face on her hands.  “I’m sorry.” She
said. “I don’t know what is wrong with me today.”  


“Don’t worry about it.” I told her with a smile. “It
took me almost two years to adjust and accept all this shit.  It’s only been a
couple days for you now; it’ll get better.”


She looked at me and reached out to softly touch my
face.  Pulling a tissue from her pocket-how do women always have those
things?-she gently cleaned the blood from my cheek. “I’m really sorry for
hitting your eye…I was just so mad and frustrated.  Will you forgive me?”


I caught her hand and held it till she met my eye.
“Never apologize for doing what you feel is right, Rebecca.  It’s all we can do
in this world.  You’re a good soul…I’m sorry I couldn’t do more back there.”


She looked down at our linked hands momentarily, then
glanced up at me. “Thank you for saving my life.  I don’t want to die here,
Nate.” 


“Just trust me, please?” I asked, still holding her
hand. “I need you to believe in me.” The quiet words slipped out almost before
I thought them.  Her eyes opened wide as she registered what I meant, and a
moment of silence stretched between us.  I felt as if the earth might open up
and swallow me whole, and part of me wished it would. Stab an ogre in the
balls?  Just a normal Saturday in my life.  Talk to pretty girls?  Apparently,
that’s where I run into complications.


She stared up at me for a moment, and I felt the air
between us change as she slowly smiled at me.  “Okay.” She said, and turned
towards the door. “I trust you. Let’s get this done, Nate.” 


I hit the call button for the elevator, then stepped
inside and slapped my hand against the solitary button on the wall.  Her hand
was warm in mine as we slowly descended deeper into the building.


“So, Envy is next then?” She asked, breaking the
silence in the elevator car. “What should I expect?”


“Just think biggest auction in the world combined with
the stock market on steroids.” I replied, slightly distracted by the heat of
her hand in mine. “Anything and everything is for sale in the next room.  Most
of it is present for the sale, but a lot of business is done digitally to.”


“Anything?”


“If you can imagine it, chances are that someone is
selling it or can find it for you in there.” I looked over at her. “You know
that when I say everything, that includes everything…living creatures too,
right?”


She nodded, and I felt her thumb rub the back of my
hand softly. “I know.”


“Are you going to be okay in there?” I asked, fearing
she may have another freak out.  Truthfully, I was also scared she might decide
she hated me after all for bringing this shit into her life, and I wasn’t ready
for her to let go of my hand just yet.


She smiled at me. “I said I trust you, so I’m going to
trust you and follow your lead for the rest of tonight.”


I nodded. “Okay, then stay close to me as we go
through here.” I pulled her with me through the door and into the room.  


Chaos.  That is the only word that comes close to
describing the atmosphere filling the room.  Hundreds of voices all shouting at
once, clamoring to have their bids taken for items whose prices were displayed
on huge screens spanning the entire room.  Numbers crawled over the screens in
a madness of mathematics and consumerism, showing price amounts for everything
from electronic components to heroin. Bidding for everything was intense, and
sometimes violent.  We saw several fights break out as we crossed the room,
most ending in outright bloodshed and at least one death.


We passed hawkers shouting out their wares to the
people in the room, promising new and unknown delights.  Several auction blocks
stood around the room, offering strange pieces of art, alien looking skeletons,
esoteric books bound in human skin, and antiquated weapons and appliances.  I’m
fairly sure we saw a transistor radio that had to be well over a hundred years
old for sale as we walked through the room.  Others offered more mundane items
to bidders, things like blocks of gold, musical instruments, and richly framed
paintings. We passed a raised stage where women dressed in nothing but black
iron collars were being sold to the crowd milling before them.  I felt a moment
of worry as Rebecca frowned as she took the sight in, but then breathed out a
sigh of relief as she continued walking with me.


Climbing into the elevator to descend once again, she
turned to me. “Why do they do that?” She asked, seeming sad.


“Do what?” I replied.


“Kill each other over prices and bidding.  Sell people
like little more than cattle.  How can they do all that?”


I shrugged. “That’s Envy…even though they have plenty,
people always want more. If it’s money, they want to have more, no matter the
means required to get it. Selling people is about money and power…they make
money selling and reselling them, and then feel powerful by literally owning
another sentient creature.” I shrugged and squeezed her hand. “It’s true what
they say about money and power both corrupting people, Rebecca, and this place
is the literal embodiment of that adage. Money and power don’t twist people by
what they are, but by what they inspire people to do to get more of them.
People will lie, cheat, steal to get more, and that is the true sin of Envy…to
want something so much you’ll hurt anyone or do anything to get it.”


“I mean, I’ve seen people do terrible stuff to each
other while I was working law enforcement, but this place seems so much worse.
It all just seems so….unnecessarily selfish.” She said.


I laughed. “You are a good person, Rebecca.  You’re
inside a club dedicated to the worst vices mankind ever dreamt up, and you’re
thinking of the people hurt by it.”  I smiled at her. “Try to keep that
attitude…it’s a hard thing to do, to remain a good person in this business. 
Most of us don’t manage it for long.”


She looked at me sadly for a moment, then her eyes
turned determined. “So, next is Sloth? What is it?  Like a huge couch everyone
watches TV on?”


I found myself laughing again. “You aren’t too far off
the mark.  Come on, I’ll show you.”  The elevator opened and we walked through
the short hallway into the next room and sin with her hand still comfortably
warm in mine.


Sloth was a manifestation of the worst, and most
prolific cultural failing to ever afflict mankind.


Reality television. 


Sometime in the preceding century, someone-who I’m
sure will suffer for all eternity in numerous afterlives-figured a way to make
massive amounts of money by showing supposedly candid recordings of famous
people going about their life, dealing with all their famous person problems. 
Of course, not being able to put food on the table or heat your home wasn’t on
that list of problems.  It was a guilty pleasure for many, a way to watch the
train-wreak lives of people who were supposedly better off than themselves and
to be able to say ‘my life isn’t so bad’ when compared to those messes. 
Eventually, the topic pool for these shows was expanded to include every
possible demographic…pregnant teens, pet psychics, home renovations, and
cooking shows.  If it was billed as being ‘real’, the masses would line up to
watch it.


Fast forward a few generations, and the technology to
actually experience someone else’s life as if it were your own was discovered. 
People jumped at the opportunity to not have to just watch their favorite
celebrity’s life, but to actually be that celebrity, to experience
another’s life as if it were their own.  Never mind that the technology
required extensive brain modification and a near permanent attachment to the
projection system known as an Entertainment Display Device, or EDD for short. 
Which brings us back to Sloth.


Padded and reclined chairs were attached to all the
walls of the room; hundreds, maybe thousands of them in horizontal and vertical
rows.  Each was molded to fit a person who was then wired into an EDD attached
to the back of the chair. Most of them were naked or wearing only a hospital
gown, and many of them looked wasted to almost nothing with their rib bones
noticeably protruding under their skin along their torsos. A multitude of
cables rose up and plugged directly into the back of their skulls, making each
chair seem like a grotesque spider web that was trapping its occupant like a
fly for dinner. Holographic goggles covered their eyes broadcasting the images
and codes necessary for the EDD to construct their new realities, while
headphones placed over their ears ensured no outside sounds intruded into their
digital utopias.  A complicated medical support system was strapped to the side
of each seat, festooned with monitors and I.V. tubes running into their arms,
legs and necks.  The machines fed their patients a steady supply of drugs and
fluids to keep them sedated and alive, while attendants-beautiful women dressed
to look like nurses from an adolescent fantasy-walked around tending to the
many people, none of whom responded to their touch in the slightest manner. 
Belle had a twisted sense of irony…a room full of technology geeks being
catered to by scantily clad women and none of them would ever be able to
appreciate it.


We passed through the room unmolested, walking quickly
to escape the hospital stink of disinfectant that lay over the room like a
heavy, alcohol scented blanket.  We drew the attention of the nurses as we
walked through, their eyes following us as we moved through the room still hand
in hand.  I guess we were a novelty, as we were still capable of moving. We
pushed through the exit and took the elevator down towards the next floor in
silence, her thumb absently stroking the back of my hand.  I don’t think she
liked what Sloth had shown her about modern day society and the need to escape
from reality.  The doors opened with a chime, and we walked out to the next
doorway. 


The sounds of a casino greeted us as we walked through
the entrance, and I smiled at Rebecca. “Can’t come to Vegas and not gamble,
after all.” She laughed, and followed along behind me as I set off through the
room, occasionally touching my back to let me know she was there.


Every type of game known to man that involved chance
was in the room.  Poker, blackjack, roulette, craps, mahjong, keno; anything
that could be bet on.  We passed a veritable army of slot machines, seemingly
saluting us with their single arms as we walked by.  Signs hung around the room
offered the current exchange rates for any normal monies, as well as the going
rate for and other tradable ‘commodities’, things like various body parts. 
From what I could see, near anything was allowed to be bet on or wagered with,
the only stipulation being that your fellow gamblers be willing to accept the
payment offered.


We watched a man struggle as two massive men in black
suits dragged him away from his table. One of them held him still while the
other quite calmly sliced off three of his fingers, placing them on the table
in front of another player. Then he offered the man his handkerchief, an
honest-to-god old fashioned handkerchief that he pulled from his front pocket.
The man had squawked in pain as they cut his fingers off, but he accepted the
offered cloth from the suited man and pressed it to his bloody hand, then
returned to the table and resumed his game as if nothing untoward had just
happened.


Rebecca snorted a laugh again. “I guess if you have to
get your fingers chopped off, it might as well be by someone with class.”  I
laughed and pushed through the door to the next elevator.


“Wrath is next, right?” She asked as we rode the
elevator deeper into the earth. 


I nodded. “It’s kind of like a riot stirred together
with a mixed martial arts fight, put in a blender and then set on fire.”  


She laughed out loud. “Really?” 


I smiled at her. “Not that bad, but there are at any
time no less than fifty fights going on in the next floor.  All of them are in
cages to protect bystanders, but there are no rules inside the cage.  Anything
goes, depending on the cage you find yourself in.  Weapons in some, hand to
hand in others.  Face one opponent here, fight six in a different cage.”


“Who are the fighters?” She asked.


“Well, the higher echelon of champions is paid by
Belle to fight here regularly, but everyone else is a walk in.  Anyone can hop
into a ring and make a name for themselves…if they survive.” I looked at her.
“All the fights here are to the death.”


“That’s horrible!” she exclaimed.


“Well, it’s definitely against the legally defined
criteria for competitive fighting, but Belle cares very little for the rules of
mortal man.  She watched the fights in Rome at the Coliseum, betting on the
life blood flowing out on the sands. I think that is what she was going for
here.  When there is a really big event, the other cages descend into the floor
and a large, round pit filled with sand is uncovered in the center of the
room.  The floor slides to the side to open it up, then the fighters are
lowered into the hole.  Only the winner gets to come out.”


“Wow, that’s pretty rough.” Rebecca breathed.


I nodded again. “But it certainly pleases the crowds. 
This place is always packed.  Be very sure to stay with me as we walk through
here.  If you get lost you may end up having to fight someone…and I don’t think
you’d like that very much.”


Her eyes were a little wide as we stepped off the
elevator and went through the doorway.  The room was just as I’d expected, only
we seemed to have arrived in time for a major event.  The floor was packed with
people, and the other cages were nowhere to be seen.  Screens hanging from the ceiling
allowed those in back to see the action taking place in the main sand pit as
two men built like tanks slammed into each other heavily, their hands
scrambling for purchase on one another.  They traded powerful blows, then moved
apart.


I saw the pathway along the floor leading through the
crowd towards where the exit would be. “Come on.” I told Rebecca, taking her
hand to guide her through the masses again, hoping the fight would distract any
troublemakers in the crowd from starting anything while we were passing by.  


We almost made it.


I felt her hand jerk from mine, and turned around to
see what had upset her this time.  She stood behind me, motionless and gasping
for air around the massive hand that was clamped to her throat.  The massive
hand was attached to a massive arm, corded with heavy muscle and scar tissue. 
The arm was attached to a massive shoulder, which in turn was attached to a
very, very large man.  Easily seven feet tall, he had to weigh nearly three
times as much as I did.  He was bare chested, showing off his impressive
musculature and scars, and his head was shaved bald.  More scars covered his
face and head, and he was missing his left ear.  A shiny gnarl of keloid flesh
sat where it should have been.  I disliked him on sight, and despised the group
of smaller- but-still large men following in his wake like tiny baby duckling
thugs.


His hard little pig eyes stared down at Rebecca with
dark need.  “Look what I caught, boys.” He turned her to one side, then the
other, leering down at her the entire time.  “You’re too pretty to be here to
fight.  You must be here to fuck.”  He glanced at me dismissively.  “I think
she was just looking for a real man, eh boys?” his attempt at wit brought a
chorus of laughs from his gaggle of bullyboys. 


I smiled at him. “Actually, we were just passing
through.” I pulled the little silver token from my pocket and held it up for
him to see. “We have an appointment with the Lady, and if you would let my
companion go…”


He stepped forward, dragging Rebecca along as if she
weighed nothing, and slapped the coin out of my hand.  “I’m not scared of that
twisted cunt.”  He loomed over me, and I slid my Hammershot discreetly into my
hand as he glared hatefully down at me.  I was becoming fairly certain there
was no way out of this situation without violence.  “I am not one of her tamed
pussy fighters…I’m a real man, a real killer. I take what I want, when and how
I want it, and from whoever has it.” He smiled at me with his dead little eyes.
“And right now I think I want to beat your head open, then fuck your girl on
top of your corpse, little man.  Maybe I’ll give her to my boys here after
that, and let them play with her for as long as she lasts.  What do you think
of that, mother….”


His words ended with a grunt, and then I watched his
eyes bulge in pain as the color drained from his face.  Forgotten in his
assumed moment of triumph, Rebecca had got her feet under her and now had
man-mountain tightly by his man-parts.  She gave him a tighter squeeze and he
grunted in pain.  


“Let me go.” She said, anger simmering in her tone.
“Now.”


His giant fingers slowly unwound from around her
throat, dropping away from her. “Look, lady.” He said, sounding a little
worried. “I was just fooling around some.  We wouldn’t have hurt you, not
really.”


Rebecca held his eyes for a moment, and then savagely
twisted her hand, yanking him to his knees by his tender bits.  His gang, and
myself if I’m honest, all groaned in sympathy for the plight of his balls. She
twisted again. “Bullshit.”  Then she let go, took a half step back and gave him
a wicked knee strike to the center of his throat, dropping him to the ground
gagging for air.  I took a half step towards her as his gang shuffled forward
angrily, but she’d already drawn her gun and held them all frozen in place.  


“Pick up this piece of shit, and get out of my sight
before I decide to shoot some dumb animals on principle.” She kicked the downed
man in the face with her heel to emphasis her point, the tip slicing a new
wound into his face. “Now!”  Her gun didn’t waiver as she watched them lift
man-mountain to his feet and drag him away in a heap. She turned back to me. 
“Don’t we have an appointment, Nate?  I’d hate to be rude and keep the Lady
waiting.”  She smiled at me as she re-holstered her gun and moved towards the
elevator doors.  


One hell of a woman, I thought, grinning as I put my
own weapon away.  


One hell of a woman.    











Chapter 7


 


The elevator doors opened directly out onto the final
floor of the Den of Iniquity, and we stepped off and into a sea of hedonism. 
The vast space of the floor was filled with couches and chairs that were
scattered about, nearly all of them filled with people involved in various
stages of every sexual act imaginable…some of which were even new to me. 
Small, semiprivate rooms ran along the perimeter of the space, most playing
host to more acts of depravity.  Bondage gear was everywhere, chains and ropes
hanging from the ceiling and shackles and restraints springing from nearly
every surface.  A plain wooden door was set into the far wall of the room.
Rebecca had taken two steps inside, and then frozen in place as everything hit
her at once and overwhelmed her.


“Wow.” Was her only utterance for a moment, then I
nudged her softly and walked onwards, passing a group of men and women seated
around a low table laughing together. They were all extremely pale and there
was an occasional flash of fangs in their mouths as they spoke and teased with
each other.  A naked young woman lay on the low table before them, blood
leaking from small puncture wounds that covered her neck, arms and inner
thighs.  Their conversation froze as we passed, their eyes hungry upon us as
one leaned forward and sank his elongated canine teeth into the tender flesh of
her thigh. Trails of blood leaking slowly past his lips as he drank, his eyes
never leaving us.  The woman moaned and writhed in response, as if she were in
the middle of the best sex of her life rather than playing the part of a juice
box. I kept my hand on Rebecca’s arm and continued walking unhurriedly by.  


“Were those vampires?” She asked me, glancing over her
shoulder after we had gone a short distance into the room.  A voluptuous woman
with bright green skin and flaming red hair was slowly spinning around a stripper
pole beside us, her flimsy clothing nearly nonexistent and leaving very, very
little to the imagination.


“Yup.” I replied, grimacing in disgust.  


“What?” Rebecca asked.  “Aren’t they supposed to be
all noble and stuff?  Long lived and romantic?”


I grimaced in response.  “Forget all those stupid
fucking holo-shows about vampires and all that misunderstood romanticism. 
Those are just damn good PR jobs that hide the truth of the real thing.”  I
nodded back the way we’d come. “Those things are no different than sharks. 
Sure, they look like men, but they are always hungry, always hunting, and will
always go wild over a little spilt blood.”  I snorted. “They think they are
supernatural badasses, but I’ve always found them a little underwhelming. 
Sure, they are fast and strong.  But overall, they seem pretty stupid…almost
like their minds lose something when they come back, reverting to a
more…primitive… thing than a man.”  I shrugged, and walked past the green
skinned woman wiggling her body at me from the stripper stage.  “All you really
need to know is that they can die like everything else.”


“How?” she asked, walking beside me and turning her
head to watch a woman tied to a bench with her ass in the air.  She was
shrieking in pleasure as she was taken roughly from behind by a man wearing a
steel box around his head.  A small crowd sat in front of them shouting
directions and suggestions to the man. She shook her head and walked on with
me.


“Well, the classics are good…stake in the heart and
cut off their heads, but the truth is that if you can bleed them out, they lose
all their energy and just kind of flop around like a fish out of water.  Then
all you have to do is destroy their bodies.  Sunlight works well, so does fire,
but just hacking them up is good too.”  We passed a group orgy that was
energetically seeking blissful oblivion and seemed unaware of everything around
them. Partners moved about freely in the pile of debauchery as we walked by, a
sea of limbs and sex.  “They’re really just pests, and not actually a part of
the greater War.  They’re a lot more like a bacterial infection you get from a
shady gym shower; best to just kill them quick when you can and avoid them when
you can’t.”


“So they don’t care about the big picture end of the
universe stuff?  They aren’t taking sides or anything at all?” she asked,
pulling her hand firmly from the grasp of a lithe brunette woman in the orgy
who was trying to pull her into their fun.  


I shrugged again, and dodged the same brunette’s grab
for my leg.  Insatiable little minx.  “Not really, although they have been
known to hire themselves out as a sort of supernatural mercenary, and most
often to those on the other side of the War.”


“Opportunistic of them.” She replied as we approached
the door in the wall.  “What’s past the door?” she asked me, pointing at the
plain wooded portal.


“That is Belle’s personal area.  People can only go in
there by her invitation.”  I walked slowly towards the door.


“What happens if someone sneaks in?” 


“Ever heard of someone dying of pleasure?” I asked,
stopping in front of the door to knock.


Rebecca looked at me in disbelief.  “No. Is that a
real thing?”


“Well, it’s possible…but I don’t think it would be
nearly as fun as it sounds.” I met her wide eyes and went on.  “Forced to feel
pleasure and desire till you die from too much, till your body literally cannot
go on and everything fails.”


“What’s the point?” She asked, eyebrow scrunching up
in thought.


“Belle feeds on lust…remember that when we go in
here.  I should probably warn you about Belle’s servants.” The sounds of the
locks being thrown open interrupted me, and the door slowly swung inward,
revealing a gorgeous blonde woman wearing skimpy leather lingerie and heels
standing there.  Her large breasts hung free in the open, showing off her
pierced nipples and distracting me from seeing her face for a moment.  Bright
blue eyes met mine as I looked at her, and then I saw her lips.  Rebecca
gasped.


They were sewn shut with a thin silken cord, their
pink softness pierced at least a dozen times to allow the sutures.


“Hi.” I said, stepping forward.  “We are here to see
Belle.  She’s expecting us.”  Even though I’d been expecting the horrific
image, I was still put off by its strangeness.  The woman starred at me blankly
for a moment, then turned and walked further inside, mutely expecting us to
follow as the door closed itself behind us.


“Nate, what the fuck?” Rebecca whispered as we
followed the blond woman down another hallway, the curve of her hips meeting
her thong distracting me momentarily.  It had really been too damn long.


“This is one of Belle’s personal servants.” I said,
nodding at the silent woman in front of us. “The string through her mouth is a
magical binding that assures their loyalty and silence while they serve Belle
in this place.” Sounds of pleasure and pain slipped through the doors along the
hallway as we followed along behind our disturbingly sexy guide.  We saw
several more of the forcibly mute women moving around, gorgeous and barely
dressed.  They went about their unknown tasks with eerie silence and grace,
each one’s lips sutured shut.


“Why the fuck would anyone chose to have the done to
them, Nathan?”  Rebecca asked me quietly as we passed another servant with
short, bright pink hair.  She was on her knees scrubbing at a stain on the
floor, a stain that looked suspiciously like blood.


“Most of them had no choice.  They owed Belle
something, and she liked the way they looked.  She collects pretty things, and
almost always gets what she wants.”  I glanced at Rebecca as we neared another
door, this one carved ornately with innumerable scenes of perversion. 
“Remember, don’t make any deals with her.”


Rebecca nodded as the doors in front of us opened,
seemingly on their own.  The servant stopped outside the threshold and bowed us
through, her tits swaying invitingly as she silently bid us to enter. Stepping
through the door was like passing into a different world.  


Opulent doesn’t even begin to cover it.  The room was
draped with fine silken tapestries, all of them depicting different sexual
acts, and Persian rugs lay like tiles on the floor. Several low tables set
throughout the room were surrounded by plump cushions and pillows.  Small gold
statues with eyes of gemstones and priceless vases were scattered around the
lounging area.  The place was empty except for a few servants kneeling mutely
here and there. A giggle like a little girl sounded through another door across
the room from us.


“Come on.” I said to Rebecca, walking towards the
sound.  “She’s playing.”


The door opened into another large open floored room
with smooth marble walls.  The stark emptiness of the room was striking in
comparison with the excess of the outer chambers.  A chair sat near the door,
its occupant sitting with her back to us with long silver hair flowing over
delicate shoulders as she watched the events unfurling in the room.  I glanced
past her and felt shock race through me, and heard Rebecca’s breath rush out of
her as she froze next to me.


In front of the silver haired woman were the only
other occupants of the room.  The first was a lean muscular man clad in tight
black leather pants.  He was about my height and size, but his features were
hidden behind a smooth, black leather mask that prevented us from seeing his
face and even hid his eyes.  A slim silver collar about the width of a
fingernail encircled his neck snuggly, marking him as the Lady’s property in
this strange place. In his hand, he held a long thin bamboo switch that
whistled through the air as he brought it down across the upturned and smooth
ass of the room’s final occupant.


She was breathtakingly lovely, the kind of beauty that
made you want to just bask in her presence, her disheveled hair black as night.
Vibrant gold eyes looked at us through thick eyelashes from a delicate and
gracefully shaped face.  She was naked and stretched out lengthwise along a
waist high bench, her hands and legs bound to metal rings in the floor with a
rough, strange looking hemp rope.  The rope had sinuous silvery strands braided
into its fibers that flashed in the low light of the room, vibrating with an
eldritch energy that set my teeth to buzzing.  She squealed into the gag that
filled her mouth as the man struck her multiple times across her ass and
thighs, her body bucking against her restraints, and tears flowing down her
face as she cried in pain.  Her eyes on us, she raised her ass higher in the
air mutely begging for more, her moans mixing together with her muffled sobs. 
But none of this was the shocking part of the scene before us. 


The woman had wings.


Large, beautiful wings, full of brilliantly white
feathers that seemed to glow in the dark.  Fully spread out they were nearly
twice my height, the tips of the longest feathers brushed through with a golden
hue.  Ropes were looped around their tips, stretching the wings out wide behind
the woman and keeping her from covering herself with them.


“Do you like my new toy, Nathaniel?” A clear voice
asked as the silver haired woman stood and turned to face us.  She was wearing
a plain white dress that flowed softly around her, hugging her voluptuous body
and making every movement into a seduction of the senses.  Her long silver hair
flowed loosely around her face, drawing attention to her high cheekbones and
small button nose.  Eyes the color of artic ice looked me over and glanced
interestedly at Rebecca.  One of the most beautiful women to ever walk the
earth smiled at us with perfect teeth and dimples, and I felt a wash of lust
crash through my body.


“Hello, Belle.” I said flatly, stomping down hard on
my instinctive response to her; I knew what she was.


“Always so grumpy, this one.” She said, looking at
Rebecca.  She extended one delicate hand past me, leaning over slightly and
allowing me a view down the top of her dress.  “Hello, darling, I’m Belle. 
Aren’t you lovely?”  A slight gleam slid into Belle’s eyes as she looked my
companion over again.


“Special Agent Stevens.” Rebecca told her, reluctantly
taking her hand.  


“Ooooh.  A Special Agent. Nathaniel…have you been a
naughty boy?” She looked me over again, and furrowed her eyebrows.  “And just
what have you done to your face? You look appalling.”  


“We need to talk, Belle.” I glanced over at her
amusements as the man continued spanking the winged woman with the thin bamboo
cane. “Is there somewhere we can speak privately?”


Belle’s laughter was like her giggle, childlike and
filled with joy; I wasn’t fooled.  This was one of the most deviously dangerous
beings to ever walk this planet…and maybe a few other worlds too. “We can speak
right here.  It’s really your own fault, you know, showing up unannounced and
interrupting my entertainment.”  She snapped her fingers at the man and he hung
the switch on the wall, then undid his pants to revel a massive manhood which
he began to fuck the bound woman with unhesitatingly.  The sound of their flesh
slapping together filled the room, along with her moans and sobs.  “Rebecca,
dear, what do you think of my home.”  Ice blue eyes drank in the pornographic
scene before us hungrily.  


“It’s one of the most horrible places I’ve ever been
in my life.” Rebecca replied angrily.


Another smile from Belle, this one wide like a shark’s
grin before he bites.  “Thank you dear, we aim to shock and please in equal
measures.” Her tongue darted quickly out of her mouth, tasting the air like a
snake.  “Although that isn’t entirely true.  You like some of the stuff you’ve
seen….interesting.”  Her eyes trapped Rebecca’s. “Do you like my new toy?” She
asked her…slowly sliding closer to her.


Rebecca’s eyes flicked over at the pair as the bound
woman reached her first orgasm, screaming her eyes shot wide and her body
spasmed against the ropes holding her down. “What is she?” Rebecca whispered
softly, almost as if she hadn’t meant to.


Belle slid ever closer to Rebecca, and slowly walked
behind her, her eyes wandering all over her as she spoke. “Did you know that
even angels can lose themselves to despair?”  She waited for a moment and
glanced over at the winged woman as she came again, screaming loudly into her
gag.  “It’s sad but true, I’m afraid.  They see far more of the universe than
mankind does, and sometimes, it’s too much for them.”  She wandered near the
pair as the man continued his work, trailing her fingers through the angel’s
hair.  “This one came to me begging to be punished for her doubt.” Another
giggle as the woman screamed again and shook with pleasure. “Would you believe
that she has never enjoyed the pleasures of the flesh before today?  ‘God’ and
his henchmen have always been rather insufferable and judgmental about such
things, in my opinion.” She leaned forward to meet the woman’s gold eyes.  “She
hates this as much as she loves it…an interesting duality of loving more of
what she feels and drowning in the shame she has been taught this act should
bring her.”  Belle’s tongue tasted the air again. “Such a delicious
contradiction.”


“Belle, we really need to speak privately.” I said,
growing a little tired of her games.


“What could you possibly say to me that we cannot
discuss while we enjoy this?” She asked, smiling as the bound angel came again
amid the slapping sounds of sex.


“I need to find Cain.” 


She froze momentarily, shock still like an animal
deciding to run or tear your face off, then she slowly stood and turned towards
me. “Let’s step outside, shall we?”  Then she glided past us with an unearthly
grace, but I noticed that her hand shook slightly when she reached for the door
handle.


We followed her out into the nearly overawing
lavishness of her outer chambers, sitting down on cushions placed around a low
table top.  One of her mute servants silently placed an enameled green tea set
on the table in front of Belle, laying tiny cups and plates out for each of
us.  She knelt next to the table and poured the steaming liquid into our cups,
her lean body encased in black lace that covered her from neck to toes but
still left nothing to the imagination. Belle raised a tiny green cup to her
lips, sipping delicately as the servant backed slowly out of the room,
apparently unnoticed by her mistress.  


Setting her cup back on its plate with a slight clink,
Belle looked at me and sighed.  “You always know just how to ruin a wonderful
day, Nathaniel.” I shrugged my shoulders, and she sighed again. “Now, just what
in nine hells is going on with you?”


“It’s a bit of a long story.” I started, drawing the
dark stone knife and placing it on the table next to my tea.  “Short version,
Cain and I had words, and I took this. Now, I need his help.”


“Nathaniel, you took that from him?” She grimaced in
disgust.  “I always hated that thing.  Its hunger pollutes whoever carries it.”
Belle made shoeing gestures with her perfectly manicured fingers. “Please, put
it away.  Such a vulgar thing.”


I put the blade away, trying to ignore the tangible
bloodlust it always evoked when I touched it.  “I still need to find Cain,
Belle.”


Her eyes, cold as they were blue, watched me in
silence for a moment, then shifted to Rebecca as she sipped her tea again. 
“Try the tea, Special Agent Stevens, it’s quite delicious.” Her gaze moved back
to me and she sighed.  “I assume this has something to do with that slattern
you married a while back, what was her name, Desire...Deede…Deidre, or
something or other.”


“It does.” I replied flatly, anger smoldering to life
in my heart the way it always did when I thought of her. “But she’s calling
herself Stacey now, and it looks like she is trying to pull off something
really big.  That’s why I need to find Cain.”


“Not to be crass, dear, but why the fuck should I help
you after you betrayed him?”  Her eyes held mine, hard like chips of artic ice
as she stared at me. 


I pushed my tea away untouched, noting that Rebecca
seemed to have taken my warnings to heart and hadn’t touched her tea either.
“Stacey is looking for Cain, Belle. She openly attacked a Federal police station
using the occult arts to try and catch me to use as bait.  She kept saying
something about an eye.  I figure that if she wants him for whatever she is
trying to pull off, it’s probably in everyone’s best interest that she not get
him.”


Belle sat up a little straighter when I mentioned
Stacey’s interest in Cain.  “Well, that changes things somewhat.  Tell me
everything, and then we will discuss what should be done.”


The tale took a few hours to unwind, and felt like
removing just healed scabs with sandpaper.  Belle asked me to repeat some
parts, as well as asking Rebecca questions as well.  We went over everything
that had happened since we met several times, and I added in some details about
the ghouls and the Sons of Sobek.  After we finished, Belle sat unmoving for a
moment, then spoke. “I must say, Nathaniel, your wife seems to have stepped up
the big leagues since your estrangement.”


I grunted, scratching lightly at my face where my
missing eye was starting to twinge in pain. “No shit, Belle, but do you have
any idea what the hell she is trying to accomplish?  Given her mental state, I
am assuming it isn’t puppies and hugs for all.”


Belle grinned at me. “I have no idea, other than that
ghouls were supposedly one of the various inhabitant species of the Lost City
of Zul-Shar, living alongside men and other races for a time.” Sipping her tea,
she continued. “I don’t really know when they went all feral and twisted, but
they are most definitely nasty little buggers now.”


“I agree, but that doesn’t help me understand how they
are linked to the Eye that Cain is supposed to have.” My irritation was clear
in my tone, and Belle frowned at me in return. “Sorry, it’s just been a really
long couple of days.  Do you know what the hell this Eye thing is?”


She shook her head, silken strands of silver hair
shifting around her perfect features as she moved.  “I may know more about Cain
than anyone else alive, but that man has more secrets than you can imagine. 
It’s likely something he found over the years; he really does have a very
expansive and impressive collection of artifacts.”


“So, we are back to where we started.  Can you get a
message to him?” I asked, pulling my holo-pad out and opening a file before
sliding it over to her.  “I could also use some toys.  I lost all mine to the
cops, and couldn’t get them back before Stacey trashed the place.”


She didn’t say anything for a moment, silently
perusing the list on my holo-pad while slowly sipping at her tea again.  “I can
certainly have these items made available to you, as well as providing you much
more comfortable transport back to the bay.  This will cancel our debt, you
understand?”


I nodded, having expected as much.  “What about
getting a message to Cain for me?”


She sipped her tea again.  “There is where we run into
a problem, Nathaniel.”  Her cup clinked again as she set it down and met my
eyes.  “Cain discovered various aspects of my business venture that he took
issue with, and now he is angry with me.” She glanced over at Rebecca and
whispered. “Men can be such sulky little boys sometimes, really.”  Returning
her gaze to me, she went on. “We aren’t speaking right now.”


Rebecca looked confused.  “But this is an
emergency…the whole world could be in danger!”


I shook my head as Belle went back to sipping her tea. 
“Not how it works here.  Belle is a Fey…pride and leverage are everything to
them.”  I nodded my head at Belle.  “If she reaches out to him, she will be
giving in first and admitting defeat and wrongdoing.  That would put her in a
compromised position with Cain.”


“So she isn’t going to help us?” Rebecca asked,
exasperation clear in her tone as Belle merely sat there drinking tea.  


I shook my head, not liking the light that was
flickering in Belle’s gaze. “No, she is going to help us.  Just not for free.”


Belle’s lips slowly pulled back in a predatory smile.
“Quite astute, Nathaniel.  Nice to see that Cain’s time and effort were
misplaced after all.”  She leaned back against her cushion, resting her tea in
both hands.  “You should know by now, dear, nothing in all the universe is
without cost.”


“So what do you want?” Rebecca asked aloud, her tone
growing more frustrated.


“He knows.” The smile was starting to creep me out,
plastered on her face like it was.


I shook my head slowly. “No, Belle.”


She only grinned wider, her eyes flashing bright blue
in the dim light of the room.


“What?” Rebecca asked.


“Very few things are of value to me, Agent Stevens.”
Belle said.  “I have more money than the rest of the world combined, and more
power than any government believes it wields.  But none of that is what brings
me delight…none of that is what satisfies me.”


“No, Belle.” I said again, a little louder this time.
She continued to ignore me, her interest clearly otherwise occupied. 


“No, my sweet, what interests me this moment is that
fragment of hunger I taste from you, drifting off you like sweet honey, warm
and unspoiled on a summer day.” Belle’s delicate fingers reached across the
table, resting gently against the back of Rebecca’s hand.  I watched Rebecca’s
pupils dilate wide, her breath catching in her throat, and a soft moan slipping
though her parted lips as her entire body shook in ecstasy.  “The things I
could show you, little one.”


Belle squawked in outrage when I snatched her hand
away, exposing myself to her power in the process.  Even though I was expecting
it and I’d braced myself, the sheer magnitude of lust that slammed through me
was enough to shut down all rational thought for a few seconds.  I struggled
through waves of hunger, thrashing my way up from a sea of staving desire, my
body shaking as I fought to get back to myself.  When I opened my eyes, I saw
Rebecca leaning against the table and gripping the edge with white knuckles as
her ragged breath rushed in and out of her lungs.  Her pupils were so wide that
her eyes looked nearly black.  Belle stared at me reproachfully from across the
table, shaking her hand slowly.  She was still somehow, inextricably, drinking
her damn tea.


“Ever the spoilsport, Nathaniel.”  Her tone made her
sound like she was on the edge of sticking her tongue out at me. “Your hunger,
unsurprisingly, is still as bitter and hard edged as always.”  Her anger faded
a bit and sadness seemed to slip into her pale blue eyes. “Such hate will
consume you; you should let it go.  Believe me, it will only end in more
pain.”  


Once, years before, Cain had-in a rare moment of
unguarded drunkenness-confided in me some of what he knew about Belle. We had
just finished purging a nest of Gaunts; I still cringe at the thought of the
faceless, thin, dark creatures winging around us in the dark and wet
underground cavern we’d tracked them to.  They’d been grasping at us in the
blackness and trying to bind us with their barbed tails.  


Worst bondage adventure ever.


Ever.  


Anyhow, Cain had shared some of Belle’s history, so I
knew that she was likely right about hate and grudges.  She had been around
long enough to experience most things, but the sadness in her eyes wasn’t just
for my sorry circumstances. After all, her anger at betrayal had once led her
to orchestrate the massacre of an entire civilization as she danced and laughed
madly atop the walls of the doomed city.  Of course, just because I could
understand her point doesn’t mean I could follow her advice.


“Stop changing the subject, Belle.” I said, bringing
us back on topic. “I need your help to reach out to Cain, but I’m not letting
you feed on Agent Stevens to pay for the favor.  Pick something else.” I
glanced over at Rebecca and saw she was still panting and shaking in her seat.
Her eyes were at least starting to clear up, but I knew she was going to be
coming down like an addict after a weeklong meth binge and things were probably
going to get complicated.


Belle’s childlike giggle filled the air again. “So
protective; perhaps there is more here than you admit, Nathaniel?” She waved
her fingers at me in a shoeing gesture.  “Never mind, I won’t take your toys. 
That wouldn’t be fair.”  She sipped at her tea again.  “A favor for a favor
then; I help you now and you swear to help me at a later date. No questions
asked.” 


That was a very, very dangerous offer.  Belle was a
powerful Fey, so the likelihood of her favor being moving a couch or three on
the weekend was marginal at best.  Of course, I knew there wasn’t going to be a
better offer at the bottom of the cereal box either, so I nodded in agreement
anyways.  Sometimes you take the bad deal when the needs must be met.


“One favor, Belle.”  I held up right index finger.
“One.”


“Wonderful.” She said smiling at me. “I suppose you
won’t be sharing my hospitality this evening?” The muffled screams of delight
from the bound angel in the other room sounded through the closed door as if to
punctuate her point, bringing her predatory grin back to her perfect features.


I didn’t need to look at Rebecca to know that her
quota for crazy shit in one day was well and truly surpassed.  “No, Belle.  I
don’t think we will be staying around for the after party.”  I stood and
reached down to help Rebecca to her feet, smiling at her as she blinked up at
me in confusion.


“Are we leaving, Nate?” She asked me, eyes drifting
around the room while her hands snatched at my shirt and clung to me for
support.  She stood next to me unmoving for a moment, then leaned forward and
began sniffing my neck as her hands dragged along my chest and shoulder.  “You
smell really good, Nate…”  I caught at her hands, trying to ignore Belle
laughing at my efforts to avoid the more amorous advances of the woman beside
me. 


I managed to catch hold of her hands, although I’ll
admit that I really didn’t mind them touching me, then glanced at Belle. “If
you are done laughing at me for something that is entirely your fault, you said
something about transport back to the bay?” I grunted as Rebecca bit softly on
the side of my neck, her lips hot and teeth stinging slightly.


Belle laughed again at me, nodded, and then placed her
cup on the table before rising gracefully to her feet.  “Follow me.” She said,
leading us through another doorway in the room that had been hidden behind a
folding screen made of paper and painted with soft cherry blossoms in an
Eastern style.  I followed with Rebecca leaning heavily on me, stumbling along
while trying to curb her hands as they alternated between clutching at me for
support and trying to find their way into my clothes.  The door led to a short
hall ending in a pair of gilded elevator doors, their entire surface engraved
deeply with scenes of debauchery and lust that would even shame a Saigon
hooker. The doors glided open at our approach, and Belle stopped to face me.


“It was nice to see you again, Nathaniel.”  She smiled
slightly at me, her face seeming almost fond. “Next time, please call ahead
though.”


I nodded and half carried my accomplice into the
elevator. “Sorry for intruding.  I wouldn’t have if there were any other
option.”


“Nonsense.” Belle replied, reaching inside to tap the
up button. “You are always welcome here; you know that.”  Her perfect nails
held the edge of the door open effortlessly. “I will reach out to Cain and pass
on your message.  Meanwhile, this lift will take you to the roof where my
private shuttle pilot will take you back to the Bay area.”  She shook her head
slightly. “Be careful, Nathaniel.  You never were one for thinking too deeply
before acting, and that’s without even considering your wife’s involvement in
this affair.”


I nodded my head, giving her a smirk while continuing
to support Rebecca and fight off her grasping hands.  I wondered what she
would say about it as soon as she came back to her senses.  “I’ll do what
I can, Belle.  No guarantees in this work though.”


She stood there watching me holding Rebecca up in the
elevator for a moment longer, her laughing eyes slowly sobering as she stared
at me.   “Do try and be careful, Nathaniel.  A near eternity on
this planet hasn’t given me so many friends that I can afford their loss with
ease.”  


Her grin came back like the sun rising over the artic
and spilling life through the world.  “Besides, you owe me a favor
now.  Just think of all the fun we can have working together again!” 
the door slid closed on my view of a stunningly gorgeous and equally crazy
woman waving happily at me, while a second beautiful and half-conscious woman
tried to slid her hands down my pants.


Never a boring moment when dealing with the Fey, or
with women.


************


 


“Oh my God!” Rebecca exclaimed as she sat bolt upright
in the bed, the blanket slipping off her shoulders and pooling around her
waist.  “What the hell just happened to me?” her eyes darted around our
surroundings in panic. “And where the fuck are we?”


She was lying in the center of perhaps the largest bed
I had ever seen, big enough to fit an entire family of five with room to spare
for the dog and cat. The rest of the suite around us was just as ostentatious,
if in a minimalist kind of way with bare white walls and a few boxy chairs
against the far wall hugging a table that looked like a solid block of
stone.  Behind me, as if trying to make up for the lack of character in
the rest of the room, there was a ceiling to floor window looking out over the
bay.  Since we were on the one hundred and sixty seventh floor it was a
spectacular view, especially late at night with the lights of the city spread
below us.  The multiple tiers of the Golden Gate Bridge were just visible,
hovering in the air at the edge of the city lights.


“Relax, Rebecca.” I said, reaching out to touch the
back of her hand. “You’re safe.  We’re back in San Francisco; Belle lent
us her shuttle.” I handed her back the eyeglasses I’d taken off her when I laid
her down in the bed. “Plus, she set us up in her personal suite at the Park-Bay
Central Hotel.


“Thanks.” She said, rubbing her head groggily as she
took her glasses and slipped them back on. “Wow.” She stared out the window
over the city for a second. “Belle doesn’t do anything halfway does she?”


I laughed. “No, not really.”


“How long was I out?” She asked, absently accepting a
glass of water I passed to her.  “And what the hell happened?  The
last thing I remember was you and Belle negotiating the price of her help, and
then her touching me.”  


“Well.” I replied, rubbing the back of my head in
embarrassment. “Belle kind of touched us with her power a little bit.” I was
still uncertain how much she would actually want to know about what had
happened next. “You were pretty out of it after that, so I brought you to the
roof, got you on the shuttle and laid you down to sleep it off here.”


She drank her water down like a wanderer lost in the
desert, glancing around the room again as she finished.  “Can I have some more,
please?”


I took her glass and went to the kitchen to get her
more, hearing Rebecca shuffling around and climbing out of the bed.  “Careful.”
I said, glancing back to see her sitting on the edge of the bed. “Her touch can
take a lot out of a person. Just go slow, okay?”


 “Why aren’t you falling all over the place too?” She
asked trying to finger brush her hair into some sort of order, her well curved
legs dangling over the edge of the bed.  I hadn’t trusted myself to help her
out of her clothes before laying her down, so her stockings still covered her
legs in a sheer gloss, distracting my attention for a moment.


“It wasn’t the first time I’ve felt her touch, and I
wasn’t really the focus of her attention.” I said, handing her the refilled
glass.


“I’m honestly just confused, Nathan.” She looked up at
me. “I feel like I drank a bunch of tequila last night and can’t remember
anything at all.”


I sat down across from her again. “I told you she was
a special kind of Fey, right?” Rebecca nodded. “Well, her kind is what inspired
the legend of the succubus, the temptress able to drag any man down into sin
with a touch. The early Catholic Church feared her kind enough that they
painted them as demons sent to steal a person’s soul.”


Rebecca chuckled, and rubbed the back of her hand where
Belle had touched her. “Having been on the receiving end of her powers, I can
see why they were so nervous.”


I nodded and went on. “Imagine how easy it would be
for one of them to touch a powerful leader and then rule through that person.”
She stared at me with wide eyes. “It actually happened a few times.  But the
Church pretty much ran the show a thousand years ago, so after a while, they
decided that they didn’t really like competition for power.”


“What did they do?” she asked, slowly sipping at her water.
I couldn’t help but notice how soft her lips seemed as they touched the rim of
the glass. They were a pale pink, and looked smoother than satin.  I didn’t
know if I was noticing on my own, or still suffering the aftereffects of
Belle’s touch, but either way I was entranced for a moment in blissful lust.


I blinked away an image of her writhing underneath me,
and continued. “They paid men to kill them.  There were never very many to
begin with, and after the witch hunter’s pogrom, there’s only Belle.”


“She is that last of her kind?” Rebecca asked
incredulously. “That’s really sad, Nathan.”


I nodded in agreement.  “It’s quite likely the only
thing that kept her alive was that Cain loves her.  She is very powerful on her
own, but with his protection added in, nobody can hurt her.  Nobody would be
dumb enough to try.”


“Wow.” She said, looking thoughtful. “That kind of
puts her in a new light.”  She stood up slowly and walked over to the window. 
Facing away from me, she spoke softly. “You made a deal with her, didn’t you?”


I nodded, then realized she couldn’t see me. “Yeah, I
did.”


“After you told me how dangerous it was, why would you
do that, Nathan?” She sounded upset.


“We need to see Cain, and I wasn’t going to let her
feed on you to pay for it.”


“Shouldn’t that have been my choice?” She asked,
turning to face me, anger clouding the edges of her features.


I chuckled. “Once she touched you, there wasn’t much
choice.  You would have done anything for her.” I shrugged and leaned back in
my chair tiredly.  “Besides, she only asked me for a favor in return.  I
probably would have helped her anyways, but this way everyone gets what they
need.”


She folded her arms over her chest and stared at me in
silence.  “What if she asks you to do something terrible?”


I thought about that question.  In truth I had been
considering it since the moment I made the promise to Belle.  “Nothing I can do
about that right now.”  I looked up at her. “Besides, it was the only choice.”


She stood there, watching me wordlessly for a time,
the lights of the city below us framing her body in the relative darkness of
the room.  Then she moved towards me, walking gracefully across the room, and
slid onto my lap.


Her mouth pressed into mine as her legs straddled me
and I felt her warm weight press me back into the chair.  Her lips were softer
than I could have imagined as she kissed me hungrily, stirring my own lust and
need while she tried to devour me with her kiss.  I groaned into her mouth as
her hips rocked slightly against my growing hardness, pleasure spiking through
my body, mixing with a touch of pain from my injuries.


“Wait.” I said, struggling to pull back from the edge
of surrender. “Wait.” She pulled back a hairsbreadth from my face, her green
eyes bright behind her glasses as she stared at me.  I could see her desire
burning brightly in her eyes, reflecting her need as her hips rocked against
me, a bit harder this time. 


“Don’t you want me?” She asked, making a small circle
with her hips, one eyebrow raising up questioningly as she moved.


“Fuck.” I groaned out loud. “I just don’t want this to
be because Belle touched us earlier.  We could still be under the effects of
her power.”


Rebecca looked down at me, then kissed me again, her
wet tongue dancing through my lips to twist around mine. Pulling back, she
ground her pelvis hard against me. “I don’t give a fuck, Nate.  I want you. 
Everything has been so fucking crazy.  I just need to feel alive and human
again.  Make me feel that way, Nathan.  Please?”  Her last word came out soft
and plaintive. 


I stared up at the perfection of the woman straddling
me, and knew instantly I could never refuse. Somewhere deep in my own soul, I
felt the same need to connect and feel something wonderful and alive after
drowning in so much pain and death.  I felt the iron bonds holding my inner
beast slip free, and I surged up to kiss her, grabbing her hair to pull her
lips tighter against my own.


She moaned, and inhaled me. Lips and tongues pressed
tight, our hands roamed everywhere.  I felt awake and alive for the first time
in forever.  I could feel her pulling at my shirt, so I helped her slip it up
over my head, grunting as it rubbed against the wound in my back. 


“Are you okay?” she asked breathlessly, hands pausing
for a moment against my chest.


“Yeah, just a little banged up.” I smiled up at her.


Her responding grin was infectious, filling me will
its warmth as her eyes turned playful. Her hips moved again, as her hands
roamed over my bare chest and shoulder. “Baby, I’m worth it.”  Teeth nipped
against my shoulder before she kissed me again, and I knew she was absolutely
right.


She stood up then, her hands moving slowly along the
buttons of her shirt as she held my gaze.  Watching her undo each button,
slowly and teasingly, I felt entranced, frozen in place by a goddess.  Her
shirt fell to the floor at her feet, her skirt following seconds later, and I
felt the breath leave my lungs.  


Curves in all the perfect places, long lean limbs
tight with muscle and soft smooth skin filled my vision, all of it encased in
some of the sexiest underwear I had ever seen.  Sheer and white, her bra was a
gauzy thing that was barely covering her pert tits, her bright pink nipples
showing clearly though the diaphanous material. A matching garter belt held her
stockings up in place and her thong barely covered her smooth mound, wetness
slowly soaking the gossamer fabric and clearly outlining her womanhood as she
stood there looking down at me.  


I had to struggle to find words.  “Wow.” I swallowed
to clear the crack in my voice, then teased her lightly. “That is a hell of a
pair of underwear to wear to work, Agent Stevens.”


She looked down at herself for a moment, the back at
me, eyes smoking with heat. “I like to feel sexy, Mr. Wolfe.” She spun a slow
circle, showing her perfect ass and legs off for me. “Do you think I’m sexy?” 


I could only nod as all the blood was rapidly draining
from my brain. “Gods, hell fuck yes.”


“Good.’ She said, moving forward to grab at my pants,
tugging at them till they slid off, her impish grin flashing the entire time. 
Sinking to her knees in front of me, she pushed my legs apart and slid closer
as her hands grabbed my rapidly hardening cock.  “I think you may like what you
see after all, Mr. Wolfe.” She said provocatively, before stroking me lightly
with her hands.


I was just about to respond when her wet mouth sank
all the way down around my hardness, robbing me of any thoughts or words for
long moments of bliss.  Hot, tight and wet, she moved her mouth along my cock,
alternating with her hands then sliding her lips all the way to the base of
me.  I could feel my body shaking and my eye rolling back in response to the
surge of pleasure her touch was causing. 


“You’re going to make me cum if you keep doing that.”
I told her, reaching out to grasp her hair.  I could feel her lips grinning
around me, and then she picked up her pace, head moving up and down faster,
lips taking me all the way down with each movement.  My fingers knotted in her
hair and I let my head fall back as I felt myself go over the edge, her fingers
digging into my legs and moans escaping her mouth as she pulled every drop of
ecstasy from me with her lips.


My whole body was shaking as she slid her mouth off of
my cock, climbing into my lap with a smirk on her face, her fingers dancing
lightly along my length.  I was still hard enough to hurt, even having just
gotten off, which wasn’t surprising given the wanton lust the woman in my lap
was stirring up in me. 


“When is the last time you were with a woman?” She
asked me, hand tight around me as she bit at the side of my neck and along my
shoulder.


I groaned as her hand squeezed me. “Not since…since
the last time with Stacey.” 


She paused, and looked down at me. “That’s like six
years, Nathan.  Why so long?” She seemed genuinely curious, although I was
finding it hard to formulate thoughts with her hand tight around my cock.


“I’ve just been…busy…and angry…and hurt, I guess.”  I
was surprised with the vulnerability this woman seemed to be able to create in
me, surprised and a little concerned about my response to her.  She must have
seen something on my face, because she moved her hand and rubbed the tip of my
cock against her wetness through her panties. 


“I think it’s kind of romantic that you actually loved
someone that much.”  She said while rubbing me against her again and moaning
slightly, then giggling. “And I have to admit that I kind of like being your
other woman.” Her grin was back, drawing me up out from behind the emotional
walls I’d been retreating to. “Do you want more?” She asked, again rubbing me
lightly against her wet heat again. 


“Yes.” I said, watching her as she used her other hand
to push her sodden panties aside and then guided me to her opening.  She stared
at me, drinking in my expression as she slid my hard length into her a bare
inch at a time, until her hips were pressed tight against me and her wetness
surrounded me.


I have in the past, actually been on fire a time or
two.  Not really a surprise given my lifestyle choice, but even those moments
of searing agony had nothing on this woman.  Her wet pussy clamped tight around
me, a molten vice of slippery perfection, burning up my core like sun fire. 
The entire universe shrank down to just that connection, our bodies melding
together, everything else melting away.  


Then she started moving her hips.


A slow rocking, back and forth turned into circles,
then figure eights as she moved my hard length deep inside her. “Fuck.” I said,
reaching out and grabbing her tight ass in both my hands, pulling her harder
against me. I could feel her need rising as her movements grew faster and
faster.


“Yes!” Rebecca cried out, shaking against me as she
came hard, her hips still bucking along my length.  “Fuck!” She rode me harder
and faster, our bodies slapping together as her cries grew louder and more
desperate.  Wetness erupted from her, soaking my hips and the chair as she
clung to me while her muscles bucked and spasmed.


I stood up holding her in the air with her legs over
my arms, still deep inside her as she clung to me while her entire body shook
violently from her orgasm.  I moved across the room like that, carrying her to
the bed to continue our dance.


Afterwards, she lay pressed against me in the dim
light of the room, hands tracing my tattoos and scars absently.  I felt renewed
and worn out all at the same time.  Altogether, I felt pretty fucking fantastic.
There was a gorgeous woman curled up naked beside me in the largest and most
comfortable bed I’d probably ever been in.  Little waves of sensations, like
small electrical pulses followed her fingers as they traced lines along my
chest.


“You have so many tattoos and brands and scars,
Nathan.”  Her eyes drifted along my body, cataloging each mark.  I could almost
smell the curiosity burning through her. “Do they all mean something?”


“Most of them.” I relied, visualizing the story carved
into my flesh. “A good number of them are just scars though.”


“What is this tattoo for?” She asked, running her
fingertips across a stylized skull laid over a globe with an eagle perched atop
it.  The eagle clutched a spear in its claws and a blade in its beak. 


I glanced down at the mark.  “That was my first
tattoo.” I told her, remembering stumbling drunk into the tattoo shop while on
leave with several of my squad mates. “It’s the mark of a Marine Legionnaire. 
I got it after surviving the Lunar Campaign.”


“Against the Russians, right?” she asked quietly.


“Uh huh.” I said, easily recalling the nightmare of
zero gravity combat combined with tunnel warfare the battle for the moon had
quickly descended into. Wanting to change the subject before I lost the good
mood I was in, I asked her. “What about you, Special Agent Rebecca Stevens of
the Federal Security and Investigation Services.  Of all the interrogation
rooms in all the world, what made you walk into mine?” 


She giggled. “Nice holo-vid reference, but my story
isn’t anything special.”


I grabbed a handful of her ass and grinned.  “I think
you’re pretty damn special, Agent Stevens.”


Laughing, she slid closer to me, her body pressing
tighter against me with warm pleasant pressure.  “Well, I actually grew up
really ordinary. A Mom and Dad, a twin set of older sisters and a fat little
beagle as far back as I can remember.  It was a good life.”  Her eyes drifted a
moment.  “I hope they are all okay right now.”


“What made you decided to go into law enforcement?” I
asked, hoping to prod her on with her story and distract her from any
distressing thoughts.


“I was always fascinated with puzzles, to be honest.” 
Her smile beamed up at me as she teased me lightly. “Maybe that’s why I am
interested in you.” Still grinning, she lay her head on my chest. “I was
recruited right out of college after taking my aptitude tests, and I actually
started out in FSIS as an analyst doing research and data entry.  It was great,
the kind of work I excelled at, but it always felt like I wasn’t leaving a real
mark on the world around me, just sort of supporting those who did.”


I nodded, remembering the different support personnel
I had worked with over the years. “Understandable.  So what changed?”


“My mom actually.  She was listening to me gripe about
feeling trapped one day, and pointed out that I was the only one who could ever
get my sisters to get along with each other.  She suggested I try applying
those skills to my career and see where they took me.  So, I decided to try my
hand at liaison work, trying to make all the different groups work together and
play nice with each other.  Of course it’s almost impossible to keep them from
trying to screw each other over.”  She brushed her disheveled hair back a bit
and looked up at me. “That’s how I ended up in the room with you.  That
Intelligence officer was trying to screw us over, saw a pretty girl and thought
he’d use her for his own ends.”


“Well, I’m glad he sent you in.” I said, sliding my
hand along her skin again, delighting in its satin feel. “It could have gone a
lot worse if he hadn’t.”


She was quiet for a moment, then spoke in a soft
voice. “I’m not sure what I’m going to do now, Nathan, but I am sure that I
can’t go back to my old life and just pretend that the world is something that
it isn’t.” Her body shook a little as she spoke, so I pulled the covers closer
over her. “I can’t go back knowing that I could make a real impact on the
world, really save people from true evil.”  She was quiet for another moment.
“Do you think, maybe, you could use a partner in all this stuff?”


I heard her fear of rejection in her tone, and ran my
hand down the small of her back. “Rebecca.” I said, waiting till she looked up
at me. “This life is miserable and painful and dangerous.  I wouldn’t wish my
existence on anyone I hated, let alone on someone I was very fond of.” I felt
her shoulders slump a little as she turned her head away, so I hurried on.
“That said, I won’t deny anyone the right to fight for their world, for their
family and friends.” She looked up at me with bright eyes.  “I’d be delighted
if you wanted to be my partner.” She giggled as she pounced atop me to kiss and
hug me. “Of course, I have a feeling that if I had said no, you would have
tried to carry on with anyhow.”  I said ruefully, taking the opportunity to
grab her ass again.  


“Probably.” She agreed, leaning down to kiss me.
“Besides, I can think of a few perks to our continued working relationship.” 
She ground her hips against me and grinned, then sat up again.


She sat up atop me, straddling my hips and looking
down at my chest with interest. “What’s this one?” she asked, tracing a mark
branded on my chest directly over my heart.  “What’s it for?” I watched her
fingers gliding along the skin of my chest, tracing the five pointed star
enclosed by two concentric circles, one larger than the other.  The space
between the circles was filled with numbers and symbols.


“It’s called the Perfection of Pythagoras.” I said,
propping my head up with one hand.  “It represents perfect universal order
through math.  A physical representation of the Third Law of
Thermodynamics…order arising from chaos and entropy.”


“But what does it do?” She asked more insistently.


“Supposedly, it prevents things that aren’t of our
universe from being able to possess my body.”  I shrugged. “At least that is
what Pythagoras told Cain it would do when he came up with it way back
whenever.”


“Wait.” She said, looking down at me through her
glasses. “Pythagoras?  Like the dude who invented the Pythagorean theory we all
had to learn in school?”


I nodded, and ran a hand along the curve of her hip
and over her ass, grinning at her shiver of delight. “That’s the guy.  He was
supposedly some super genius who worked with Cain to strengthen the boundaries
of our universe against invasion from outside.  At least, he did till the Enemy
arranged his murder in a fucking bean field of all places.”


“Wow.” She said, moaning as little as her hips rocked
against my growing hardness. “I guess my math teacher was right.  Algebra could
save your life someday.”


Laughter burst from my chest unexpectedly, and I
dragged her tighter against me before losing all rational thought for the rest
of the night.  


One hell of a woman.











Chapter 8


 


I opened my eyes and found myself floating through a
mist filled tunnel, gravity barely touching me as I drifted down the dark
passageway.  I recognized the place as one of the hundreds of substructures I’d
helped fight for on the dark side of the moon during the war after the Russians
decided to join their communist cousins in slaying all the capitalist
pig-dogs.  There were several differences between what my memories held from
those months of conflict and with what I saw around me at the moment, perhaps
most prominently that I was wearing leather moccasins and a simple breech cloth
again.  The tails of the green band of leather covering my missing eye floated
lazily around my head as I dropped ever lower through the tunnel.


I knew I was dreaming because despite the fact that
there was no atmosphere on the moon anywhere outside the habitation domes, I
was having no trouble breathing normally in the vacuum I was floating in. 
Sounds reached my ears like echoes bouncing through the tunnels at the edge of
hearing, yet another incongruity with reality.  One of the most terrifying
parts of war in vacuum is the complete, utter silence you find yourself
drowning in.  Seeing explosions and gunfire tear men apart silently seems
somehow sacrilegious, as if the true cost of the violence wasn’t being paid or
respected.  


The sounds coming to me now, however, were not those
of warfare, but of a far more sinister nature.  Clicking sounds, like claws
scrapping along the rock tunnel walls in the dark.  A soft whisper of fabric as
cloth moved in time with unseen figures.  A soft hint of breeze through the
trees, where no breeze or forests could exist. Then the voices came again,
dancing around me in shadows.


“Sightless Father returns.” Croaked an old man’s voice
to my left.


“Come to fight.” Giggled a little child. 


“Come to die.” A woman painfully moaned out behind me.


I brushed my hand along the wall to start myself on a
slow spin in the weightless environment, turning to glance behind me.  As I had
expected, there was nothing there.  “Great.” I said aloud. “More games.”


“Games of the Mother.” a voice hissed in Arabic.


“Games of the Son.” Whispered a voice to my right in
Spanish.


“I don’t suppose you would just get to the fucking
point, would you?” I called out in the dark.


“Games of Tulu’s Gateway.” Shrieked a high pitched
voice, far down the tunnel.


“Games of the Old Ones.” Muttered an angry voice from
above me.


“Break the key.” A woman sighed into my ear.


A roar crashed through the dark, furious anger lashing
out as if it could kill through sound alone.  Heavy strikes of claws on stone
came from behind me, and drifting in a slow circle, I caught sight of a large
robed figure scrabbling along the wall like there was full gravity around us. 
It was running at me with terrible speed, its rage spilling forth in its cries
as it closed the distance to me. 


“OURS!” it roared, leaping towards me with its clawed
and scaled hands raised to rend me apart.


I awoke to the feel of soft, silken skin pressing into
my body as I lay there with my arms wrapped around a sleeping Agent Stevens. 
Some instinct warned me to keep my eyes closed and remain still, so I lay there
stretching out around me with my other senses, trying to locate the location of
whatever had woken me from the dream.  I couldn’t tell what is was, but I knew
something for sure.


We weren’t alone in our room anymore.


I slid my hand very slowly under my pillow searching
for the Hammershot I’d tucked under it before falling asleep earlier in the
night.  My hand grasped at emptiness; there was nothing there.


“I know you’re awake, boy.” said a voice I hadn’t
heard in nearly a year. “You might as well sit up.  We need to speak.”


The lamp across the room clicked on as I sat up, and
there was Cain.  He was seated in one of the obnoxiously square armchairs in
the room, his left leg crossed over his right.  Dressed in an unassuming black
suit, his red tie had been loosened and his eyes seemed tired behind the wire
rimmed glasses he always wore.  His hair had grown longer since I’d last seen
him, but he was still looked the same; incongruously unremarkable.  You could
pass him on the street and never look twice at him. My heavy little revolver
was unloaded on the coffee table in front of him, and he was tapping the Shard
of Murder against the heel of his left shoe as he sat there looking at me.


“Hello, Cain.” I said, sitting up on the edge of the
bed.  Rebecca came awake with a start at my voice, grasping desperately for her
weapon which was of course laying on the small table next to mine.  She
gathered the sheet to her chest and backed up against the headboard of the bed,
shifting slightly behind me.


“Who the hell is that?” She demanded angrily. 


“Rebecca, this is Cain.” Her eyes went wide as she
stared at the unassuming man sitting across from us. “Cain, this is Rebecca.”


“A pleasure, Agent Stevens.”  He nodded formally to
her, almost a slight bow in his seated position. “I understand that you’ve been
having a rough week since Nathanial here entered your life.”


Rebecca moved forward a little, putting one hand on my
shoulder as she knelt on the bed.  “It’s pretty fucking crazy for sure, but it
hasn’t been all bad.” Her fingers squeezed my shoulder a little at the last
part.


Cain smiled pleasantly at her. “I’m pleased to see
that you are handling things so well.” Turning to look at me, he frowned. “You,
on the other hand my boy, what have you been getting into?  You look worse than
Belle described you, and she said you looked like something a train had run
over and then set on fire for good measure.”


I laughed a little at that. “Nice to see you too, Cain.” 
I looked around for my clothes, but everything was scattered out of reach.  “Do
you supposed we can get dressed before we discuss things?”


“Certainly.” Said Cain, standing up and moving to the
window and facing away from us. “How rude of me.  I do hope you will forgive
me, Agent Stevens.”


She squeezed my shoulder again, grabbed some of my
clothes from my bag and darted into the bathroom with a backwards smile at me
when she caught me staring at her ass. For my part, I merely pulled on a loose
pair of shorts and then sat down on the couch next to the coffee table.  Cain
moved over to sit across from me, still tapping his black stone knife against
his leg as he quietly watched me.  


I rubbed my hand over my face, carefully scratching
around the bandages on the right side. “I suppose I owe you an apology, but I
really don’t know where to start.” I said, watching him holding his knife.  “I
shouldn’t have taken the Shard, Cain.” I met his gaze, which isn’t something
easy to do when a man’s eyes hold the weight of uncounted years of experience.
“I’m sorry.”


He was quiet for a moment, then sighed heavily.  “No,
you shouldn’t have taken it, but I shouldn’t have driven you to the point where
you thought you had to, son.  I knew you were hurting and angry; I should have
been more supportive.”  He grinned at my expression. “Did you think I was going
to kill you or something silly like that?”  Laughing he went on. “Boy, at my
age I’ve learned that you have to forgive the people who are important to you. 
Just don’t take my shit again without asking. Deal?”


I nodded as a feeling relief washed over me at his
words.  Deep down I think I’d expected him to never trust me or accept me again
after I’d stolen the Shard from him.  Still having his positive regard gave me
a sense of stability again in this fucked up universe, as though I had one
constant I could depend on.  The fact that he had come when I needed him,
regardless of the potential for danger or his anger at our previous parting was
even more reaffirming for me.  It can be amazing what you take for granted
until it’s gone, and what you really only appreciate when you find it still
there.


The door to the bathroom opened with a click, and
Rebecca came back into the room wearing a pair of camo print cargo shorts and a
faded green Marine Legion t-shirt.  She smiled at me brilliantly, and sat down
on the couch beside me before extending her hand to Cain.  “It’s very nice to
meet you, sir.  Nathan has told me a lot about you, and I have so many
questions that I would love to ask you about history and just everything.”  Her
excitement at meeting a living legend was plain to see, and her grin was
infectious as ever.  Cain was soon smiling, and then laughing as she spoke. 
“Did you ever see the Garden of Eden?” She asked, and then almost atop her
first question, she continued. “OH! What was the Library of Alexander like? Who
is your favorite world leader that you ever met?” 


“Please, call me Cain.  I would love to answer all
your questions, my dear, but I don’t think right now is the perfect time.” He
said, grinning at her exuberance.  “I promise to answer everything I possibly
can once we’ve dealt with the current crisis.  Right now, Nathaniel, I want to
hear about your troubles.  What happened to you and why didn’t you call me
sooner, boy?”


“There’s so much going on here that I don’t
understand, Cain.” I said, sitting back with a sigh. “I know Deirdre-who calls
herself Stacey now, by the way-is working on something big, but I can’t put the
pieces together in my head.”


“Well then, my boy.  I suggest that you start from the
beginning and tell me everything that’s happened since you left our home.” 
Cain said, adjusting his glasses and sitting upright.


I thought for a moment. “I guess it started with a
bear and a body.” 


I spoke for what seemed like hours, telling him about
the strange symbols I’d found carved in the girl’s body deep in that bear cave
before I’d burned everything.  I showed him the pictures I had taken of the
sinuous lines, as well as the pictures I’d captured at the back woods temple
after killing the ghoul.  I told him about the freaky little schoolgirl ghoul,
and showed him the small leather book the cult leader had possessed, watching
as he read quickly through the book in silence.  He stopped me now and again to
repeat something I’d said or to ask for clarification.  I told him about
tracking Stacy to San Francisco and about my attempt at killing her.


“I caught your work on the holo-news.” He said wryly.
“Very subtle work, Nathan.  So, why isn’t she dead?”


“Things got complicated.” I replied, then told him
about crashing her party at the hotel.  I told him about the Simulacrum, and
about stabbing Stacey in the heart with the Shard.  “I don’t understand what
happened, Cain.  Shouldn’t she have died?  I thought the Shard killed anything
that was alive?”


“Yes and no, Nate.” Cain said, looking down at the
black stone knife as he turned it slowly in his hands.  “I never really
explained what the Shard is, did I?”


“You told me that you carved it from the rock after
you….” I started.


“After I killed Abel with it.” Cain said, staring at
the edge of the blade. “But there is a lot more to the story than anyone
knows.” He sounded sad and tired as he spoke.  “See, I did kill Abel.  I beat
my baby brother to death with a rock, but not out of jealousy like the old
Bible story says.”  His eyes came up to me, pain filling his gaze at the
memory. “I loved my brother, but he tried to open the way for the Old Ones to
return.  The walls of our universe were still weak back then; man hadn’t
learned to strengthen them yet, and the Fey were too busy slaughtering each
other to care.” A tear slipped down his face as he went on. “I begged him to
stop, but something was twisted in his head.  He’d begun torturing animals
awhile before this, skinning his sheep while they were still alive and the
like, but he swore to stop after I caught him at it.  There was an insatiable
lust inside him for pain and blood, something I didn’t understand until I found
him trying to open the way into our world for things worse than you can
imagine.”


He paused for a moment to accept a mug of coffee from
Rebecca, smiling at her as she sat back down beside me and handed me one as
well.  I felt her hip press against mine as she settled in, and smiled at the
contact.  Sipping from his mug, Cain went on. “I begged him to stop, even
though I didn’t really understand what was going on.  I was going to run and
get our father when something amazing happened.” There was awe in his tone as
he went on, the memory clearly significant to him. “The Archangel Saraqael
appeared to me, and told me what I must do. He told me how to stop the ritual
and how to prevent my brother from ever trying to unmake the world again.”


“Saraqael?” I asked in confusion. “I don’t know that
one.”


“It’s changed over time, Nathan.  Saraqael was the
original name of the Archangel Azrael.”


“Wait.” Rebecca, interrupted.  “The Angel of Death
appeared to you and told you to kill your brother?”


“Not just kill him, Miss Stevens.” Cain replied
softly, staring at the stone knife again.  


A dark realization swept over me as facts came
together in my head, clicking together like pieces of a puzzle.  “You didn’t.”
I said in shock.


Cain merely nodded sadly, eyes still locked on the
blade in his hands.


“Didn’t what?” Rebecca asked, glancing back and forth
between us in confusion.


“I did what I was bid by the hand of the Lord,
Nathan.” Cain said softly, reminding me again that he was deeply religious.  “I
know your feelings on the matter, but my faith has never wavered.  The
Archangel helped me to break the ritual apart, then I slew Abel with a stone of
black glass while the Angel Saraqael bound his spirit into the stone.  He
guided me through the process of crafting it into a weapon, shaping it into a
blade to use in the fight for our universe.  A weapon that devours a creature’s
life force, consumes its spirit and soul.”  He looked up at me, a wordless
understanding passing between us.  Holding that knife had made my skin crawl to
be honest. It had always felt alive and hungry, starving for bloodshed and
death.  It even tried to push you to use it more often, offering a violent
answer for nearly every problem, and now I knew the cause.  The blade was so
deadly because it was a millennia old prison for the soul of a psychotic man.


“You killed your brother and trapped his soul in a
rock?” Rebecca asked stunned. “How could you do something like that?”


Cain was silent a moment, then he looked at me and
quietly went on as his eyes grew misty.  “As I said, Agent Stevens, I loved my
brother, loved him more than I ever loved myself.  He was my only friend for as
long as I could remember.  If there had been any other way to save him and stop
all the madness around him, I would have taken it. But sometimes things are so
evil around us, when we find all our options are gone.  It’s then when no
matter how much we love someone, the truth is that they are better off dead
than trapped in the clutches of the Enemy.”   


“Fuck me.” I blurted out. “Why didn’t you tell me
before, Cain?  There is no way I would have taken it had I known it was a
repository for your brother’s spirit!”


Cain waved his hand at me in a dismissive gesture
while wiping a tear away with the other.  “Water under the bridge, my boy.  It
seems the knife saved your life at least once, and that is all that matters.” 
He looked down at the blade with a furrowed brow. “As for why it failed to slay
your wife, there are only a few options, none of which bode well for us. 
First, it may be that her exposure to the powers she is playing with has
changed her to the point where she isn’t vulnerable to physical attacks of any
kind, but from the way you described her deflecting your bullets away, I’m not
sure that is it.  She still fears physical attacks, and the blade would have
destroyed her spirit regardless of any physical invulnerability.  No, I fear
the answer is much, much worse.”


“What is it?” Rebecca asked, leaning a little closer
to me.


“You said she mentioned Aztec necromancy when she
spoke of the Simulacrum.  I think she may have uncovered a copy of the Tome of
Ezhuia.”


Now I was confused. “What the hell is that?  Was that
the book she found back at the archeological site?” 


“No, I don’t believe so.  I’m not really sure what she
found there, but I think it led her to a copy of the Tome of Ezhuia, the Book
of Blood.  It was the central religious book for a particularly nasty cult
among the Aztecs.  Even back when human sacrifice was an everyday thing, this
group made people scared of the dark and what might live in it.”  He looked at
me again. “Tell me the rest of what happened, what she said, and what you saw.”


I nodded, sipping at my own coffee as the sun started
to lighten the sky through the window.  “Well, after the attack I was arrested
and met the delightful Agent Stevens here.” She blushed as she smiled up at me.
“Then Stacey showed up at the FSIS station looking for me.” I told him about
the attack on the building, about the hulking creatures she brought with her,
and what she said to me about screwing up all her hard work by killing the
ghoul earlier in the week.  “She seemed very interested in you, and something
called the Eye.”


Cain sat very still when I said this, then spoke
quietly. “You’re certain she said that?  The Eye?”


“Yeah.” I said, recalling her words from the FSIS
station. “She was pretty clear about it, and completely certain that you had
it. Whatever it is.”


Cain was quiet for a long time, staring off in
thought.  “It’s good you sent for me, Nathaniel.  I think things are about to
get significantly worse around here.”


“They aren’t bad already?” I replied, laughing. “What
makes you say they are going to get worse?” 


“Several reasons.” He replied, taking a swallow of
coffee. “First, I think your wife may have removed her soul using the teachings
of the Tome of Ezhuia, which means we can hurt her physically but we won’t be
able to kill her.  She’s taken the route of the lich, the path of undeath and
life eternal in service to her Old One master. We would need to find her
phylactery, the vessel she hid her soul in, and destroy that before we could
even attempt to kill her.  As it is now, we can damage her body, but she will
simply heal after a time and continue on no matter how badly we hurt her.”


“That certainly complicates things.” I said, worry
again filling my insides.  Liches are beings of extreme power.  Removing your
soul left a great deal of space inside someone that could be filled with power
by forces outside our reality, as long as the proper accords were made first. 
There was no way of knowing just how powerful she was now, or how strong she
would become if given enough time to grow into her new powers fully.


“No shit.” Rebecca joked, stealing a drink from my
mug. “Nothing like an un-killable crazy ex to make things more difficult.”


“Well that isn’t the only complication, Miss Stevens.”
Cain interjected. “She seems to have expanded her interests since Nathaniel
last saw her in the jungle.  The two hulking creatures she brought to the FSIS
building sound very similar to golems, animated creatures the old Jewish
priests could summon to protect their people.”  He looked thoughtful for a
moment. “I suspect that is why she crafted them with metal faceplates.”


“What do you mean?” Rebecca asked, stealing my mug
again. She just grinned impishly at me when I frowned at her for taking it.


“Well.” Cain said, shifting around on his chair.  He
placed the knife on the table next to the guns he had collected while we were
sleeping.  “In order to animate a golem, you have to form it from some
inanimate material and carve the Hebrew word for truth, emet, in its forehead. 
As long as the word is written there, the golem will continue to unflinchingly
carry out its master’s will.  They are rather hard to destroy.  The only easy
way is to remove the first letter of the word ‘truth’ from its forehead.  That
changes the meaning of the word to ‘death’ and the golem loses all animation,
returning to its lifeless state.  By putting the metal face shields on her
creations, Stacey has made them much harder to stop.” He looked pensive for a
moment. “It’s actually pretty damn creative.”


“I’m sure she will be thrilled at your appreciation
for her work.” I said sardonically.


Cain only waved his hand at me again. “Nonsense.” He
said. “My biggest concern is that she seems to have grown drastically in both
knowledge and sophistication in a very short time.  That makes her much more
dangerous than I had credited her being.”  He looked at me, and smiled
ruefully. “I think I owe you an apology now, my boy.  It seems you were right;
we should have taken steps earlier.”


“So, what do we do now then?” I asked, glad that he
was here to help.


“Well, first, we have to figure out what she wants. 
Her Simulacrum sounds like an over-amped zombie of some sort, maybe a wight.” 
Cain considered the problem for a moment, then continued. “We should be able to
destroy it with silver to the heart, but it sounds like she laid some seriously
heavy duty healing mojo on it too.”


“So we have to find a way to damage it badly enough to
overcome its healing magic and then get a silver blade in its heart.” I
remarked dryly. “That doesn’t sound hard at all.”


Cain shrugged. “Well, that part is easier than the
next.”


“What do you mean?” asked Rebecca, tucking her feet up
under her legs on the couch.  


“Stacey seems to know about the Eye, which means that
somewhere along the way she came in contact with some very powerful and very
dangerous knowledge.”


“What is the Eye?” I asked.  “I’d never heard of it
till she was screaming at me about it.”


“Well” Cain began. “Simply put, it’s a ruby.” He
leaned back in his chair and went on. “It was known as the Eye of Ra a long
time ago in the deserts of ancient Egypt.  Hell, it was even worn in
Cleopatra’s crown for a while.  They thought it was a conduit to their sun god
and would impart a sliver of his power to whomever wore it, but it’s actually
much older than that.”  Cain rubbed his chest absently. “Ra was merely a name
the Egyptians attached to an earlier entity, one of the Old Ones.”


“Old Ones?” Rebecca asked in confusion.


Cain looked at me disapprovingly. “Didn’t you even
give her the basics about the Enemy?”


“We were a little busy.” I said defensively.


He glanced at the rumpled bed, and raised an eyebrow
at me. “I bet.”  Turning his gaze to Rebecca, he explained. “The term ‘Old One’
is how we refer to the unfathomably ancient beings that oppose us in this war. 
At one point they held sway over our universe, but now are trapped outside its
barriers and are desperate to return and possess it again.”  He saw her
confusion. “It’s all about life, Miss Stevens.  Our universe is fantastically
full of life, and life is a form of order in all the chaos of the universe.  As
long as our universe shines with that order, creatures that dwell in chaos and
nothingness will be drawn to destroy us.”


Rebecca nodded as if this made sense to her, again
demonstrating the mental flexibility she had been showing off for the past few
days of insanity. “So how do a bunch of Egyptians end up worshiping an Old
One?” She asked.


“A lot of human religion is based on the foundations
laid by the early worship of the Old Ones.” He replied. “The belief systems
were subsumed by conquering peoples, twisted with their own beliefs and
changed.  Eventually that brought us most of what is considered religion
today.”


“So they had the Eye.” I prompted.


“Right.” Cain came back to topic. “The Eye.  Cleopatra
had it when the Roman Empire invaded around 30 BC, I think, but after they
sacked her capitol at Alexandria and she committed suicide, it disappeared.” 
He leaned back, eyes focusing on lands far away in time and distance. “I didn’t
hear a hint of it until the third Crusade, when word reached me of a new snake
cult rising in the underbelly of the ad-Din Caliphate.  I rode with the Third
Crusade into Egypt in 1166, fighting at the Battle of al-Babein, and finally
laying siege to Alexandria, where I slipped inside and recovered the stone from
the cultists.  I’ve had it ever since.”


“But what is it? Why does it matter so much to
Stacey?” questioned Rebecca. 


“It’s a Key.” He replied. “A key to one of the Nine
Gates of Tulu.”


“What did you say?” I asked, sitting up straight. 


“Nine gates of Tulu. Why?” He asked, staring at me.


“Shit.” I said aloud. “I’ve had a few dreams lately,
seriously fucked up dreams, and those words were in them.”  I met his gaze and
shrugged slightly with embarrassment. “I thought I was just having nightmares
like normal.” 


“Tell me, boy.” Cain said. He seemed upset with me.
“And next time I ask for a report on weird shit happening, I expect you to
include your dreams. I taught you better than that.”


I quickly described my dreams to Cain, about the mists
and voices, and the thing calling itself the Reaper.  “It called itself a
‘Harbinger of the Poisonous Doom”, and something about the ‘Endless Hands’” I
finished, still slightly embarrassed for not thinking the dreams were important
enough to mention.  In my defense, I’ve always had seriously fucked up dreams,
and given my life, that should be expected.


“Damn it, boy.” He raised his glasses and rubbed his
eyes. “You should have told me that.  Now it all makes sense.”  Resting his
glasses on his nose, he stared at me. “I think that crazy bitch you married is
trying to find the Father of the Snakes, the Poisonous Doom; she means to free
Yig.” 


The name crashed through my mind like a thunderclap,
blowing apart the mental pattern that had been forming and scattering the
pieces to tumble slowly down and settle together into a whole new picture.  I
sat there mutely as my mind tried to sort through the new image and make sense
of it.


“Yig?” Rebecca said in confusion.  “I’m lost again.”


Cain nodded at her.  “As well you should be, my dear. 
The Father of Serpents isn’t a well-known entity outside of certain circles
anymore, since most of the snake cults are very short lived groups.  Many
powers over the years, myself included, have gone out of the way to eradicate
his cults whenever they spring up in order to prevent his serpentine gospel
being reborn on the earth.” 


“What makes them so dangerous?” She asked, intrigued
by the new subject.


“Well, unlike some of the other Old Ones, Yig can be
very generous when he is pleased by his followers, and he isn’t terribly
difficult to please.  Perform the correct rites and you can quickly amass some
real power, which in turn allows the cult to gather more followers, then more
power and so on.  It’s a dangerous set of circumstances that can rapidly spiral
out of control.” His face twisted in a grimace. “Additionally, most of their
rites and rituals inevitably involve human sacrifice, a practice that I find
particularly distasteful and deserving of retribution.”


I nodded, the memories of a tortured and murdered
young woman still raw in my mind distracting my musings for a moment.


“Where did it all start though?” Rebecca asked Cain.
“I mean, the idea of snake worship had to come from somewhere, right?”


“You’re correct, young lady, but I’m afraid that I
only have partial information about its origins. Turns out I was otherwise
occupied when the first group came to light. Do you know the story of Atlantis
yet, my dear?”


She nodded as she stood to grab another mug of
coffee.  “Yes, Nate told me about the Fey war on the way to meet Belle.”  She
sat back down beside me and draped her legs casually over my lap, something I
definitely didn’t mind. “You featured rather prominently in that story.”


Cain adjusted his glasses before going on. “Well,
Atlantis was destroyed, finally sinking into the ocean to be lost in the
depths, but her enemies were struck down as well.  One such enemy was the
kingdom of Valuria, a mysterious and warlike nation of barbarous tribes of
desert Fey that were bound together by their faith and ruled over but a vast
priestly order.  The greatest secret that nation concealed was that their
priests were not Fey at all, but were a race of man-like snakes.  Because of
the power the serpent men wielded, the tribesmen saw them as the conduit of
divine power, and joined themselves to the slithering bastards.  In time that
turned to the worship of the serpent men’s god, and Father Yig gained some of
his first non-serpent followers.”  He paused for a moment, eyes losing focus as
his memories drifted.  “I was helping the people devastated by the Fey violence
that was spilling over onto them, so I didn’t actually see what happened, but
the information I’ve dug up says that the serpent men used their power in a
last ditch effort of survival when they saw their doom coming.  As their death
descended on them, they tore a section of reality away from the rest of the
world, and formed it into a hidden pocket of existence called Yoth.”


“So are they still alive then?” She asked him after
he’d sat silently for a moment, lost in thought.


“What?  Oh…no, my dear, they’re all quite dead now,
nothing more than memories and echoes.  See, they managed to escape the
retaliation of a dying Atlantis, only to find themselves trapped in Yoth with
no means of ever returning to our plane of existence.  They learned to walk the
aether and cross back with their minds to pursue various agendas via proxies
and puppets, but they never again slithered on the Earth after fleeing it. 
Eventually, they died off and I can’t say for sure if it was by peaceful means
or otherwise, but I do have my suspicions.”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, I have been to Yoth several times and walked through
their ruins.  I’ve seen the monumental statues of Yig and Tulu staring at each
other with undying hatred.”


It all suddenly made sense. “Shit.” I exclaimed
grabbing my holo-pad as realization raced through me.  I pulled up my earlier
search on Egyptian deities. “I looked this up earlier when I found the first
symbol.” I spun it around for Cain to see the cryptic words.


Drums to call, words Neith’s son spoken to
bind


Cuts made deep, red Blood burned till
smoke is gone


When the Thirteen are drawn, the Servant
will come.


 “Since I’d just stumbled into a bunch of sick fucks
dedicated to Sobek, I thought that this was talking about him. The references
to Neith’s son don’t refer to that asshat!” I flipped over a few pages, and
stabbed the screen with my finger. “Neith was also supposedly the mother of the
fucking sun, or Ra as he was better known at the time. Ra was a later name for
the Old One Tulu!  If he was at odds with Yig, he may have been the one that
sealed him away!”


Cain looked over the information and didn’t speak for
a moment.  “If all this is connected, it seems Stacey is definitely making a
play to free the Snake God upon our reality.”  His eyes came back to mine. “We
have to stop her, no matter what.  She cannot be allowed to break the Nine Gates.”


I was starting to nod in agreement when everything
went to shit.  A crash sounded as the massive window shattered inwards and I
caught a glimpse of a cylindrical rocket flying into the room.  Throwing my
body onto Rebecca, I barely managed to drag her to the floor before the world
went white with light and sound.  The concussive force of the blast slid us
along the floor, while a second explosion slapped against us as the door blew
inward, the second shockwave stunning me even more than the rocket had.


I lay on top of Rebecca, unable to move with the world
around me nothing but a series of blurry images and a ringing sound filling my
ears.  Blinking, I watched as dark shapes moved into the room, quickly
surrounding us.  One of the shadows leaned over me, slowly resolving into a
man’s face as the aftereffects of the flash rocket faded away.  I found myself
looking up at the sneering face of Inspector Marshall.


“Hello, again, Mr. Wolfe.” He said, grinning smugly at
me. “So nice to see you again.”  Then he raised his handgun and shot me in the
chest. 


I grunted in pain and surprise as the room started to
go dark, my last sight was of Rebecca being forcibly restrained and thrown to
the ground next to an unconscious Cain.


*************


The black emptiness enveloping me fell away
sluggishly, replaced by an agonizing headache and a sharp pain in my chest.  I
raised my aching head slowly, my eyes opening with a struggle.  Light pierced
my skull, and I groaned aloud.


“Nathan.” A woman’s voice said, full of relief.
“Nathan, are you okay?”


I forced my eyes open, and found myself looking into
Rebecca’s worried green eyes. She was seated across from me in the back of a
large boxy vehicle, still wearing my shorts and t-shirt, secured in place with
several mag-cuffs and straps.  I could feel the vehicle shifting and bouncing
under us, and looking down I saw a similar set of restraints holding me in
place. It was a little chilly in the back of the vehicle, but that might have
been because I was still only wearing a pair of shorts.


“Motherfucker.” I groaned, pushing myself upright
slowly as my head throbbed in time with my pulse.  “I’m going to maim that
fucking asshole.” I growled, shivering a little from the cold and the nausea
that comes alongside heavy duty sedatives.


Carefully turning my head, I saw Cain slumped in his
restraints. “How long was I out?” I asked Rebecca, twisting so I could see her
again.  Her face was starting to swell under one eye and the side of her face
was bruised. “Are you okay?”


She looked over at the unconscious Cain, then turned
her worried eyes back to me. “You were out for about twenty minutes.  Just long
enough for them to restrain us, load us in here and get underway.”  She glanced
at Cain again. “They hit him with a bunch of the same darts they used on you
though; he just wouldn’t go down at first.”


I smiled at the thought that must have run through
Marshall’s men’s minds when Cain wouldn’t drop from their tranquilizers.
Chuckling, I sat up a little straighter. “That must have fucked with their
heads.”  Seeing her look, I grinned. “Relax. He will be fine, trust me.  Just
needs to sleep it off.”


“But how will that help us?  We need to get out of
here, Nathan.  You’ve worked with these people before, so you know what they
are capable of.  Plus, we still have to stop your crazy wife before she frees
some super powered Snake deity on our unsuspecting world.  I don’t see the
delightful Lieutenant Inspector Marshall letting us get on with it, even if he
did believe us.”  Her words came out in a rush, and her eyes seemed a little
wild.


“Rebecca, look at me.”  Her green eyes came up and met
mine. “Are you okay?  Did they hurt you at all?”


She shook her head. “No, I hit my face when they
tackled me to the ground.  They weren’t gentle with me, but none of them tried
to hurt me.”


I nodded. “That’s good.” I said, the jerked myself
against hard the straps holding me in, but there wasn’t much give to them. 
“You’re right though.  We don’t have time to deal with this shit; we need to
get free. How are your straps? Any wiggle room?”


She shook her head, slumping dejectedly in her seat. 
“I think we’re fucked, Nate.”


I laughed. “No, that was last night.” I smiled at her
and winked when she blushed, then raised my left forearm up to my mouth and
started to bite at the edge of one of my tattoos with my front teeth. The
coppery tang of blood filled my mouth as pinching pain radiated though my arm.


“What the fuck, Nathan?!” Rebecca exclaimed as blood
ran down my arm.


Gripping the tiny hard edge I found with my teeth, I
slowly slid the sliver of dermasteel from under the edge of my tattoo, grunting
with pain as my flesh clung to it and then tore free.  I smiled at Rebecca as I
reached up and grabbed the dermasteel fragment from my teeth, wiping the blood
from it on my shorts.


“Fuck, Nathan.” She looked at me aghast as I wiped a
trace of blood from my lips. “What the hell was that about?”


Grinning, I held up my prize. “That, my sexy Agent
Stevens is an old Legion trick.  A piece of dermasteel implanted subcutaneously
in the event of capture.” Dermasteel was an invention from a few decades
earlier, a revolutionary product that changed the medical field almost
overnight.  A plastic-organic hybrid used to replace bone tissue when
regeneration wasn’t an option, it was lightweight, super resilient, and since
it was organic, it was almost undetectable on most scanners. You can shape it
into whatever you want, so its uses are nearly uncountable; a next generation
of hip replacements for old people, a cheap yet sturdy construction material,
and even make shift escape artist tools for those pesky encounters with law
enforcement officials.  The improvised lock pick wouldn’t help free the
mag-cuffs, those required something more technologically advanced, but it would
get me loose from the straps at least. Grasping the little sliver, I fit it
into the lock of the straps across my chest holding me in place, and jiggled it
around for several seconds before finding the release clasp and rotating it
slowly open. The straps fell away from my chest and I quickly freed my waist
and then my legs, glancing up to see an admiring look on Rebecca’s face.


“You, Mr. Wolfe, are just full of surprises.”  


I grinned at her devilishly, and was moving over to
help free her from her restraints when the world went to shit for the second
time in one night.


There was a jarring impact and I was floating, almost
the same sensation as free falling through the air as I watched the interior of
the vehicle rotate around me.  My mind refused to make sense of what was happening
at first, and it was only once I slammed into a wall and then tumbled across
the ceiling of our mobile prison that I realized we’d just been in an
accident.  I had little time to consider much else, besides the terrifying
sensation of what a pinball must feel like when it slams around the interior of
its machine.  


We eventually can to a rest, sliding along on the side
of the vehicle for a short distance before stopping.  The lights in the back
area flickered around us, making the whole scene that much more disorienting. 
I lay there for a moment, stunned and content to just blink my eyes and try not
to pass out.


“Nathan!” shouted a woman’s voice, demanding my
attention when all I wanted was to drift off. “Nathan! Wake the fuck up!”


I sat up with a sharp inhalation of air, then groaned
as pain shot though my body.  I was pretty sure I’d ripped my back open again,
a warm wetness spreading along my skin.  Never time to heal properly in this
fucking business.  I rolled over slowly, pushing my knees under me, then
climbing to my feet.  At least nothing seemed broken.


“Shit.” I groaned, stumbling over to where Rebecca
hung suspended from the ceiling by her restraining straps.  A quick glance told
me Cain was still unconscious in the opposite corner, so I turned my attention
to freeing a rather irritated Agent Stevens.


“This is just not my day.” She spat out, looking
around helplessly as she hung there supported by the straps.  “Just get me
down, will you? Please?”


I nodded my head, then had to grab the wall as the
world spun for a moment. “Yeah, working on it.”  I glanced around the interior,
looking for my lock pick that I’d lost somewhere in the madness of the crash.


Gunfire popped loud and close from outside the
vehicle, followed by shouting and more gunfire, then eerily stretching out
silence.  I was crouched in the middle of the floor, or wall, or…whatever,
looking for my tiny sliver of dermasteel when the rear door was ripped away
with a screech.  


Standing there holding the twisted remains of the door
was the Simulacrum. The thing was still wearing the face of the dead man from
the fight at the hotel several days ago.  It smiled flatly at me, the
expression never reaching its eyes, then it tossed the door aside as it took a
slow step forward into the vehicle.  It was taking another step when rounds
suddenly tore through its chest and pushed it back out and around the side of
the overturned vehicle.  


Looking out the now open back of the truck, I could
see we were on one of the many bridges that span the Bay area’s waterways. 
There was a huge snarl of traffic behind us, and scraps of twisted metal
scattered along the roadway behind us like a mechanical trail of breadcrumbs.
There was more small arms fire and men shouting from all around us, and a
desperate energy filled me as I began to search around for my dropped lock pick
again.


Impossibly, I found it wedged in the far corner of the
wall now serving as the floor, only spotting it due to the faint sheen of red
my blood had left smeared on it.  Snatching it up, I moved under Rebecca,
smiling up at her as I started to pick the first lock holding her in.  With her
hair falling all around her bruised face, and grinning down at me, she was
perfectly beautiful in the epicenter of madness around us.  I couldn’t help the
flash of lust, or something else, which swept through me hotly. 


“Stop right there, asshole.” Snapped an angry voice
from behind me, followed immediately by the sound of a weapon being charged.


I sighed and looked up at Rebecca. “Marshall?”


She nodded, rolling her eyes. “Yup, Marshall.”


I turned slowly, keeping my cuffed hands up so the
dumbass wouldn’t decide to shoot me. “Inspector Marshall, a pleasure to see you
again.” I said with heavy sarcasm.


“Fuck you.” He replied, his weapon shaking with anger
as he continued pointing it at me.  He still wore a ridiculously expensive
suit, but the jacket was missing and he had a light armored vest pulled over
his shirt and tie.  “Do you know how many men I’ve lost because of you?”


“Hey, don’t blame me, asshole.” I dropped my hands
down and nodded my head towards the sounds of gunfire still coming from
outside. “I haven’t killed any of your men.”


“Bullshit.” He barked. “Every time I get my hands on
you, some weird, crazy fucking shit goes down and my men die. Then you just
disappear.” 


“That happened like, one time, asshole.” I replied,
shuffling my feet a little and moving a bit closer to him.


“Well it isn’t going to happen again.”  He looked at
the three of us in the back of the over turned vehicle, and an evil smile broke
across his face. “I think I’ll just write it up that all of you died during the
attempted escape.  More paperwork, true, but so much easier for me in the long
run if you were killed by stray gunfire.”


“What?!” a furious Rebecca shouted at him. “You can’t
just murder us!  I’m a federal agent too, dickhead. You can’t kill me and get
away with it!”


Marshall’s smile only got bigger as she yelled, his
eyes filling with a twisted light I didn’t like.  I’d seen men go wrong in the
head before, too much violence and death straining them until they broke.  His
look was the same. Inspector Marshall was a man who had met his limit, and
broken.


“You’re a traitorous cunt, Agent Stevens, and I will
enjoy shooting you as much as killing this monster.” He gestured at me with his
weapon.  A shadow moved behind him in the silence that abruptly surrounded us,
the gunfire and screams no longer filling the air. “What the fuck is going…”
Inspector Marshall said as he turned slowly to find himself almost face-to-face
with the Simulacrum. 


A bloody hand erupted from Marshall’s back, punching through
his armor like it was paper, and splashing us with a bright arterial burst of
blood as it tore him.  Looking at the hand protruding from the dead Inspector’s
back, we could see his spine shook and gurgled his way through a slow death. I
also saw something else, something that shone a ray of hope on our situation.


Before I could stop to really think about it, I
charged forward, ignoring Rebecca shouting my name.  There wasn’t enough room
to build up a great deal of momentum before I crashed into Marshall’s back, but
I had learned something from watching the Simulacrum.  Although it was
ridiculously strong and seemingly invincible, the thing’s mass was relative to
its size.  Which meant that me slamming into it, combined with the weight of
Inspector Marshall’s corpse, drove it out of the back of the vehicle and
toppled it over onto the road in a pile.


I rolled to my feet feeling a half dozen need dings
and scratches on my body, and watched as the Simulacrum effortlessly tossed
aside the body atop him. It flowed sinuously upright, then turned to look at me
with the first expression I’d seen it make. Rage.  It took a step towards me,
so I raised my bound hands in front of me and showed it what I’d grabbed from
the back of Marshall’s belt when I’d tackled them moments ago.


The Shard of Murder screamed in my mind for blood, the
trapped soul of Abel begging me to kill and main and rend, all of which seemed
like fine ideas to me at the moment.  I held it in a blade down grip and
stepped toward the Simulacrum, which had suddenly gone very still.  It stood
there frozen for a second, and then it opened its mouth and spoke.


“Really, Darling, must you be so obstinate?”  A new
light filled the creature’s eyes as Stacey’s voice came out of its mouth.  It
seems my wife was just full of tricks.


“You know me; I’m just a huge pain in the ass.”  I
replied while grinning like a fool.


“I am quickly coming to the same realization,
Nathaniel.”  She fit a lifetime of frustration into her tone. “I had hoped to
take you while you were still trapped in that vehicle, but it seems I have
underestimated you again.  What I wouldn’t give for you to be on my side of
this little conflict.”


“Not going to happen.” I growled out, the old anger
burning hot in my belly.


“Why must you fight me so much?” Exasperation was
clear in her voice, making the fact that it was coming from the mouth of a
muscular Asian man even more disconcerting. “You know that filthy little toy of
yours won’t kill me.  Why not do the sensible thing for once in you vexatious
existence and just give up?!”  She was shouting at me by the end, anger very
apparent.


“Mostly because I know it pisses you off.” I said with
a smile, raising the Shard in front of me. “And while I may not be able to kill
you with this, I’m pretty damn sure it will kill something if I shove it in the
heart of your meat puppet here, which should piss you off even more. So, a
win-win in my book, Darling.”


“ARRGH! You are the most insufferable man I have ever
met, Nathaniel Wolfe.  You want to piss me off?  Well, congratulations, you’ve
accomplished your desire.” A smugly evil smile spread over the stiff face of
the Simulacrum, looking entirely unnatural.  “Once my servant has killed you, I
think I’ll let it play with your new little girlfriend.  Then I’m going to
butcher Cain to get everything I want, and you, my Darling husband, will get to
rot and miss the whole thing.”


The Simulacrum suddenly moved, rushing me so fast that
I barely managed to avoid the sweep of its fist. I ducked below its back swing
and walked right into a knee strike to my chest that picked me up off my feet
and threw me into a car ten feet away, hard enough to dent the metal door.  


Groaning, I threw myself to the side as the creature
drove a running kick at me, its foot missing my chest and crashing clean
through the car door. I climbed painfully to my feet, leaning against another
vehicle for support as I watched it wrench the door off the car with its foot. 
It looked at me and kicked the twisted piece of metal towards me, barely missing
my head to crash through the window of the truck I was leaning against. This
was really not going the way I had hoped.


Pushing myself out of the way as it darted at me
again, I ducked a flailing fist and lashed out with the Shard, slicing a line
across its thigh as it passed me.  The Simulacrum paused for a moment, looking
down as black blood oozed from the cut, running slowly down its leg in a sticky
trail.  The cut didn’t immediately heal itself.


Inspired that I could actually hurt the thing, I moved
in and attacked.  Ducking fists and slipping to the side of its attempt to kick
me, I cut a dozen lines into the thing before a blow clipped my head and
tumbled me away from it. I was still blinking the stars from my eyes clear when
the monster grabbed me by the throat and hoisted me into the air, squeezing the
life from me as I hung there stunned.


“How does it feel to know you are going to die,
Nathaniel?” asked Stacey’s voice, issuing again from her puppet’s mouth.


I choked out an unintelligible answer around the vice
that gripped my neck.


“That’s what I thought.  No smart words now, eh
Darling?  All you had to do was join me or even just go away!  I would have let
you live out your life in obscurity…”


I brought the Shard up into the back of the Simulacrum’s
elbow joint, driving the supernaturally sharp edge hard into the limb.  Brief
resistance met the blade, and then the flesh of the arm parted and I dropped to
my knees gasping for breath.  Pushing through the pain, I slammed my shoulder
into the chest of the shocked creature and using both hands, I jammed the Shard
deep into its chest.


The blade let out a victorious howl in my mind, my
lips stretching into a rictus in response to the joyous feelings it pushed
through my tired body as it began to devour the spirit in the Simulacrum.  I
looked into the eyes of the creature, seeing Stacey still staring out from
within them.


“Sorry to interrupt you, honey.”  I coughed a little
raggedly. “I just hate when the super villain monologues; so very cliché.” 
Coughing some more, I let the Simulacrum fall over against the concrete rail
lining the edge of the bridge.


“Always so sure of yourself, Nathaniel.” Mocked
Stacey’s voice. “Would I send only one servant to retrieve all three of you?” 
The thing’s eyebrow rose in a parody of Stacey’s expression, and then life
finally slipped away from the battered shell of the Simulacrum.


I heard the whine of several large bore cannons only
seconds before rounds tore apart a half dozen cars to my right, sending me
scrambling for cover.  Heavy foot falls shook the ground and I knew without a
doubt what else Stacey had sent after us.  


The golems.


Heavy caliber rounds hammered through the car I was
hiding behind, leaving holes the size of a fist as they passed by. A few of
them missed me near enough to leave scratches along my skin.  “Fuck.” I shouted
in the madness of the noise, and hurled my body to the side.  I darted away as
fast as I could, running laterally along the concrete barrier and trying to
draw the things away from Rebecca and Cain. Tracers the color of fire screamed
through the air behind me, tearing huge chucks of out the retaining wall I was
running alongside.


I saw movement ahead of me as several dark colored
transport vans wove their way through the traffic before spilling armed men
from the sides.  They were all dressed in black tactical gear, with their faces
covered by holo-masks and carrying new looking assault rifles. My first thought
was that these were Marshall’s reinforcements, not that they would do any good for
him now, but maybe they could distract the golems for a little bit.  Of course,
they opened fire on me seconds after bailing from their transports.  Their
rounds tore into the vehicles in front of me, disillusioning my hopes while
snapping and zipping past over my head. I ducked into cover again, desperately
considering my dwindling chances of surviving this. Apparently, Stacey had more
resources than I had thought.  I was penned in by advancing forces and in
seconds I would be facing converging lanes of fire.


Laughter split the air, eerily punctuating the sound
of gunfire in the air.  Turning my head sharply, I watched with shocked dismay
from my pinned down position as the Simulacrum rose slowly to its feet, raised
its severed arm and pressed it against the stump at its elbow.  The flesh
seemed to flow, stretching like warm taffy, each portion grasping the other and
pulling it back into a whole limb again with a wet slurping noise.  Stacey’s
laughter came out of its mouth again, its dead eyes glaring at me from where it
stood. “Really, darling, you didn’t think it would be that easy did you?”


With no other options that I could see, I did the only
thing I could think of.  Flipping the Simulacrum the bird, I leapt over the
concrete retaining wall and dove out into empty air.











Chapter 9


 


Wind shrieked in my ears as it rushed past me in my
sudden free fall.  I had that lurching feeling in my stomach that you never get
used to, no matter how many jumps you’ve made and survived over the years.
Dropping towards an expanse of blue water with nothing but a pair of shorts on,
my hands mag-cuffed together in front of me and armed men swarming back up
above me on the bridge, I figured this jump might be a bit more challenging
than most I’d done before.


I was approaching the water at a rate that left little
time to ponder just how dangerous what I was doing was.  I was likely about to
die, but there really hadn’t been a choice on the bridge.  Possible death beats
definite death every single time.


Holding the Shard as tightly as I could, I shifted my
body around so that my feet were aimed at the water, crossing them at the
ankles and raising my arms above my head to arch my back.  The idea when
hurtling towards water from over a hundred feet in the air is to avoid hitting
it straight on.  A belly flop or landing on your back will stop you almost
instantly, exerting well over a ton of force on a body that can’t handle a
fraction of that without breaking apart like an egg dropped in the kitchen. 
So, you try to slice into the water leading with your feet and arching your
back to force your body to move at an angle through the water.  The idea is to
slow yourself down without crushing all the little things that you take for
granted, like bones and organs.


I plummeted for maybe four or five heartbeats before I
struck the surface, feeling the impact though my feet like a hammer blow that
left them numb.  I could only hope nothing was broken, as I still had a very
long night ahead of me if I survived the next few moments.  I shot downward in
the water, finally slowing down around twenty feet under the surface with my
ears popping painfully.  Stretching my arms in front of me, I started kicking
my legs as hard as I could, ignoring the stinging pain in my feet. Enough light
permeated the water for me to have limited visibility in front of me, but I
knew the armed men on the bridge wouldn’t be able to see me from above.  Of
course, they didn’t need to see me to shoot at me. 


Rounds sliced through the water all around me,
cavitation bubbles trailing in their wake as the bullets traced curving lines
through the ocean with sounds like angry hornets.  I swam as hard as I could
with my hands still cuffed, dolphin kicking in a desperate attempt to put some
distance between me and where I went into the water.  Bullets tend to be very
inaccurate when fired into water, and given the level of professionalism
Stacey’s gunmen seemed to possess, I was betting these guys knew that too.  It
was only a matter of time till they started throwing grenades into the ocean. 
Explosive shockwaves traveled pretty damn far through any liquid, and the sea
was no exception.  


I’d made it maybe fifty meters when the first one went
off, the explosion terrifyingly loud under the water.  A wave of force rolled
over me, tumbling me through the water and robbing me of my sense of direction
for a few seconds. I barely righted myself in time for a second and third
explosion.  All I could do was tuck my knees tight to my chest and ride the
blasts out and hope for the best. Luckily it seemed I was far enough away to
avoid being pulverized by the weapons.  I started swimming again as soon as I
could, ears ringing with pain.  I’d never been as thankful as I was just then
for the hell the Continental Marine Legion had put me through many years
before.


Their moto when I went through my initiation training
was ‘train or die’. At the time, I’d thought they meant it literally, as in
‘train or we kill you’, but experience has taught me that they meant if you
want to survive, you have to train for the worst possible scenarios.  I
remember thinking that the trainers were just sick sadists when they tied our
hands and feet together and made us swim for hours at a time.  So here I am
with both hands bound together, gripping a cursed stone knife for dear life and
kicking as hard as I can while spots are appearing in front of my eyes from
oxygen deprivation. I could only send my silent gratitude to the men who made
me better than I thought I could be. 


As much as I didn’t want it to, I knew that biology
would catch up with me.  I had to breath, which meant surfacing, and depending
on how long those dicks on the bridge where hanging around that would mean
getting shot at again.  All I could do was hold out as long as possible and
hope.  A fleeting thought of Rebecca flashed through my mind, but I crushed it
ruthlessly.  Survive first, then worry, I told myself as I pushed on through
the water with my vision slowly going gray around the edges.


It seemed like forever since I’d gone into the water when
I finally broke the surface, although it couldn’t have been more than a few
minutes.  I desperately pulled air into my lungs before diving and kicking off
again as hard as possible.  My shoulder blades itched in anticipation of
bullets slamming through them as I kicked hard and sliced on through the
water.  Surface, breath, dive and kick.  I repeated that enough times to lose
count as I swam the long distance to shore, each time expecting pain and death
to greet me when I broke the surface.  I knew I had to get to the shore if I
had any chance of finding Cain or Rebecca, if they were even still alive.  I
may have avoided death by Stacey’s henchmen, but I knew I wasn’t entirely out
of danger just yet.  I would still have the police looking for me, and if I
survived the rest of the swim, I was going to have to deal with Stacey and her
followers quickly if this thing was going to have any hope of turning out
okay.  I was just lucky we had been taken during the day or I likely would have
frozen long before I finally broke the surface next to an old wooden shipping
pier at the western base of the bridge, exhausted and shaking from the swim.


I slipped under the overhanging ledge, moving between
shadows of the waterlogged posts supporting the whole structure, swimming
slowly and silently as possible while I tried to ignore the muscle cramps in my
legs and the stinging of the salt in my wounds.  I was also trying to ignore
the possibility of something living under the pier; the very last thing my day
needed was a fucking shark attack to round it out.


My luck seemed to hold though, and I reached a ladder
carved into the concrete of the loading dock without being devoured for my
troubles.  A slow climb to the top provided its own version of hell with my
exhausted muscles and any movement hampered by the damn mag-cuffs.  I wished
painful death on Inspector Marshall several times in my exhausted state as I
climbed the carved out ladder before I remembered that he was already dead,
then I wished fire and brimstone in his near future.


Finally reaching the top, I flopped over on my back,
gasping in the air as I lay there for a moment in the dark collecting my
thoughts.  Stacey had Cain and Rebecca now, of that there was no doubt in my
mind.  Whether they both lived for much longer was anyone’s guess considering
how far my wife seemed to have descended into her psychosis. I was betting that
Cain was still alive, given how much effort Stacey went to in order to get her
hands on him, but Rebecca may have been simply shot and left in the back of the
overturned police transport.  I tried to ignore the spike of pain in my heart
at that thought, pushing it aside in an effort to remain constructive.  I had
to find Stacey, somehow, and figure out a way to thwart her efforts to free her
dark god while figuring a way to rescue my friends in the process. Easy, right?


The sounds of a pair of shoes squeaking along the wet
pier brought me out of my reverie, bringing me back to the concerns of the
present moment.  I rolled over and shuffled into the shadows near a dumpster as
the footsteps drew closer, reveling themselves a moment later to be a pair of
polished black leather shoes that were gracing the feet of a uniformed police
officer.  He stood with his back to my hiding place, looking down towards the
water and the top of the ladder, shaking his head slowly, then reaching up to
grasp his communicator on his shoulder.


“Dispatch, this is Patrol Officer Hendricks. Negative
on anything at the old west pier.  There is nobody here.” He released the
communicator and sighed loudly.  “Still pulling all the shit work, Hendricks.”


“No kidding.” I said, as I slipped my cuffed hands
over his head and yanked him off his feet. He fell with a squawk, landing on
his ass in front of me.  Kneeling behind him, I pressed the edge of the stone
blade against his neck, digging it in slightly as he struggled for his weapon.
“None of that now, Officer. Play nice and you may live through this.”  He
stopped his struggles and I felt his muscles relax.


“I have a family.” He said, holding his hands out in
front of him where I could see them.


“Good.” I replied, shifting around till I was kneeling
beside him on the pier. “Then you have a very good fucking reason to do exactly
what I tell you to.”  He only nodded in response. “First things first, are you
alone?” I pressed the knife harder against his throat, watching a small trickle
of crimson flow as I did.  The little blade growled in my mind, hungry for
more. “Lying to me will end badly, Officer.”


“Yes, I’m alone.” He swallowed carefully around the
blade at his neck. “They dispatched me out here just in case you came up here,
but it was a longshot. This place is pretty far out of the way.”


“That’s good.” I said, glancing over his equipment.
“Second thing, slowly, very slowly, grab your mag-cuff keys and free my
hands.”  He complied, sweat running down his forehead despite the cool weather
of the day.  I shifted around in front of him, relieving him of his weapons and
communicator, then glanced at his face, starting at how young he seemed.  “How
old are you, Officer?” I asked, rubbing lightly at my wrist while keeping my
knife near his neck.


“I just turned twenty a few months ago.” He said, fear
evident in his eyes.


“Fuck.” I replied sitting back on my heels and picking
up his service weapon, a lightweight pulser. Designed to fire very small darts
that packed nearly 100,000 volts in them, it was a great crowd deterrent, but
it wasn’t going to do anything to help me in my fight. “You’re just a kid.  New
on the job?”


“Yeah.” He slowly rubbed his head, looking a little
sheepish. “Not that being new is going to help me justify this.” 


I laughed a bit, liking the kid despite the
circumstances. “It’s not done yet, Hendricks.” Looking over his uniform, I
silently gauged his size.


In the end, I left him wearing his underwear,
mag-cuffed in the trunk of his own cruiser as I walked away from where I
abandoned the vehicle in a mall parking garage deep in the heart of the city. 
I strolled out of the building, blending into the foot traffic as well as I
could wearing his blue uniform.  I knew it was only a matter of time till
someone found Officer Hendricks, so I needed to put some distance between us. 
Hopping a sky tram, I rode it through the air to the east, deep into the slums
of Oakland, choosing a stop near an old run down market. A dusty film covered
the windows and there were gaggles of street toughs scattered around, one group
loitering uselessly around the public communication unit I was walking towards
as I left the sky tram.


One of them, with his hair done up with green spikes
stepped into my way, reaching out to stop me. “That’s far enough, fucking pig…”
He started to say, before I caught his hand with mine, broke his wrist, and
snapped his shoulder out of socket before hip tossing him through the
windshield of a nearby parked transport.  His friends stood there, shocked at
the violence and his gagging moans of pain from the inside of the transport. 
Something in my eyes must have shown just how pissed off I was and how fucking
tired of my day I was growing because, perhaps the first time in their useless
lives, the teenaged thugs chose discretion over aggression and ran away.


I dialed a long distance number, using some credits I
stole from young Officer Hendricks to pay for the charges, and waited a few
moments before a gravelly voice picked up.  “Den of Iniquity.”


“Put me through to the Lady.” I said, watching my
surroundings along the street.


“I’m sorry sir, the Lady doesn’t take outside calls.” 
Said the dry voice with exactly the same disdain and scorn I remembered from
several days before.


“Are we really going to do this again?” I sighed,
tired and running low on patience.  “Put me through and tell her it’s Nathan. 
Fuck me around tonight and I’m going to hang up and come peel your skin off
with a fucking spoon.”


“Oh.” He said, shortly. “You again.  One moment.”


I head the phone click over, a pause, and then Belle’s
bright voice, full of anxiety. “Nathan, I was hoping you would call.”


“What do you mean?” I asked, confused.


“Your absolutely delightful wife called me out of the
blue earlier today.”  She sounded rather pissed off about that. “She was very
disrespectful and made some rather outlandish demands.”


“What did she want?” I asked, worry for my friends
eating away at my stomach. 


“She wants you to bring her Cain’s knife.”  A pause,
then a quiet question. “Does she really have him?”


“Yeah.” I replied in a subdued voice. “She took him
and Rebecca.  I barely got away.”


“Where are you?” She asked, suddenly business like. I
glanced at the street signs and rattled the address off to her. “Ugh.  Oakland.
Okay, stay there.  I’m sending a car to get you.  We will figure out what to do
next once you get here.”


“What do you mean ‘we’?” I asked her.


“Silly, boy.” I could almost hear her smile over the
phone.  “Some crazy cunt calls and tells me she has the only man I have ever
loved in her twisted clutches and you think I am going to sit on the
sidelines?  Really, Nathaniel, I thought you knew me better than that.  I’m
here in San Francisco.”  A muttering as she spoke to the side of her
communicator.  “Now, stay there, one of my men is on his way to collect you.”
The line clicked as she terminated the connection.  


With nothing else to do, I leaned heavily against the
wall and tried to rest my body while I waited.  Images of Rebecca and what she
may have been suffering filled my mind, fueling my worry as time ticked by.


Eventually, after what felt a lifetime but was only
about twenty minutes, a dark and unmarked vehicle rolled to a slow stop besides
the building I was leaning against.  I tensed a little as the window rolled
down to expose a large bald man wearing a crisp white shirt, the sleeves rolled
up slightly around bulging forearms and a bright red tie loose around a neck the
size of a tree stump.  “Mr. Wolfe?” he asked with an accented baritone.


“Depends who’s asking.” I replied neutrally, shifting
slightly to be in a better position if he planned to attack me.  


“I serve the Lady Sin, Mr. Wolfe.” He said, reaching
over and unlocking the passenger door. “I’ve been sent to fetch you, sir. 
Please get in.”


If it was a trap, it was a good one.  Once inside that
car with that beast of a man, any exchange of violence was going to be more
difficult to come out on top of.  There wasn’t much choice at this point,
though.  I was running on fumes already, and I had no idea how much time I had
before Stacey got creative and decided to shed blood.  Plus, Belle being in
town would provide some very welcome assistance.  I nodded, and climbed into
the vehicle and settled in for the drive.


“You know my name.” I said after a few minutes of
silence riding next to the behemoth driving the vehicle. “Who are you?”


“My name is Mr. Smith, sir.” His deep baritone
answered.


“Well, that is comfortably vague.” I said with no
small amount of sarcasm, to which he merely shrugged shoulders big enough to
rest an ox across and still have room to spare.  “Been with Belle long?” 


“I joined the Lady’s service following the end of the
war, sir.” He drove us along a winding route through the city, eyes carefully
scanning the traffic around us for any type of tail.  He came off as very
proficient, an air of professionalism to him that I liked. 


“Guess we all had to find something to do after it all
slowed down.” I replied, leaning back in my seat.  I was too tired to care if
we were being followed; I’d let him deal with it. “Where did you serve?’ I
asked absently, trying to pass the time and distract my mind from what my near
future likely held.


“I had the honor to serve with Alpha Group, sir.” 


“Russian, eh?” I said, nodding in respect. “Thought I
recognized the accent.  You boys pulled of some damn fine work during the
war.”  It was easy to appreciate professionalism in your adversaries when you
were a warrior, and there was never any shame in sharing that respect with
them.  The Russian special action groups had been true masters of sabotage and
assassination during those turbulent times, so the professionalism this man
displayed clearly made sense now.  Of course, just because you respected him,
didn’t mean you shouldn’t be ready to kill him without hesitation. 


“Da.” He replied tonelessly.  “The Lady Sin shared
some of your exploits with us, since we will be working together. It will be an
honor to face battle beside you, sir.”


“Working together?” I asked, turning to face him.


“Da.” The vehicle slowed to make a turn into a
seemingly abandoned warehouse in an empty industrial area. “But she will wish
to explain it all herself, sir, and I would never do anything to anger my
Lady.”


“Probably the smart thing to do.” I blinked my eyes to
adjust to the darker interior of the building as we rolled to a stop.  I could
see Belle standing next to a large holo-table with several other people amid a
flurry of activity. There were maybe a dozen men in the building, most of them
nearly the same size as Mr. Smith, all of them moving with a professionalism
that marked them for what they were; killers.  They moved gear around,
unpacking weapons and armor, stacking ammo and loading enough magazines to
outfit a small army.  It seemed that Stacey might have upset Belle and she was
planning to do something violent about it.


“Well, thanks for the ride, Smith.” I said as he
turned the engine off.  I opened my door and started to climb out. “Sometime
you’ll have to tell me how you ended up working for Belle.”


He nodded his massive head, and slid out of the
vehicle to walk beside me towards the improvised command center.  “It would be
a pleasure, sir.  Provided we both survive the coming mission.”


I could only smile and nod. “Always the way it is, my
friend.  Always the way it is.” He left my side as I got closer to Belle,
moving off to begin helping with the equipment and leaving me to wander closer
to her on my own.


Her beauty was still undeniable with her silver hair
wrapped up tight in an intricate braid.  Anger was splashed across her pristine
features as she gestured sharply at the holo-map in front of her. “That won’t
work, James.  That bitch has a small bloody army awaiting our arrival; she
knows we’ll come.” A large man standing to her right nodded his head once in
acknowledgement.  His face was nearly as scarred as my own, and even with his
nearly white hair there was an air of someone intimately acquainted with
violence about him.  His hard eyes took me in as I approached, drawing Belle’s
attention to me.


“Nathaniel, it is about bloody time you got here.” 
She indicated the man beside her with a nod.  “This is James Novack, formerly
of Planetary Maritime Special Warfare.”  That meant the grizzled man had been a
SEAL-space, earth, air, land warfare specialist, some of the toughest bastards
I ever met, although they had nothing on the Legion. Novack and I took a moment
to size one another up, silently reading and judging each other.  He must not
have hated what he saw in me, because he nodded once in greeting and turned his
attention back to Belle. She waved her hand at a mousey looking middle aged
woman across from her, dark brown hair pulled back austerely, her face
unadorned by any cosmetics. “And this is Teressa Gravois, formerly of the
United Nations Intelligence service.” The woman watched me expressionlessly for
a time.


“UNIS?” I asked her. “Did you know an asshat named
Marshall?”  


She shook her head no. “I’m sorry, sir.” Her voice was
soft and lightly flavored with an accent I couldn’t place. “I never had the
pleasure.”


“Enough niceties for the moment.  There will be all
the time in the world for that later, after we have rescued our people and
killed that slattern you had the unfortunate luck to actually marry,
Nathaniel.” Belle pointed at the holo-map, and I found myself studying the
blueprints of a pair of buildings, the larger of the two surrounded by a large
inland lake.  The two buildings were joined together via a sky bridge a dozen
stories up.  “We were just discussing a plan to get our people back.  I want to
load everyone onto assault shuttles and land atop the larger building and then
go down to find Stacey, but stuffy pants here is against it. Thoughts?”


I stared down at the map, looking at the angles and
lines, moving the holo-image around as needed to view each approach.  “Do we
have any current imagery of the site?” I asked, frowning at the layout.  “I
think putting everyone in shuttles would be a terrible idea.” I pointed to the
buildings surrounding the target site. “See these buildings?  They are all
significantly larger than where we want to go, which would box us in on
approach and make knocking us out of the air a simple thing for even a child
with a rocket launcher.  Too many birds in the air would just make that easier,
and would cost you half your force before you even landed.” Novack grunted in
agreement, nodding in agreement.  I had to say, it was nice to be working with
professionals again. 


“Real time imagery coming online now, my Lady.” said
the former Intelligence agent from her side of the table.  She tapped a few
more holo-keys and several pictures popped into view above the table.  The
buildings were glass and steel boxes, shiny and new.  There was a logo of a
medical research company emblazoned across the front. Strange graffiti marred
the outer walls with sinuous lines and eldritch symbols.


“Shit.” I said at the same time as Belle.


“What is it, my Lady?” Teressa asked Belle, confusion
clear on her face.


Belle jabbed a perfectly manicured nail at the screen,
zooming it in to show a patch of graffiti.  “Those marks there are Sumerian
shield markers.  She’s warded her building against entry by anything not human,
on threat of a horrific and terrifyingly painful demise.”  Her fist smacked the
side of the holo-table, rattling it badly for a moment.  “It means, Ms.
Gravois, that if I try to walk into her little safe house, I will burst into
flames that cannot be put out and burn to the bone, screaming all the while as
my very soul is ripped free and consumed.”


“It means you aren’t coming with us.” I said, relieved
and concerned in equal measures.  On the one hand, Belle had been alive for
nearly as long as Cain and is nearly as deadly as he is, in her own way.  On the
other hand, she has never really been a front line fighter, and this was going
to be a downright dirty, slugfest of an op.  I didn’t want to be the one to
have to explain to Cain that something terrible had happened to her; he’d never
been very rational where Belle was concerned. I pointed to a few more eldritch
symbols scattered around the building’s surface in a hodgepodge of spray
painted marks. “And we aren’t going to be surprising her anyways.  Those marks
are warning sigils.  She will know the second we arrive no matter how we make
our approach.”


“So what do we do then?” Novack asked, eyeing the
holo-map and pictures with distaste. “Simply walk up and knock on the front
door?”


I smiled as an idea began to form.  “Yes, actually. 
But we need to know where she is exactly before we make any decisions.” I
looked at the former Intelligence woman, and asked. “Do you have signal
location abilities with all your toys?”  She nodded, and tapped away at her
holo-pad while I turned back to Belle.  “I don’t suppose you still have the
number she called you from earlier do you?”


Belle looked confused, but handed me her communicator
with a shrug. “It’s the last incoming number. What are you thinking Nathaniel?”



“I’m going to give my wife a ring and see if I can’t shake
something out of her.  When I do.” I pointed at Ms. Gravois. “Your girl here is
going to try and locate the signal. I’m betting that this late in the game she
will be right in the middle of whatever ritual preparation she has to do, and
I’m guessing Cain will be right there too.”


I hit the call button on the communication unit, and
activated the speaker so everyone could hear. 


“You know calling now to beg won’t stop me,
Jezabelle.” Stacey’s voice was light and mocking, full of self-assuredness, and
more than a little smug.


“I was actually calling to ask if you were happy with
your long distance carrier, dear.” I replied as flippantly as I could.


“Nathan.” She said, although she didn’t sound as
surprised to hear me as I’d been hoping for. “I figured you might be putting an
appearance in sooner or later today.”  Resignation filled her sigh. “Guess it
was too much to hope you would be absent for the end game.”


“Probably, but no thanks to you.  You almost had me at
the bridge today.” 


“I did!” excitement filled her voice, although I
wasn’t comfortable with the idea of why she might be excited to capture me.
Most likely it involved a long and lingering death filled with pain and
suffering. “But you had to go and do something wildly crazy and leap off the bridge.”
She paused for a moment and sighed again. “You never cease to surprise me
Nathan.  That’s why I loved you.  It’s easy to see why she likes you.”


“What are you talking about?” I asked, trying to sound
confused even though I had a sinking feeling where this conversation was
headed.


“Really?” She demanded, anger creeping into her tone.
“First you fuck another woman, and then you pretend like you don’t know what
I’m talking about.  I can smell you on her, Nathan.”


“What do you want Stacey?” I said, skipping over all
the posturing wordplay I was sure was about to follow.


“Fine.  But we are not done with this discussion,
Husband.”  Her voice shifted from angry to child-like abashment in a second,
making her seem even crazier if that were possible. “Turns out, even though I
have Cain, I can’t get the Eye from him without that damn knife you stuck in my
chest the other day.  So, I want you to bring it to me.” I heard her shuffling
around for a moment over the line.  “It’s almost 3:00 PM now, Nathan.  If you don’t
bring me the blade by midnight, I am going to do amazingly creative things to
your little whore, things that will leave her much less attractive to you and
teach her a lesson about playing with another woman’s toys.”  


“How will I find you?” I asked, playing for time.


“I know you are with that disgusting harlot friend of
Cain’s, so I am assuming that you already know where I am.” She paused again,
and then went on in that same smug, patronizing tone from before. “Feel free to
try anything smart you wish.  Just remember that if I don’t have that blade by
midnight, I’m going to kill them both, starting with little miss
home-wreaker.”  The line went dead.


“Well.” I said, handing the communicator back to
Belle.  “She isn’t going to be taken by surprise no matter what we try.  She
sounded quite sure of herself.” I looked over at Teressa. “Did you at least get
a location for her during the call?”


She nodded and rotated the large holo-map to show the
larger of the two buildings.  “The call originated from this building, in a
level near the top.”  A tiny red icon began to flash on the blue prints
hovering in front of us.


I stared at the plan, studying the angles for a
moment, then nodded.  “Okay.  Here is what we’re going to do.” I laid out my
plan to them, accepting several suggestions from Novack regarding the
deployment of his personnel, as well as a few suggestions from Teressa applying
to the electronic security measures of the building.  It took about forty-five
minutes but we had a workable plan.  Afterwards, Belle pulled me aside, and led
me over to a couch where she pushed me down lightly to sit on it.  Reaching
into her pocket, she pulled out a vial filled with an amber colored liquid. It
was glowing slightly.


“You need to take this, Nathaniel.” She pushed the
vial into my hands. “Then get some rest.  I need you in top shape for tonight’s
mission.” I could tell she was worried about Cain, it was plain in her tone and
expressions.  I could relate though; it’s crazy what love can make you feel.


“What is it?” I asked, carefully deflecting the topic.


“A healing draught brewed up from an old recipe.”  She
touched the side of my face. “I’m afraid it won’t grow your eye back, but it
will heal the wounded flesh of your face and elsewhere.” She smiled. “And I am
betting it will hurt much less than that usual hoodoo poison you insist on
using.”


I thought to ask what was in it, but I didn’t really
care just then.  I swallowed the whole thing in a single go, then swung my feet
up onto the couch and lay back on it.  For as rickety as it seemed, it was
pretty damn comfy.  “What about the gear list I left with you in Vegas, Belle?
Have you had time to collect it all?” I could feel sleep rushing towards me
like a tidal wave, about to engulf my whole existence in a moment. 


“Hush, Nathaniel.”  She stroked my hair, looking down
at me as if I were a child taking an afternoon nap. “Just rest.  Everything
will be ready when you wake up.”


I tried to think of anything else I may have
forgotten, but the world around me faded away, darkness swallowing my conscious
into the world of dreams.


*************


I opened my eyes and found myself again dressed in a
primitive warrior’s garb, leather moccasins and breech cloth, with the same
green band of leather covering my missing eye.  I was sitting on a small raised
dais of smoothed out logs, surrounded on all sides by shadow and mists again. 
Seated across from me was the large robed figure I’d dreamt of several times
before, scaly hands gripping its knees as it rested there on its own crossed legs. 
The hood of its robe was again raised, hiding all glimpses of its face from me
in the deep shadow of the cowl.


“Sightless Father returns.” It said, its voice coming
out as a slow hiss.


“No games this time?” I asked looking around us again.
“The last few times you had all those other voices fucking with me, and now you
just sit there with a stick up your ass like we’re on a picnic.” I shook my
head theatrically. “I have to admit, I’m a little disappointed with your lack
of showmanship this time around.  You didn’t even bring me a sandwich.”


The robed figure sat impassively as I spoke, eerily
still and silent, but I could feel its unseen eyes watching me from within its
hood, almost like a caress in that dark place.


“The reaped are rarely still, Sightless Father.”  It
finally said in its raspy voice.  “They are silent now as this one is focused
on the Master’s will.”


“What might that be, exactly?”


“The Master is not named The Endless Hands for lack of
reason.  Many upon many serve his will in uncounted domains.” A scaled hand
raised, pointing a single talon at my chest. “The Master has not been ignorant
of your actions.  The Master would have your fealty to his cause.”


“Wait.”  I interrupted the monster in front of me.
“Are you offering me a job?”


It lowered its hand back to rest it against its knee
again.  “You grasp the Master’s offer, Sightless Father.”


“Wow.” I shook my head in disbelief.  Didn’t matter
where they came from, put enough power behind someone and they just assumed
everyone would want to be a part of their band wagon. “Just for the sake of
argument, what could your master possibly have to offer me that would even
approach being tempting enough to accept?”


“Life.”  It hissed slowly, almost inaudibly. “The
Master will gain his freedom, now or later, it matters little.  Time is
irrelevant.  Master has plans for your plane of existence, plans to fuel the
endless struggle and power his needs.  Those who serve him well may receive
succor when the harvest time arrives.  Those that resist will find only doom.” 
Its hand waved vaguely to the right of us, and the mists swirled aside, pushed
violently away by a nonexistent gust of air.  Inexplicitly, the darkness
resolved into an image of a half ruined city in the midst of destruction.  


Red skies painted the scene a macabre tint as fire
rained from the heavens, pulverizing an already smashed landscape and spreading
flames throughout the city like a virus sweeping a host, smothering the life
from it with each new flare up.  Strange shapes filled the bloody sky, floating
through the air with sinuous ease, serpentine in shape, figures moving along
their backs raining more destruction around them with strange, eldritch
weapons.  Burning yellow light flashed from their weapons and obliterated huge
chunks of the skyscrapers, demonstrating the power of the weapons and raining
debris down onto the people below that were fleeing from the destruction. 


Large shimmering portals dotted the air around the
city, and were scattered around at ground level, each a burning wound in the
fabric of space and time.  Armored troops, covered in heavy suits that looked
as if they had grown around them, poured from the portals in the thousands upon
thousands to join the ongoing battle in the air and on the ground.  The opposing
forces clashed vehemently for control of the burning cityscape. Fighting raged
hot and vicious in several areas of the city, weapon flashes and explosions
everywhere, but the outcome was already clear.  The city would fall, and likely
soon.


Another wave of its claws, and the mist moved back in,
swamping the images with darkness and bringing our small dais back into
seclusion.  “The end of things is inevitable, Sightless Father.  It comes to
you to choose your fate.”


Life or death.  Seems like that choice has been the
only one of the table for me for such a long time now, one group or another
wanting me to fight for them, kill for them, die for them.  Death had followed
me so closely for so long now that I wasn’t sure that I would know what to do
with myself if I didn’t feel its cold embrace waiting just behind me.


“An easy choice.”  I said shrugging, then grinned
wildly at the imposing figure seated before me. “This time and all the others
that’ll ever be offered to me.  I choose for you to go fuck yourself.  You and
your space daddy want to come break my world?  Well, I’ll be right there to
kick you in the sack, even if it’s with my last breath. Every. Single. Time.”


The figure remained still, empty cowl staring at my
face as shadows and mist swirled around us, drawing closer and tighter.  “This
one had hoped that would be your response to the Master’s offer.  This one will
see you again, Sightless Father, in the physical realm of your reality, and
this one shall have the pleasure of serving the Master’s will.” Its hooded head
shifted slightly, angling to the side like a hunting lion watching its prey
before pouncing on it.


“Your voice will be added to the Found.  Your voice
will be with the Damned.”


A scaled hand reached out, one claw extending towards
me, moving closer as I struggled to move back in the now viscous mist that
encased my body.  Pain seared though my chest as the claw carved a row of three
vertical lines down my chest, about an inch long each, followed by two
horizontal lines, one bisecting the first set of lines across their center, and
the second on about a quarter inch above everything else.  Finished, the clawed
hand withdrew and the grasping mists released me to fall on my side.  


“You are bound, Sightless Father. This one shall
shackle you.” The voice hissed from its dark hood.


I sat up with a gasp, falling off the couch in the
warehouse to land on the bare concrete floor with a grunt of pain.  It was dark
outside the windows.


“Fuck me.” I panted, pulling myself upright against
the couch.  A stinging pain in my chest caused me to press my hand against it. 
When my fingers came away wet, and I saw the bright red of my blood covering
them, the last hissed words of my dream came back to me for a shockingly clear
moment.  I raised my shirt and saw the mark the robed figure had clawed into my
chest, raw and painful.  I had no idea how something in a dream could affect
the real world, but the mark was there, inextricably leaking little rivulets of
blood down my chest. “Bound, huh?”  My day just kept getting better.


“Ah, Nathaniel.” Belle’s clear voice sounded from
across the room where she and Novack were again studying the map. “It’s good to
see you’re up and about.  We have a few hours left to prepare, and I took the
liberty of having the items you requested set out on that table over there by
you.  There should be just enough time for you to get ready, and us to be on
our way and still maintain a comfortable window of time before midnight.”


I pulled myself up onto the couch and sat there for a
moment, taking an inventory of my body.  Despite all I had been through the
past few days, I felt remarkably well.  I guess there must have been something
to Belle’s potion after all. Standing up, I walked over towards the table Belle
had pointed out, stretching as I went.  


The table was full of equipment, awash with everything
I had asked for and then some. Weapons covered the table, far more than I would
actually be carrying, but it was certainly comforting knowing I was going to be
heading into this fight far better prepared than I had been for the previous
week’s events.  A heavy, dark grey armored combat suit stood motionless besides
the table, its featureless helmet resting by its booted feet.  A Seraphim
combat chassis, hardy and reliable, it was a shape I was intimately familiar
with having spent uncounted hours operating one in nearly every conceivable
environment.


I slipped out of the stolen police uniform, the night
air cool against my skin as I discarded each piece until I stood naked in front
of the combat suit, staring at its blocky form.  A pair of wings was emblazoned
across the chest, about the size of my two spread hands, its lines fading and
battered, a large scratch furrowing the right wing where a round had creased
the chest plate. Reaching out, I ran my fingers along the inner edge of the
neck opening, as gently as I ever touched any lover, my fingers finding the
small rounded catch and pressing it to the side.  There was a soft clicking
sound, then a hiss, and the front of the armor split wide along a seam running
down the middle as the edges folded away from the centerline like a blossoming
flower from the neck opening to the pelvic cradle.  The legs split along the
inseam, hissing and swinging open under gentle hydraulic pressure as the suit
slowly came to life.  


I ran my hands all over the inside of the suit,
feeling for any abnormalities or sharp edges.  Years of training and experience
had shown me the danger of not checking the inside of a combat suit before
donning it.  As the suit sealed, it would mold to a person’s body with a
ballistic gel, conforming and supporting their flesh, offering compression and
medical attention in the event of any wounds.  Anything foreign inside the suit
would be forced into the flesh of the wearer, usually with painful and deadly
results.  When I first joined the Legion they had shown us holo-vids of people
dumb enough to try and smuggle religious medallions or good luck charms inside
their armor before missions.  I could still remember their screams as the suits
folded closed around them.


Sure that the inside was clear of debris, I turned and
slipped into the armor, stepping carefully backwards into each boot, then
sliding my hands into the bulky gloves before standing straight and leaning my
weight against the back of the suit to activate the initiation process. 
Hissing again, the combat suit swung the open edges closed, locking them in
place with the sound of a large zipper.  I felt the smooth edges of the sacs
containing the gel slide across my skin, then a gentle pressure surrounded my
body, pressing firmer and tighter till it was just reaching the edge of
discomfort, and then fading away as the gel assumed its programmed role.  There
was a brief burning sensation against the scratches on my chest, and then the
suit applied an analgesic, numbing the whole area.  I love technology
sometimes.


Raising my left arm in front of my face, I used the
fingers of my other hand to tap the holo-screen embedded there to life and ran
through the suit diagnostics in few seconds.  Everything was green; the suit
had a few miles on it but it seemed to have been well maintained.  I ran
through a few warm up exercises to familiarize myself with the suit as much as
I could while I had the time.  Though designed to be standardized, each one
eventually developed their own personality, little tics of functionality that
made it difficult to move from suit to suit with ease, requiring some time to
get a feel for the workings of each one’s individuality.   Even as strange as
the new armor was, the feel of wearing a functioning combat suit again was
invigorating and powerful.  


“You’ll note an increase system operating speed since
the last time you wore one of those things.” Said Teressa as she walked up
beside me, a look of distaste on her face.  “This thing is nearly an antique. 
Are you sure you don’t want something more modern?”


“Not a chance.” I replied, already feeling protective
of my new toy. “I know this set up inside and out.  I damn near lived inside a
Seraphim model for an entire year once.  Tonight is far too important to risk
on new equipment, and I don’t have the time to train up to an acceptable level
on anything newer.  Besides, I trust this model, which is something it takes a
long time to establish.  I won’t be worrying about it failing when my attention
needs to be focused later.” I tapped a few more holo-keys and the screen
projecting from my forearm closed off.


“A sound argument, Mr. Wolfe.”  She held up a pair of
hair clippers, raising an eyebrow. “Would you like some assistance trimming
your hair?”


I nodded and stood still while she moved around me. “I
hadn’t thought about that till you mentioned it.  Thanks.”  The helmets of
modern combat armor didn’t have any sort of visors or windows in them. 
Anything like that merely compromised the strength of the armor and made
maintaining a seal in a vacuum much more difficult.  This was something that
the military worked around for years, until advances in medical science aimed
at treating the blind had eventually led the military to a perfect solution. 
Neural pads were grafted to the back of a soldier’s skull, each one a small
circle of about a half inch diameter placed on both sides of the back of the
skull, just to the sides of center.  


Directly over the occipital lobe, the part of the
brain responsible for vision, the pads had mono-filaments that extended into
and linked up with the neurons of the brain that took images from the eyes and
made sense of them.  When the neural pads linked with the appropriate helmet,
images and data taken from sensors could be fed directly into the brain,
creating a sort of virtual reality in the user’s mind.  It was very
disorienting at first, but once you were trained to handle the increased load
of information, a user’s spatial awareness and threat recognition capabilities
went through the roof.  


The buzzers whirred to life, cold as they slid along
the back of my head, shearing away the hair I had allowed to grow over the
neural pads over the past few years.  I hadn’t really ever thought I would need
to climb back into a set of powered armor, but thinking about it now, it seemed
kind of foolish.  This was a powerful weapon and would be invaluable while
applying crotch kicks to the forces of evil later tonight.  


“I should have bought one of these things years ago.”
I said to Teressa as she finished buzzing the back of my head bald.  


“Like you could have afforded or even found one in
working condition outside of the Martian colonies.  We were lucky to find even
this piece of crap” She replied sardonically as she slapped the shoulder of the
suit I wore, and I knew she was right.  Soon after the Massacre of Mecca, and
the peace treaties it had led to, the Legion-and most other military forces-had
been downsized dramatically, funding slashed and moved to more socially
acceptable and ‘enlightened’ pursuits since the war was over and the new Global
Unity Government thought there would never again be a need for violence.  The
Martian colonies, having a bit more of a frontier mindset had quickly snapped
up any and all equipment the Legion had been forced to sell.  War tech became
hard to find on Earth, and what there was became astronomically expensive.  It
made me aware of how much power and money Belle must have in order to find a
working suit in a matter of days.  I was glad to have her as a friend.


“Your hair is clear of the implants.” Teressa said,
brushing any stray scraps of hair away from my head. “I can’t say it’s at all
fashionable, but it will serve your needs.”


“Thanks.” I said, reaching down and picking up my
helmet and hanging it off the clasp on my left hip.  “Let’s see what else is in
tonight’s goodie bag.”  I turned to the table that was holding all the weapons,
feeling like a kid on Christmas.  


Don’t judge me.


In the end, I again settled on what I knew, as well as
a few new trinkets that had some promise of being very useful.  I slung a
Thunder Arms 12mm triple barreled cannon from my shoulder, its double drum
magazines holding nearly 1000 rounds of caseless armor piercing rounds.  I had
several spare drums attached to my lower back with powerful magnets.  An
oversized Hammershot revolver locked into the magnetic leg holster of my suit
with a click, its nine round cylinder loaded with boost assisted explosive
rounds.  Four spare cylinders filled the small utility pouch I attached to the
front of my waist.  A large tactical bag of assorted grenades-including almost
a dozen Pyro-dets-hung from my left hip, and I clipped six breaching spikes to
my left thigh.  A new piece of gear for me, the spikes were designed to be
stabbed into a door, after which a powerful shape charge would tear the door
away to allow entry.  


I looked over the table one last time, considering
taking several other weapons just in case, but decided against it.  If this
wasn’t enough fire power, anything more would be fairly redundant.  I did a
double check the Seraphim’s multiple onboard weapon and support systems,
smiling to find them at full readiness.  I was as prepared as I could possibly
get, and that didn’t include the black stone blade currently hidden in an
internal compartment of my right forearm armor.  It was nearly moaning in my
subconscious with excitement at the upcoming conflict, and I found it hard to
disagree with it this time.


“Are you set then, Nathaniel?” Belle asked, having
joined me at some point when I was rooting through the pile of destructive gear
in front of me.  I hadn’t heard her, but that didn’t bother me as much as it
might have if I hadn’t know what she was.  “You sure you don’t want more?”


Shaking my head, I looked over at her. “Nah, all I
need now is a ride.”


“Well, then let’s head out back.  Our shuttle is on
the pad waiting for our departure.”


“Our shuttle?” I asked, momentarily confused. “I
thought you were sitting this one out.”


“You really think I could sit out entirely from a
rescue mission for Cain?”  She raised one exquisite eyebrow. “Besides what he
means to me, do you know how much he will owe me for this one?”  I laughed with
her for a moment, growing somber again as thoughts of Rebecca slipped into my
mind.  I’d been trying to avoid thinking about her.


“She will be okay, Nathaniel.”  Belle touched my arm,
and even though I couldn’t feel it through the thick armor, I still appreciated
the gesture and the attempt on her part to be supportive.


“Thanks.” I said, smiling a little for her. “Now, back
to why you are coming along for this shitshow.  Do you have any idea what Cain
will do to me if something happens to you?  He forgave me stealing his damn knife,
but who knows what he will do to me if you get hurt or die.”


“Well, he would come for me.” She smiled sadly, her
perfect features seeming even lovelier colored with vulnerability like the
suddenly were.  “You know he would, Nathaniel, and I’m willing to bet you would
be there assisting him as he slaughtered his way to my side.  How can you or he
expect less of me?”


“Shit.” I sighed, knowing when I was beaten. “You
always know what to say to get your way, don’t you?”


Belle smiled smugly. “Of course I do, dear thing.  I’m
a woman after all, and your pilot for tonight’s party.”  She turned and started
walking towards the backdoor and leading me out onto a large concrete parking
lot repurposed to serve as a landing pad of the sleek assault shuttle now resting
menacingly in its center.  I realized she was wearing a reinforced flight suit,
a detail that had eluded my notice earlier.  


“What the hell are you talking about?” I asked,
walking quicker to catch up with her, my footfalls loud and heavy in the armor
that encased me now.


“You didn’t think I was just a pretty face, did you
Nathaniel?” She looked at me archly, eyebrows raised and daring me to answer
incorrectly.


“No.” I replied quietly, holding open the pilot’s door
for her as we reached the assault shuttle.  Teressa sat in the co-pilot’s seat,
busily flipping switches and hitting holo-keys.  She didn’t bother to look up
as Belle slid into her position and buckled herself in tightly. “I just never
would have guessed you could pilot an assault shuttle is all.”  


“You should know by now that I am a woman of diverse
talents, Nathaniel.”  She flipped the main power lever to on, and the assault
shuttle hummed to life, engines purring with barely controlled power as the
sleek and dangerous vessel rose several inches off the ground.  “Now, get in
and shut the door.  We are going to have to stay low enough to avoid the
various detection apparatuses of the myriad law enforcement agencies crawling
all over this bloody city now.”


I slammed her door shut, then slid the side hatch
entry to the back compartment open on magnetic grooves before climbing up and
resting on a side facing jump seat.  The seat creaked under my weight.  Just
before I slid the door shut, I saw Belle’s men come jogging out of the
warehouse and begin piling into four heavy, black transport trucks.  They were
all heavily armed, their assault weapons and equipment handled with a
professional and easy efficiency that spoke of a great deal of experience. 
Their role for the evening would have them bearing the brunt of exposure to
Stacey’s defenses.  I saw Smith pause before climbing into his transport and
salute me, fist to chest in Legion style, before slipping inside and speeding
off to reach their assigned positions.


I hoped they wouldn’t die for nothing.











Chapter 10


 


The surface of the sea was like a smooth
sheet of black glass below us as Belle sped us through the night sky, the sleek
assault shuttle nearly kissing the top of the water.  She banked us
slightly to the right, piloting the shuttle beneath one of the many bridges
that dotted the dark waterscape and pointing the nose of the ship at the lights
of the city.  


“Two minutes.” She said, her calm voice
coming through over the internal communication speakers.  “Get ready,
Nathaniel.”


Almost time then.  I unclipped the
helmet from my waist and slid it over my head, feeling the reactive gel joining
with the helmet’s edge to form a strong and flexible seal. Darkness filled the
helm, a coldness washing over the back of my head, spreading through my skull
like tendrils of ice, and then I blinked and everything was suddenly bright and
sharply in focus.  Wearing the helmet was almost like not having anything
on my head at all, except for the lights and lines of the different displays
that sprang to life in my view, displaying everything from power to armor
integrity indicators and targeting displays.  For the first time since
Stacey had torn out my eye, I had vision on the right side of my body, making
it very clear to me just how much I’d lost to that injury.  


I flipped though the various displays
lighting up my view, settling them into a more comfortable arrangement, and
then activated the suit’s comm-unit.  A small window opened in the top
left corner of my view, resolving into a holo-vid feed from the cockpit where
Belle and Teressa fussed over the controls like a pair of old ladies working on
a quilt. 


“All set back here.” I said, gripping the
door handle in one hand and sliding it wide open on its magnetic grooves. 
Air rushed through the interior of the shuttle, tossing a few loose straps
about wildly. I stepped out of the shuttle and onto the landing skid, one and
gripping a large metal D-ring on the door’s edge to keep from falling out
entirely.  “Whenever you’re ready.”


“Target approaching; 30 seconds to drop.”
Teressa informed Belle in a focused voice.


“Here we go then.  Do hold on to
something back there, Nathaniel.”  Belle’s tone was playful as she
suddenly banked the shuttle hard into the air, the engines screaming as they
fired up to full power and rocketed us high into the night sky.  I gripped
my handhold tightly while the view below us rotated as Belle turned the shuttle
to face the larger target building.  A blank wall of skyscrapers rose all
around us, reaching into the air as we climbed ever higher.


Flashes of light came from atop the
smaller building below, and the shuttle rolled hard to the left and then to the
right as Belle took evasive action while tracer rounds screamed past us. I held
on as tight as the power assisted grip of my suit would allow me to, watching
the stream of light reaching up for us.


“It seems that bitch you married had the
foresight to mount anti-aircraft cannons on the roof, Nathaniel.” Tension
filled Belle’s voice as she rolled us out of the path of a second stream of
tracer fire from another cannon coming from the top of the larger building.  It
was joined almost immediately by a second and then a third line of tracers as
other weapons opened fire on us.  “Approaching departure altitude in 15
seconds.  Stand by.” 


The shuttle banked hard through another
long roll to dodge the flashing gunfire reaching up to swat us from the sky. I
watched as the tracers shattered the blank glass walls of the buildings beside
us as we rolled completely over to avoid being hit.  “GO!” Belle shouted
in my ears over the comm-unit.


“One away.” I replied, releasing my grip
on the metal ring and falling through the air for the second time in one,
plummeting head first towards the ground like a meteor.  Tiny numbers
counted downwards at the bottom of my view as I fell, showing me the rapidly
decreasing altitude in meters.  Tracer rounds snapped past me like burning
streaks of hate, their sound damped by my helmet as they zoomed by to slap at
the assault shuttle.  There wasn’t much I could do except hope I presented
a small enough profile to make it too difficult to accurately target me.


“Shit!” Belle shouted over the comm-unit
amid the sounds of the shuttle’s warning alarms.  “We’re hit.” I flipped my
display to a rear facing sensor and watched as the shuttle spun past the edge
of a tall skyscraper, trailing smoke and fire the whole way. 


“Get out of here, Belle.” I said, turning
my focus back to the ground below me. “You can’t do anything else now. Just get
to safety.”


The distance to my target was dwindling
quickly, and I was trying to figure out a way to handle the cannons on the roof
after I landed when several contrails streaked past me.  A pair of missiles
soared down and hammered into the cannon atop the smaller building, ending its
fire in a destructive blast.  A communication window appeared up in my vision
filled with Belle’s smiling face. “I told you that you would need my help.” She
said.  Her grin slide off her face as she went on.  “Please bring him back
to me, Nate.” 


“I’ll try.” I said while watching my
altitude spin down closer to zero. “Now get the fuck out of here, Belle!”


“God speed, Nathaniel.” She replied softly
as the shuttle roared away into the night, trailing a thick stream of smoke. 
Looking down at the smoldering remains of the AA cannon on the smaller of the
buildings below me, I came to a decision and angled myself away from the large
cannons that were still firing from the other rooftop.


“Novack, change of plans. I’ll be
breeching the secondary target first. Primary LZ is too hot for insert.  I’ll
have to use the sky bridge.”


“Rodger, that.” His gravelly voice replied
unfazed. “We will continue on mission.”


I triggered my descent management
protocols at the last moment, grunting at the g-forces exerted on me as the
suit began deceleration.  Shoulder flaps on my armor opened briefly, spinning
my body around to aim my feet at the target.  Belle’s missile attack had
presented a new option to me, a very risky option to be sure, but one that
would be worth the time it would save. 


If it worked.  


Descent brakes fired on the bottom of my
boots and several flaps opened and closed all over my suit in response to the
onboard computer that was in control of all the fine adjustments for my final
approach.  As the altitude numbers spun into the single digits, the flaps
snapped closed and the rockets shut off.  I tucked my knees tightly to my chest
and held my breath.


Still traveling at nearly a hundred
kilometers an hour, I crashed through the wreckage of the AA cannon.  My
heavily armored body continued onward and smashed through the now damaged roof
of the building.  Had the roof been whole, such a move probably would have
smeared me across its surface like a rotten grape.  However, Belle’s missiles
had deeply cracked a large portion of it and the remaining concrete gave way
like paper under my armor’s weight and velocity.  


I shot through the damaged roof and
crashed through four more floors of the building before finally jarring to a
stop, trying to roll and cushion the impact somewhat.  My heads-up tracker
was already identifying targets as I regained my feet and raised the
triple-barreled assault cannon to my shoulder.  Bullets jumped from the
weapon as the barrels rotated rapidly, the 12 mm rounds tearing through half a
dozen armed men in less than half a second as I stumbled towards the building’s
stairwell.  I was still a little stunned from them impact, but moved forward
following the blinking route that my helmet had laid over my view.  


“I’m in.” I sent over the comm-unit, and
then kicked the door to the stairs completely off its hinges. “Descending now.”


“Acknowledged, Nathaniel.” Belle replied
with audio only. “Novack and his men are beginning their attack on the building
now.  We’ve stabilized the shuttle and are standing by for a retrieval run if
necessary.” Her tone grew more serious. “I’m not sure how long we can stay on
station though, Nathaniel.  There’s already a massive law enforcement response
mobilizing, and they will undoubtedly have air assets arriving to support
them.”


“Rodger.” I said, hurrying down the stairs
as fast as I could in the heavy armor. “Stay as long as you can, and then get
yourself out of here. You’ve done more than enough tonight.”  The target
indicator in my helmet sounded a warning about motion behind me, so I spun and
dropped to my knee.  Bullets clattered over my head and hit the wall of the
stairwell while my return fire tore through the door and the gunman who was
using it for cover, ripping through both with equal ease.  I laid a few
more bursts through the wall to discourage anyone that may still be hiding on
that floor, and then began rushing down the stairs again.


A heavy explosion shook the ground as
Novack’s team began their assault from the ground level.  Their presence
was a diversion, meant to pull as many of the defending personnel as possible
to their location, removing them from my path. Originally, I’d meant to
land atop the larger building to be in much closer proximity to our objective,
but Stacey’s cannons had screwed that up for us. Novack hadn’t liked being
relegated to a support role, but after a brief discussion, we decided that he
and his men, though professionals, would likely not be prepared for the horrors
this kind of work exposed men to.  A firefight was not the time to
discover if your mind could handle such things.  So they were continuing
with their original mission, attacking the main building to pull Stacey’s men
out of my way and let me get to her as fast as possible.


“Engaged.” Novack’s gravelly voice was
punctuated with the sound of heavy gunfire.  


A rocket zipped past me from the next
floor down, slamming into the wall and knocking me off course slightly. 
My suit was powerful, but even it had some weaknesses, and tank killing rockets
were high on the list of things I wanted to avoid.  I threw myself
backwards, crashing through the door to the level I was on just as a second
rocket rushed up at me.  It detonated against the bottom of the stairs
channeling the blast into me and tossing me further into the room than I’d
expected.  As I grated to a stop, my target indicator was flashing
locations of several threats scattered throughout the same floor I was now on. 
Tiny red triangles flared to life over my view of the stairwell as the men from
below charged into the room.


I rose into a half crouch and looked
around me.  This floor was filled with cubicles and computers, their drab
walls attesting to the grinding slavery such places enforced on the people
unfortunate enough to work in them.  They provided decent concealment for
me, so I shuffled to the side to find a better angle on the approaching mass of
men.  The flimsy walls may hide me from view, but I knew they wouldn’t do
anything to stop the weapons everyone was carrying  


It’s best to be first in things like this,
so I raised my cannon and fired a long burst through the thin cubical walls and
into the center mass of where the men from the stairs where.  I really
needed to kill the guy with the rocket launcher.


Several of the red triangles on my
indication disappeared following the burst of fire from my weapon, but then
warning lights lit my view, flashing bright yellow as a cautionary tone warbled
insistently in my ears.  I reacted without thinking about it, throwing
myself into a forward roll, scrambling away from where I had been standing just
before explosions and bullets devastated the area.  The rounds had a
distinctive whooshing noise right before they detonated and threw shrapnel and
pain everywhere, which told me what they were.  At least one of the men
had a heavy, boost assisted weapon, which was yet another weapon that could
cause a good amount of damage to my combat armor, not to mention my body. 



I rolled to my knees tucking my cannon
into my shoulder and hammered several bursts of fire into different targets
before scrambling to my feet and running hard for the hallway in front of me. I
passed the corner just as loud bursts of fire splashed across the wall, ducking
as I rounded the corner with explosions chasing me the whole way. 
Thankfully the corner of the wall was built of heavy steel and concrete. 
It would take several seconds of sustained fire for their weapons to damage it
enough to reach me.


I swung my cannon around the corner and fired off the
remaining four hundred and something rounds in one long sustained burst,
letting the weapon drift back and forth across the room as it thundered out
fire and light. Dropping the spent double-drum magazine to the floor with a
clunk, I calmly slapped a new one into place, letting the weapon hang limp by
its sling as the onboard system linked the new magazine and settled the first
few rounds into position.  I reached into my explosive’s pouch while the
cannon was going through its reset process and pulled out four random grenades,
priming them quickly and lobbing them back into the room to sow a little
chaos.  


One loud pop, followed by dozens of little explosions
and flashes of light told me that one of them had been a riot grenade.  A
loud crump of air indicated a concussion grenade, followed by two very
distinctive hiss-pop-thumps as a pair of pyro-dets threw their incendiary
payloads all over the room.  Smoke and screams filled
the air as I calmly pulled out one of the new breaching spikes and rammed it
into the floor, stepping back out of the way and firing several bursts around
the corner as the spike blew a four foot opening through the floor.  I took two
steps and dropped through the torn carpeting and flooring to fall down to the
next level.  No point in getting into a pitched battle, not when I needed to
get to Stacey and put a stop to whatever she had going on, not to mention save
Cain and Rebecca in the middle of it all as well.  No pressure though,
right?  I tossed another fragmentation grenade back up through the hole,
angling it towards where the targets had been before I dropped down, then took
off running for the stairs again.


I went through the open door to the stairs with my
weapon up and started down the stairs, jumping down a landing at a time and
letting the armor absorb the fifteen foot fall from each jump.  It could handle
much greater distances than that and I was in a hurry.


The flashing path laid over my vision turned at the
next floor and ran through a pair of double doors, and I knew I was nearing the
sky bridge that connected the two buildings.  It was the only option I had now
for getting into the main building.  I barreled through the double doors,
shoulder checking them aside from my path as if they were cardboard instead of
steel.  It made little difference while I was in my armor.


I ran through the room, dodging around more cubicles
and desks before finally turning a corner in the rat maze and seeing the sky
bridge with its glass walls and glass ceiling surrounding a carpeted walkway of
the bridge.  It stretched several hundred yards to join the other building. 
There was a squad of men stationed at the far end of the bridge resting behind
a bulky, tripod mounted machinegun.  Barricades surrounded them on either side,
blocking the doorway to the other building and providing cover for the men. 
Surprise crossed their faces as I came into view, then they scrambled behind
their heavy weapon and opened fire on me as I continued charging their position
as fast as I could. 


Time seemed to slow as I raced forwards until it felt
like I could see the charging handle of their heavy machine gun slam backwards
and forwards in the space between heartbeats. I could see the brass of each
round flinging free from the top of the weapon, each shell carving glittering
arcs through the air as they flew.  Heavy rounds vibrated through the air as
they ripped past me and tore into the office furniture behind me.  I had
seconds, only mere breaths, until they found their aim and then those rounds
would rip through my armor and my friends would be as good as dead.


I pulled the trigger on my cannon, firing rounds up
through the inch-thick glass of the ceiling and then activated the braking
rockets in my boots.  Meant to slow an armored warrior down enough to survive
aerial insertion, they were powerful enough to toss me at the cracked ceiling
as rounds came ever closer from the heavy machine gun.  I sailed about a five
feet up before crashing through the weakened glass and sliding precariously
close to the edge before regaining my balance. I was sprinting for the opposite
end of the bridge as time seemed to return to normal.


Small arms fire hit the clear ceiling below my feet,
little stars appearing around each impact on the glass as the men tried to get
to me before I could cross the bridge.  Their handheld weapons were far too
weak to penetrate the glass, which wasn’t an issue for my larger cannon.  I
watched them trying to desperately raise the heavy machinegun into a position
to reach me, but they were moving far too slowly and the weapon was much too
heavy. I opened fire the second I had an angle, hammering 12mm rounds through the
glass and into the position for several seconds before my weight carried me
though the glass and dropped me into their midst.


Bullets bounced off my armor, ricocheting and spalling
into the men piled around me as someone attempted to shoot me from point blank
range.  Men screamed and blood spattered as I lashed out with my fists, my
boosted strength easily crushing skulls and bones with every blow.  A kick
shattered the heavy machinegun and the man behind it, tossing both onto the
floor of the bridge in a tangled wreck as I laid into the remaining men in
front of me.  They were fanatical in their attempts to harm me and fighting
desperately for their lives, but the outcome was never in any doubt.


Blood and gore was smeared heavily over my suit when I
finally stopped and stood there surrounded by broken bodies, dripping thick
fluids on the ground.  One man had gasped something into his radio before my
boot broke his neck, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it now. I’d
just have to deal with whatever support came this way.  I took a few breaths to
center my focus, and then checked the ammo counter on my weapon.  It was still
half full, but I swapped it out anyways, just in case.  After all, there was
still a lot of work to be done.


Moving into the larger building, I found myself again
surrounded by cubicles and gunmen.  Stacey had a significant number of people
fighting for her, enough that I couldn’t help but wonder if they were all
fanatics, of if she had just outsourced the whole thing and hired mercenaries
to defend her base of operations.  It seemed like something she might do, and
given the lack of work for many trigger-pullers, it was certainly a buyer’s
market out there.  Since most outfits had their own weapons and gear, she’d
probably saved a ton of money and time this way.  Not that it really mattered. 
Batshit crazy zealots or paid killers; either one can kill you just as dead.


I plowed through the door to
the stairs, legs pumping hard as I began my climb.  I had almost two dozen
floors to ascend before I would reach Stacey’s likely location, and even then,
I had no idea what would be waiting for me.  The sounds of doors slamming
open and booted feet on the stairs came from several floors below, likely in
response to that last radio message sent out by the dying man.  Still
running, I pulled several anti-personnel mines from my pouch, slapping them
against the underside the stairs above me where a strong chemical adhesive
fused them to the concrete.  With luck, the men pursuing me wouldn’t notice
them in time to avoid their motion sensor triggers from tripping.  Even if they
did see them in time, they still would have to stop and deal with the
devices.  Either way, the mines should buy me some time.


The door on the next landing
swung out with a bang as I approached it, and two men in robes with shock
lances charged at me screaming wildly, electricity buzzing angrily along the
heavy bladed tips of their weapons.  I slipped aside from the first thrust
while slapping the haft of the lance to push it further away from me. 
Designed for the violent and brutal trench wars that had dotted the globe
during the War, a shock lance tip could kill a normal man outright with only
the slightest touch.  It even ran a real risk of overloading and shorting out
my suit’s systems if I let one get close enough to me.  Which, of course,
I had no intention of doing.


One booted foot swung up,
hitting the first man in the hip, crunching the pelvic bone and dropping him to
the ground with a wail as I swatted aside the second lance. I snatched the back
of the attacking man’s robe and pitched him over the rail of the stairwell into
the empty space between the stairs.  His scream lasted several seconds
before cutting out in a wet crash, his lance clattering down the stairs after
him. A stomp of my boot finished the wounded man on the floor, easily crushing
his chest, and then I was moving up the stairs leaving wet, red boot prints
behind me.


I ran on for a few moments
then felt the mines I’d placed detonate, and could hear the explosions mixed
with screams and curses of the men who’d been pursuing me.  One problem
solved, or at least delayed for the moment.  But, as they say, something
good must lead to trouble, and trouble always comes in threes.


“Wolfe.” Novack’s tired voice
came over the comm-unit. “We’re pulling out.  The police are nearly here,
and I have men down.  We can’t do anything more for you.” He paused for a
moment. “You’re on your own now.”


“Rodger.” I replied, hammering
cannon rounds through a small group of men on the next landing, my bullets
tearing through their legs and hips and tumbling them all in a writhing pile on
the ground.  I dropped a grenade in their midst as I ran by, unconsciously
counting down the fuse time until I heard the crump of the fragmentation device
and their screams cut off abruptly. “You did plenty.  Get out now, while
you can.” 


That meant I was alone now,
with nothing to distract the rest of Stacey’s men.  I couldn’t fault Novack
though. His men had fought hard and stayed as long as they could without
risking more than I would ever ask. I dropped a few pryo-dets over the stairway
railing to throw some chaos and fire in the path of anyone racing up from the
ground levels; my explosive pouch was starting to get a light.


The second from trouble took
that evening was structural obstacles. At some point, classified work had taken
place in the upper part of this building, and the security features reflected
that, becoming much more robust as I went up the final flight of stairs. 
I found myself face to face with a sealed blast door, its thick metal alloy
frame encasing a solid metal doorway that was far too heavy for me to crash my
way through. Even the new breaching spikes I was carrying wouldn’t be enough to
blast it open.  A biometric lock panel blinked mockingly at me from beside
the door.


I stepped up to the lock,
tapping several keys on the panel to activate it.  I was working my way through
the interface when I heard the intercom speaker above the terminal hiss to
life.


“Hello, dear husband.” 
Stacey’s voice was thick as honey.  “I know it’s you in that faceless tin
can; I knew you would come.  Did you bring me the knife?”


I ignored her attempts to
engage me while I continued tapping at the lock’s display panel, grinning when
it asked me to present my access code.  It wanted access codes, well I had
lots of those. When they designed the Seraphim suits, the need for combat
operations deep behind enemy lines was foremost in the mind of the Legion
engineers who developed the armor.  They understood that a tool for
cracking most types of electronic locks would be immensely valuable, and so
they developed a relatively simple tool.  It turned out to be far more
effective than they could have ever hoped for when they initially though it
up.  It was so effective that illicit copies, much less powerful but still
useful, soon began circulating the criminal underground.  The jam-key that
Inspector Marshall had confiscated from me after drugging me earlier today was
a perfect example of such a copy.


The holo-pad on my left
forearm flickered to life as I caressed it awake, my fingers selecting options
rapidly almost without thought.  A small panel on the back of my right
hand slid open and two short metallic probes extended from within.  A ready
icon blinked into life in the upper corner of my vision showing me that the
cipher-hack was at full power and ready for use.


“What are you doing, Nathan?”
Stacey’s asked me as I raised my fist to the biometric lock terminal. 


I grinned at the camera
impishly, even though she couldn’t see me.  “Knock, knock.”  I said
and jammed my closed fist against the lock.  The probes were actually
small microwave burst transmitters that fired close to a thousand terabits of
computer code into the small lock, overwhelming its processing speed in less
than a millisecond and resetting the whole system to its basic maintenance
mode.  It was the equivalent of swatting a fly with a dump truck, then
dropping a small moon on top of it from orbit just to be sure. The simple
mechanism in the lock never had a chance; the poor thing. The heavy blast door
next to me slid a half-inch apart as the controls directing it to remain closed
were lost in the silent sobbing of the security panel I’d just turned into an
electronic slag heap.


“Dammit!” Stacey’s voice was
full of anger now. “Would someone please go kill my husband and then loot his
corpse?  I want that knife.  Now!!”


“Don’t worry, dear.” I said,
looking at the camera in the corner for a moment. “I’ll be along shortly.” Then
I punched the camera into splinters and shoved the blast doors apart before
walking through with my weapon ready.  The layout of the whole structure
changed past the metal doors, the space no longer filled with cubicles.  It was
now office space filled with lab equipment and chemicals, while a myriad of
cages held animals of various types.  A small monkey squawked at me as I
walked past, rattling its cage to show me that he wasn’t scared of me.  I
wondered if that was what Stacey thought of me, just a monkey shaking his cage
in an impotent and irrelevant display of territorial rage.


I was still following the map
displayed in my helmet, the flashing lines laid out along the ground for me to
see. There were only a few floors remaining between me and my target now,
although I still had several more blast doors to hack open and more stairs to
climb. Following the flashing lines, I moved carefully through the floor,
finding it abandoned.  I quickly hacked the next blast door and went
slowly up the stairs with my cannon leading the way.  The men Stacey had
just sent to kill me must be getting close by now.


The blast door to the next
floor stood open, inviting me in like a spider to a fly.  The hairs along
my neck stood up and my eyes searched the room ahead for any targets.  My helmet
wasn’t displaying anything out of the ordinary, but something still felt wrong.


I heard a thud behind me and
spun around with my weapon ready to fire, recognizing the satchel charge laying
on the ground behind me a fraction of a second before it detonated and hurled
me through the open doors.  I smashed through an office window and tumbled
across a table to slam into the wall, crushing several pieces of lab equipment
and bits of furniture before coming to a stop.  The ballistic gel in my suit
kept the explosion from hurting me, but I was still a bit stunned and several
suit indicators flashed across my display showing me where my armor had taken
damage.  


Most worrisome was how the
visual display in my helmet was flickering, with static crossing it here and
there as the suit systems fought to regain their equilibrium.  I was still
laying there when I saw several men rush through the doors from the floor
below.  They must have been using the elevators to get past me.  They
charged the doors as I struggled to get the suit moving again to meet their
charge, but they didn’t come through the doors.  Instead, they dragged the
heavy blast doors closed, and the sparks showered inwards between the doors
edges as they welded them together with a fusion torch.  A thin orange line
glowed between the melted edges, the heat coming off in visible waves.  I
wasn’t going back out that way, so I ordered my suit to find me a new route as
I dragged myself upright. 


Finally getting back to my feet, I turned
my attention to the damage notifications flashing across my
vision.  Nothing seemed damaged badly enough to affect the suit’s
functionality; the armor was cracked in a few places, but it was still holding
its overall integrity.  Satisfied that my armor wasn’t about to fall off my
back at an inopportune moment, I cleared the warning icons from my view with a
few taps on my forearm holo-pad.  Then I gathered up my weapon and shuffled
slowly back around the corner, my suit’s target display remaining clear of any
threats as I moved out of the room I’d been thrown through by the explosion.


This floor was different than the others I’d been
through.  It wasn’t quite a laboratory or an office, but more of an odd
amalgamation of the two with a dash of reception lounge thrown in just for the
hell of it.  A hallway dotted with holo-screens and notice boards along the
walls ran the entire perimeter of the floor, forming a huge square lined with
offices and labs.  Four smaller passageways split from the main hall, forming a
cross shape with the reception area taking up the middle.  A huge desk sat in
the very center of the layout, its bulk nearly filling the reception area, and
stairs bordered the sides of the desk to climb upwards and link with a
secondary level about twenty feet up.  The upper level was smaller, maybe half
the size of the reception area, and was lined with a short glass wall.  A large
elevator door sat embedded in the wall of the second level, centered over the
desk, and was the only feature of that level.  My helmet was flashing a new
route to me, factoring in the sealed door behind me.  The blinking line in my
vision led to the elevator door.


“Shit.” I said, double checking the route to be sure. 
Elevators are terrible choices in combat.  They trap you in a small space, rob
you of any mobility, and are easily controlled by other people, people who may
not have your best interests at heart. There was a reason I’d avoided using
them thus far tonight.  I was contemplating my next move when the universe
delivered the third part of the evening’s trouble.  The elevator dinged and
slid slowly open, revealing the hulking form of one of Stacey’s golems, its
blank metal face a featureless mask.  I barely had time to register the
spinning barrels of its assault cannon before it opened fire, raining death
down around me as flames leapt nearly two feet from the front of the weapon.  


I hurled myself forward, sailing over the huge desk in
the reception area as the golem continued firing. A heavy impact slapped my
left shoulder, spinning my body as I flew forward, bouncing me off the top of
the desk.  I tumbled across it to land in a heap, sliding to a final stop on my
back under the base of the second level.  I felt the gel in my suit clamp tight
around the top of my shoulder, my hand going numb while a cooling sensation
spread as the suit dumped drugs into my system through skin contact.  An angry
red icon came to life in my vision, telling me I had a suit breach and needed
medical attention. 


“No shit!” I shouted at the suit as I swung my cannon
into place with one hand, aimed it up at the bottom of the floor above me, and
dumped the remainder of my magazine through it in a long stream of rounds. 
Trusting the sling to keep it attached, I dropped the weapon and rolled to my
uninjured side to scramble awkwardly back to my feet.  Feeling was returning to
my left hand, a burning tingle spreading in the tips of my fingers as mobility
returned to that side.  I grabbed one of my last two breaching spikes and threw
it upwards to stick in the floor, and then turned and ran for the hallway.  I
could hear the golem’s heavy footsteps above me as I fumbled to reload my
cannon, the loss of dexterity in my left arm causing a few second process to
drag out longer.  I’d just managed to fit my final magazine into the ammo port
when the spike detonated behind me with a crash, dropping the upper level down
to lower one.  The massive weight of the golem came with the shattered remains
of the floor, dropping down onto the huge desk below it.  


Feet pounding as I ran, I turned the corner of the
hallway and charged around the perimeter of the floor, pushing myself as I
raced to get to the other side.  I could hear the sounds of the golem thrashing
its way back to its feet as I forced more speed out of my tire body and the
suit.  Clearing the last turn, I saw the monstrous stone creature slowly
righting itself from the smashed ruins of the heavy desk that had caught its
fall from above.  It was facing away from me, looking towards the hallway I’d
charged down seconds ago.  It was still gripping that damn assault cannon in
its misshapen fist.


Still moving at a full tilt, I sighted my cannon on
the back of its head and opened fire, watching the 12mm rounds skipping off the
stone skull with sparks that failed to cause any noticeable harm.  It
definitely caught the golem’s attention though, as it began to ponderously turn
my way.  I shifted my aim slightly, letting my rounds splash ineffectually
across its shoulder and arm till they found my real target; the assault cannon. 
My bullets might not hurt the golem’s body, but the cannon was another story. 
The armor piercing bullets tore apart the top of the assault cannon, sending
chunks of the gun’s loading mechanism flying everywhere and rendering the damn
thing useless.


Trigger pinned now, I shifted aim at the blank metal
plate of the golem’s face.  Cain’s lessons came back to me in the moment, about
how the things were animated with a word of Power carved in the center of their
heads.  Stacey had shown some serious, and devious, foresight in placing a
metal shield over the face to protect the word from anyone trying to get at
it.  If legends were to be believed, the word had to be changed from ‘Truth’ to
‘Death’ by removing one of the letters in order to stop the golem.  Just how I
was supposed to get to that letter was still something I had to figure out.


My cannon fire skipped off the mask, barely leaving a
smattering of pockmarks in the thick alloy.  Stacey must have repurposed
starship armor to build these fucking things.  The gun’s magazine went dry
while I rushed the golem, so I trigged my brake jets and sailed high into the
air.  I tore the now empty gun from its sling, and gripping the barrel, I
dropped towards the golem.  I came down on it just as it dropped its own useless
weapon, raising its head to look at me as I smashed the improvised club into
its face plate just before I slammed bodily into it. 


The combined weight of my armor and my momentum
knocked the golem back for a moment, enough time that I landed two more heavy
blows to its face shield with my cannon, desperately trying to break it free. 
Then it raised an arm to block, and shattered my cannon on the next swing.  Its
other arm lashed out and swatted me across the room, through an office wall and
into a desk where I landed in a disoriented heap, gasping in pain.  My suit
warned me of more structural damage that was piling atop the previous dings I’d
taken already.  


I lay there a moment.  I was getting really sick of
being tossed around like fucking dog toy. The stomping footsteps of the golem
coming closer caught my attention as I dragged myself upright, again grateful
to Belle for the armor that was keeping me in the fight.  I stepped through the
hole I’d made when I crashed into the office and drew my backup weapon, the
oversized Hammershot revolver fitting perfectly in my gauntleted hand.  The
golem came into view again, stomping relentlessly in my direction, merciless in
its mission to smear me all over the building for its Mistress.  Fuck if I was
going to let that happen.


My revolver barked as I cleared all nine chambers of
the cylinder while moving backwards away from the approaching golem.  Tiny
lights followed the thumb sized bullets as they flew towards the hulking beast,
the boost assisted rounds slamming into the golem and blowing pieces of its
body off as they exploded in a rumble of thunder and fire.  One round caught it
across the side of its head, and I smiled when I saw the metal edge of the mask
peeled aside from the hit.  


I continued back pedaling away from the golem, leading
it slowly around the edge of the building, breaking open the revolver and
swapping out cylinders as we went.  A plan was forming in my head as the golem
followed me the entire way, not shifting its route in the slightest as we moved
along the hallway.  It may be massive and powerful, but it sure didn’t seem
very bright as it stomped after me like a big dumb animal.  The wreckage of the
desk crunched under my armored boots as I stopped moving backwards, my pulse
speeding as I stood there and let the monstrosity trudge closer with each heavy
footfall. 


It was only a few steps away when I snapped my weapon
up and put two more rounds into the golem’s face, then emptied the rest into
the leg on the opposite side from the damage on the mask.  Explosions walked
all over the golem as the rounds hammered it back roughly, the leg shots
knocking it off balance for a moment.  I dropped the empty revolver and took
two steps to leap up onto the stairs, then threw myself sideways at the golem
with my fingers reaching out.  I felt my fingers slip under the torn edge of
the face mask just as the golem regained its footing and caught me out of the
air, its heavy stone hand wrapping around my helmet with ease as it started to
squeeze.


Kicking my foot up against the golem’s chest, I drove
the full power of my suit into ripping its mask off, feeling it slowly grinding
loose from the stone skull.  Warning indicators screamed in my ears about the
helmet’s failing integrity, my field of view twisting with static as the armor
around my head creaked and knew I had only seconds to live.  Then the metal
plate tore free of the golem’s head revealing the inch high letters running
vertically along the front of its roughly shaped face, each one carved deep into
its stone skull.  Extending my fingers, I drove them hard against the letters,
desperately powering the blow with every ounce of muscle and mechanical
assistance I could put into it.  I felt my fingers meet the stone skull just as
the world went dark, my view of the outside disappearing as I found myself
staring at the blank interior of the armored helm.


I hung there in the golem’s grip for what seemed like
forever, waiting for death as it squeezed my head like a piece of rotten
fruit.  A few seconds later I realized that death hadn’t taken me yet, so I
triggered my suit to release the helmet seal and dropped several feet to the
ground.  Light blinded me for a moment as I came
free, and the smell of used explosives was heavy in the air that caressed my face
outside of the helmet.  I snatched up my fallen pistol, reloading it as
fast as I could while watching the golem for any aggression.  Looking up,
I saw my helmet still trapped in the grip of the golem’s extended hand, cracks
running all over the sides and back of armor where the stone fingers had
started to penetrating the alloy.  The creature stood still as I came
closer with my weapon aimed at it and ready for any movement it might
make.  


I angled my approach to see
its face, and lowered my weapon when I realized there wasn’t any further reason
to be concerned with this creature.  My fingers had cracked a small crease
in the things head, a tiny hole punched dead center in the word that was carved
into its forehead.  It seemed luck was my friend tonight, at least a
little bit.  


My helmet was a complete loss
now, crushed and cracked like it was, and trapped in the frozen grip of the
golem’s bulky fingers.  I could still use the suit, but I would be without
the benefits the helmet had been providing me with.  No more adaptive
target identification and tracking, predictive weapon aiming assistance, sound
and light buffers, and most importantly, I was back down to only a single
eye.  Half of the world was dark again, leaving me feeling exposed and
weak.  I didn’t like it.


Sighing heavily, I walked
towards the elevator, booted feet kicking aside the ruins of the furniture
destroyed in our clash.  I chuckled a bit at the thought of what the
expressions of the people who worked here would look like when they saw the
mess.  I was just glad I didn’t have to clean it all up. 


I looked up at the wreckage of
the upper level of this floor.  There was now a giant hole right at the base of
the open elevator doors.  I was without my mapping software now, but I
could still go off its final suggestion to me regarding the elevator.  It
was an easy thing to jump up and grab the lip, then haul myself into the open
lift, despite how much I didn’t want to be trapped inside the metal box.


As the doors slid shut in
front of me and the elevator moved smoothly upwards, I took a quick inventory
of the supplies and weapons remaining to me, and was less than happy with what
was left.  I had my Hammershot pistol, with a full load of nine boosted rounds,
and three more reloads for it.  Additionally, I had two pyro-dets, a breaching
spike, and the Shard of Murder hidden in a compartment along my right
arm.  Not really a lot, when you considered there was at least one more
golem, the Simulacrum, Stacey’s men, my wife herself, and anything else she may
have brought along for the hell of it.  I sighed again, and shifted off to
one side of the lift as I felt the elevator slow to a stop. The doors slid open
with a ding.


I took a quick glance around
the edge of the elevator door, finding a darkened hallway extending straight
forward ahead of me that ended at a pair of closed double doors maybe fifty
feet away.  Darkness enveloped the space between the doors.  A grinding
whine was the only warning there was before cannon fire exploded from shadows,
the barrel flashes illuminating the other golem with bursts of light as it
hunched forward and swept the heavy assault cannon back and forth.


There was barely enough time
to drop to the floor before its rounds ripped through the open elevator doors
and the walls behind them like they were made of paper.  I felt several
hard slaps of impacts against my side as I fell, and one heavy bullet creased
the back of my right triceps and sloughed the armor off like dead skin as it
passed.  Luckily it didn’t penetrate far enough to actually hit my
flesh.  I didn’t have my display to tell me the extent of the damage, but
the pressure and cooling sensations along my ribs and hip as the suit responded
to the hits told me at least some of the them had gone deep enough to wound me.


The sights of my pistol
steadied as I landed on the ground, lining up against the flashing of the
golems cannon and thundering out my response.  The noise of the two
weapons shooting was shockingly loud after wearing my helmet all night. 
Several of my shots hit the rapidly spinning cannon, detonating with far more
explosive energy than I was expecting as the cannons rounds went off as
well.  A thundering explosion left me stunned as the cannon went up and the
golem, now missing an arm, crashed through the wall behind it and into the room
beyond. Glass in the windows shattered from its impact, and I could hear the
tinkle of broken glass falling everywhere.


I could see into the room
through the massive hole in the wall as I rose to my feet. It was another large
and open room, taking up almost all of this floor of the building.  There were
eldritch symbols painted along the ground and strange green lights flickered
across the walls.  Stacey was on the far side of the room, turning to face
the new opening in the wall as the golem struggled to push itself upright with
its remaining arm.  Her eyes went wide when she saw me charging down the
hall as fast as I could.


Still a dozen feet away, I
leapt through the air to crash onto the back of the now rising golem, knocking
it back down to the ground with a crash.  I latched onto its missing
shoulder with my left hand and leveled the Hammershot against the thing’s other
shoulder joint, pumping round after round into it.  Explosions deafened me
with roars as the bullets went off less than a foot away, and I turned my head
as tiny stone fragments flew everywhere like shrapnel.   I felt one
of the stones slice through the already ruined side of my face, tearing through
my cheek to skip achingly off my teeth, setting off a misery of pain in my
head, but I kept firing till my revolver went empty.


Rolling aside, I let my hands
reload the weapon by muscle memory as I watched the golem try to push itself
upright again, its lone arm pushing against the floor.  For a moment I was
scared my gamble hadn’t paid off, but then the arm snapped off at the shoulder
with a terrible crack, dropping to golem to the ground with a rumble that shook
the entire floor.


Stepping quickly to the side,
I fired again, slamming five rounds into the back of its knee before the
thing’s lower leg popped off entirely, the stone around the edges unable to
handle the heavy explosive rounds for very long.  The stone beast flopped
around on the ground, broken and useless now that I’d removed most of its
limbs.  I should have used the Hammershot earlier in my fight with the
first golem, but there was no changing the past.  Speaking of which, I
turned to look at Stacey while giving the golem a hard kick in the side of the
head.


I spit out a mouthful of
blood, smiling broadly at her expression. “Hey, honey.  I’m pretty sure I broke
your toys for sure this time.”  


Looking at her gave me a
chance to study the rest of the floor’s layout.  It was one massive room, with
several small offices behind the far wall.  The open space had likely been
meant for conferences or meetings of some kind, as I could see office furniture
that had been discarded haphazardly in a pile to make room for the interlinking
circles of whatever spell Stacey had painted on the floor.  The lines were
heavy and dark, inked into the thin carpet with something viscous and sticky. 
I didn’t even want to consider what it was, let alone where she got it
from.  The green light I’d seen moments ago flickering from the hallway
was spilling from several fat, slimy looking candles, each producing far more
light than should have been possible given their size.


Stacey stood there glaring at
me, Cain on his knees behind her, bound with the same sort of shimmering rope
I’d seen yesterday around an angel while she was getting fucked stupid by a
masked man in Belle’s club.  I guess the stuff must be really good at trapping
things more powerful than your average person.  His glasses were missing, but
he didn’t look much too worse for wear from the ordeal of being captured by
Stacey.  Silver duct tape covered his mouth, his dark eyes meeting mine with a
strange expression of sorrow crossing through them. I heard a shuffling moan to
my right, forcing me to turn almost all the way around to see it.


Rebecca stood there with her
hands still mag-cuffed in front of her, a twin of Cain’s strip of tape covering
her soft lips. She was missing her glasses and her face was still bruised from
earlier.  There were a few fresh cuts and scrapes on her skin, and her nose was
bleeding a slow trickle over the top of the tape, the red glaringly out of
place against the silver material.  Fire and rage burned in her eyes, and I
smiled at her, delighting in her strength of spirit.  She wasn’t broken, though
she did seem a bit shocked at the sight of me, her eyes giving me the once over
and filling with concern.  I winked playfully at her.


Standing behind her was the Simulacrum,
gripping a straight, single edged sword about two fingers wide. It shone like
liquid mercury in the sun, brighter than any steel ever forged with an edge
that looked sharper than sin. I knew that blade.  Somehow, they had Cain’s
blade, a feat that I wouldn’t have believed possible before today.  I knew
there was no way in hell Cain would have given that up without a struggle, but
there wasn’t enough blood in this room for that to have taken place.


I turned slowly back to face
my wife, spitting out another mouthful of coppery fluid.  She stared at me for
a while, looking me over in a strangely possessive way before glancing at her
golem sadly.


“You know, those take a great
deal of effort to construct, Nathan.” She finally said, hands on her hips like
she was about to scold me for not taking out the trash on time.  “I wish you would
be a bit more considerate.”


I shrugged indifferently. “It
was in my way.”


She laughed brightly, eyes
turning sweet in a heartbeat as she smiled at me.  My crazy radar went off
loudly in my head again as I watched her switch emotions like they were shoes.
“I noticed a good number of my following found themselves in your way tonight,
not that any of them really did much to slow you down.”  She gave me a
considering look again, an appraising gaze tinged with lust. “I mean, I
understood you were a killer, given your background, but to see it demonstrated
so brashly…so mercilessly….I must say that I deeply underestimated your
capabilities and how much I could use you.  I am tempted to forgive your
blasphemy and betrayals if you came back to me, husband.” Waving vaguely at
Rebecca, she went on. “I’ll even forgive your…indiscretions with the cheap
harlot you’ve taken up with lately.” Ignoring Rebecca’s muted squawk of anger,
she gestured at my pistol. “Just drop that and let’s talk about how tonight can
turn out positive for us both, honey.”


“Do you still think you can
convince me to join you, Stacey?” I asked incredulously. “After everything, how
can you think I would be tempted to help you?”


She seemed to consider it for
a moment before shaking her head. “No, I don’t believe you would consider my
request as anything other than a trap at this point.  But what if someone else
made the request of you?” Taking a few steps away from Cain, she opened one of
the wooden office doors, reached in and led a small dark haired little girl out
by the hand.  The child walked into the room and stood there holding her hand,
unafraid, watching me the whole time with a tiny smile of her face. 


“Who is that man, mommy?” She
asked finally, pointing at me with her small hand.


“Mommy?!” I blurted out,
looking at Stacey in shock.


Stacey smiled her bat-shit
love/lust smile at me again, then looked down at the little girl. “Baby, say
hello to your father.”  











Chapter 11


 


Father.


I stood there frozen for a moment, my mind simply
refusing to process Stacey’s words.  If anything had decided to attack me in
that moment, there was nothing I would have been able to do to prevent them
from killing me.  My vision swam for a moment, everything going grey around the
edges as my mind fought to process what I’d just learned.  I must have looked
like a complete fool, standing there with my mouth hanging open, blood leaking
down my face from my torn cheek and dripping off to fall to the floor. 


“He’s my daddy?” The little girl asked in a bright
little voice, bringing me out of my stupor.  The dark haired child was looking
at me with a mixture of apprehension and disgust. “He looks scary, Mommy.”


“Oh yes, my little one.” replied Stacey, still holding
the girl’s tiny hand in her own. “This is definitely your father.”  She looked
me over critically for a moment, and went on. “I know he seems a little dirty
and messy right now, but he’s had a rough night, honey.  Now, be polite and say
hello to your father.”


The girl’s little mouth twisted in a tiny grimace as
she clung to her mother’s hand, pulling a lock of hair into her mouth and
chewing on it lightly. “Fine.” She sighed melodramatically. “Hi, Daddy.”


I stood there staring at the child.  She carried her
mother’s facial structures, the same sleek cheek bones and arched eyebrows, but
it was unquestionably my own eyes staring back at me as I gawked at her in
shock.  Turning my gaze to my wife, all I could do was shake my head for a
moment.


“Stacey…what the fuck?”  The words fell out of my
mouth on their own.  She sneered at my choice of expression, and making our
daughter giggle into the hand that was holding her hair in her mouth. 


“Mommy, Daddy just said a bad word.”  Her small voice
took on a singsong cadence as she told on me for swearing.


“I know, sweetie, I heard.”  Stacey said as she looked
at me, eyes filled with anger. “I’ve asked you before not to use such
vulgarities, Nathan, and I insist that you don’t use such filth in front of our
child.”


My own anger was up, raging through my blood like
fire. “I’m sure you would, dear, but fuck that.”  Another little giggle from my
daughter accompanied the glare from her mother. “You don’t get to spring
something like this on me and not have to listen a bit of swearing, at the very
least.” I glanced down at the child, her presence here still so incongruous
with the rest of the surroundings.  I spit another mouthful of blood to the
side, and glared right back at Stacey. “Care to explain, or at least tell me her
name?  Or maybe tell me what the hell you were thinking bringing a child into
this shit?”


She waved dismissively at my questions as if they were
irritating insects buzzing angrily around her head and barely worth her
notice.  “Do I really need to explain to you how babies are made, husband?” She
asked me with one eyebrow raised mockingly.  “Suffice it to say, our last night
together had a purpose, just like our little darling here has one too.”  She
stroked the girl’s hair fondly, smiling down at her with affection. “Don’t you,
Aly?”


The child beamed at her mother, then looked at me and
nodded. “I have a purpose.”  She said, still smiling brightly. 


“Aly?” I asked, still struggling to regain my
equilibrium.  


“Yes.” Stacey said, running her fingers along our
daughter’s face. “It’s short for Alyth, which means ‘ascent’ in an old tongue.” 
She smiled once more at our child, then looked at me. “It seemed fitting given
the circumstances of her birth, and her fate.”


“What the hell are you talking about, Stacey?” I
demanded, anger still burning hotly in my chest. “Her fate? You’re not making
any sense.” 


“I forgot you don’t believe in fate, dear.” She said
sighing.  She seemed disappointed with my failure to follow her logic.  “You
always did lack vison towards the larger picture, Nathan.”  She pointed around
her. “Do you think all this is easy?  I’m trying to free my Master from his
prison, a prison built by forces you cannot begin to imagine.  That requires
planning and power beyond what your limited vision is capable of.”  She tapped
her foot against the thick sticky line painted along the floor. “Acquiring
enough sacrificial ghoul’s blood to shape the marks was, in itself, a rather
arduous task.  It takes thirteen of the disgusting things to power the circle here
tonight.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “I’m still cross with you about that bit
of business out east.  I’d almost collected my last one, and then you came in
and smashed everything in your normal fashion.  You set me back quite a bit
with that stunt. I had to summon a replacement for the ghoul you slew, which
cost me energy that I will sorely miss tonight.”


I shrugged, smiling at her with bloody teeth. “Yeah,
I’m not too sorry about that.”  I nodded at our daughter. “You still haven’t
explained what you meant by ‘purpose’ or ‘fate’.”


“I’m getting there, Nathan.”  She shook her head at my
impatience.  She gave Cain a small kick where he knelt beside her, bound and
gagged.  “As I was saying, opening a gateway through the very fabric of reality
takes certain…resources.  Your mentor here took one of those resources from its
rightful guardians many years ago, a simple ruby called the ‘Eye of Ra’.  I
mean to take it back.”  She kicked him again, harder this time, causing him to
grunt in pain. 


“And this stone will help you bring Yig over to our
world somehow?” I asked, starting to figure angles in my head as my mind came
back awake from my surprise.  


“YOU WILL NOT SPEAK HIS NAME!!” Stacey shrieked at me,
her rage at my words so great that spittle flew from her lips.  She took
several breaths, calming herself with a visible effort. “A heathen like you has
no right to utter the Master’s name. Even an informal title like the one you
used is above vermin such as you.” She glared at me for a moment more, then
returned to her previous topic, picking up where she had left off as if her
outburst had never happened.  “As for our little pumpkin, freeing the Master
entirely is beyond me.  That said, the holy tomes showed me the way.  I knew,
even back when I first read the sacred texts you helped me find in that
stinking jungle that a vessel would be needed in order for the servant of the
Master to enter our world.”


Aly beamed at me with pride. “I’m a vessel, Daddy.”


I shook my head incredulously at what I’d just heard.
“You can’t mean to use your own child, damn it, our child, like that,
Stacey.”


“She will attain such great glory and esteem among the
Followers as has never been seen, Nathan.  She will be a hero and the Master
will remember her sacrifice when he returns.”  Stacey looked at me with
feverish eyes, fanaticism blazing within their depths.  There had been little
doubt in my mind that she was crazy, but I knew looking into her eyes then that
she was truly lost. “She will live forever, Nathan.  Our daughter will be like
a god!”


A little giggle as the girl grinned at her mother’s
words. “I’ll be forever, Daddy.”


“No.” I said to Stacey, shaking my head again. “No. 
I’m not going to stand here and let you do such a thing to a child.”  I thumbed
back the heavy hammer of my pistol with a click.  “Better she died clean than
something like that happen to her.”


Stacey looked at me in disbelief for a moment, then
began to laugh, loud and strong.  She laughed for several moments, then brushed
tears from her eyes as she continued to chuckle. “Oh, Nathan, you had me
there.  I know you, you silly man. I know you are incapable of slaying a child,
especially your own child, given all the things you have been through.”


I stared at my daughter. Aly was such a cute little
girl, with dark hair and a button nose, bright innocence in her eyes as she
stood there looking up at me with simple curiosity as the fates of entire
universes were decided around her.  I didn’t know her, or owe her anything, but
she was still my child. I’d loved her from the second I saw her walk out with
her mother’s hand holding hers.  My shoulders slumped in defeat. “You’re
right.” I said to Stacey, sighing heavily.  “I can’t shoot her.”


I was already spinning as I finished speaking, lining
the sights of the heavy revolver up with the chest of the Simulacrum still
holding Rebecca by the shoulder.  Shots boomed loudly out of the weapon as I
pulled the trigger as fast as the weapon would let me.  The rounds punched into
the creature and detonated, hurling it away from Rebecca and splashing her with
its blood as it flew back.  She stumbled aside, her feet tangling and causing
her to trip and fall beside one of the few unbroken windows left in the room.


Leaving the monster on the ground in a ruined heap
that was slowly pulling itself back together, I turned back to Stacey and
raised my weapon.  I was pulling the trigger as soon as I could see her
silhouetted by the sights atop the massive pistol.  She raised a hand between
us, pulling Aly behind her as she did, and then glared at me as my heavy rounds
bounced off her shield into the walls and floor around her.  I emptied the
cylinder at her with no effect, then broke the weapon open and reloaded with
practiced fluidity.  


A steak of silver swept in front of me as I was bringing
it up to fire again, shearing off the front half of the pistol as a heavy blow
knocked me off balance.  I turned to find the Simulacrum fully restored and
facing me with Cain’s sword in hand, the tip of the bright weapon weaving tiny
circles in the air.  I looked down at my now ruined pistol and threw it aside
with a grimace.  Then I flicked the Shard of Murder out of its hidden
compartment into my hand as the Simulacrum darted in to skewer me with his
shining sword.  


Parrying the blade aside with the short stone knife, I
blocked a punch by the creature that rang against my armored arm.  I countered
with a low thrust of the Shard that made the Simulacrum dodge back to avoid
disembowelment by the black blade.  We exchanged a flurry of blows in the space
of a few breaths, but the outcome was set before we had engaged. The spirit
occupying the meat puppet had some skill with a blade, but I’d been tutored by
the finest warrior of all time.  Added to that, my suit gave me speed and
strength equal that of the monster, robbing it of its natural advantages over
me.


I parried again, sliding my blade down along the edge
of the sword, and then cut off the Simulacrum’s thumb with a roll of my wrist. 
Both the severed digit and shining sword fell to the ground where I kicked them
behind me.  Grinning, I carved into the monster in front of me, the black blade
screaming with joy deep in my mind as the creature collapsed to the ground.
Gripping its hair, I raised the Shard high to sever its head.


Agony exploded in my chest as the tip of the silver
blade smeared red with my blood erupted from the front of my armor, spearing
out of the left side of my chest.  I grunted as it was yanked out, then fell to
my knees as pain washed over me and blood leaked through the holes in my
armor.  The suit tried to clamp down on the wound, but the areas touched by the
silver blade seemed to have lost control.  I knelt there waiting for death as I
heard the sword whistle through the air again.


Instead, bright burning fire bit through back of my
right arm as the sword swept through my triceps, my whole arm going numb as the
tendons were cut. The Shard of Murder slipped from my useless fingers and
tumbled to the ground, bouncing a few times before coming to a rest.  


“Enough of that, Nathan.” Stacey said, stooping down
and picking up the stone knife I’d dropped.  I knelt there gasping as her
servant continued pulling itself back together with a series of sucking and
slurping sounds.  “Our daughter is in the room.  She doesn’t need to see this kind
of senseless violence.”  She pushed me over onto my side with a crash, then
moved back out of sight behind me. “Why can’t you just accept the inevitable?”


I groaned as I rolled over to watch her, feeling a
warm wetness slowly running down my torso as I shifted my weight. Rebecca
hurried over to kneel beside me, trying to shove her cuffed hands against the
wound in my chest to staunch the blood pulsing out of it. Stacey moved over to
stand in front of Cain, looking down at him with a sneer and both his weapons
in her hands now.  “So much fuss over one man.” The Simulacrum moved to her
side -whole again, of course- and silently accepted the silver sword she
pressed into its hands as she squatted down in front of Cain.  She held up the
Shard in front of his face, wiggling the blade back and forth, still speaking
without looking at me.  “Thank you for bringing me what I needed, Nathan.”


The tip of the stone knife slid through the fabric of
Cain’s shirt, effortlessly slicing the cloth away as Stacey pulled it
downwards.  “Tell me, Nathan, did you ever wonder why your mentor here is so
very hard to hurt?” She looked back at me expectantly, frowning when she saw
Rebecca touching me. “Your little slut to the rescue, eh?  No worries, once I
finish what I’ve started, she will be less than nothing to you.”  Rebecca
glared back at her while she tried to put pressure on my wound through my rent
armor. Eyes hard in her lovely face, Stacey continued. “The reason Cain can’t
be hurt is actually pretty simple.  When he bound his brother’s soul into this
little blade, his own was trapped within it by Azrael as well.”  She laughed at
Cain’s look of disbelief.  “You don’t believe me? Your god bound you into his
services as a leik and you never suspected?” She laughed again, long and
loud at his expression.  Cain obviously wasn’t buying whatever Stacey was
trying to feed him, and I couldn’t blame him.  There was no way that Cain could
be something as simple as a lich, he was far too unique, and much too powerful. 
“You think you’re special, but you’re just another lich serving an Old One,
albeit an Old One with some serious delusions of grandeur. God indeed. Hah! You
and I are the same, you fool!” Her head fell back as she broke out in laughter
again, delighting in the pain she thought she was causing to her captive.


She shrugged and looked down at him again. “Not that
it really matters if you believe me or not.  Not anymore, especially since I
know where you hid the Eye of Ra.”  Cain’s eyes went wide as she shoved the
stone blade into his heart, cracking through his sternum with a pop. Blood
geysered everywhere as she sawed deep into his chest.  


“No!” I screamed as his entire body quaked and shook with
pain I couldn’t even begin to imagine. His whole form tried to hurl itself away
from the blade invading his chest, but he was trapped and unable to move
against the shimmering ropes that bound him on his knees.  Even more disturbing
than the sight of my beautiful, crazy, and viciously cruel wife shoving her
hand into the gaping wound in my friend’s chest…was the look of fascination on
the face of the little girl calmly observing from the side lines. She was
chewing on the tips of her hair again as she stood there watching her mother, her
arm smeared with blood to her elbow, as she tore something free from a man’s
chest,.


“Oh, quit being so dramatic, Nathan.”  She snapped at
me, then waved a bloody hand at Cain’s body where he was slumped against the
ropes and covered in blood.  A few drops of blood flew from her hand to
splatter on the floor. “He’s still very much alive, and will be just fine, even
with a wound like that.  The only way to kill him would be to find a way to
break this silly little stone knife of his.  I don’t want him dead; he’s going
to make a fine gift for my Master.”  She held up her other hand, light
glittering off something she held in her blood smeared fingers. “I have what I
need now.” A round, red stone about the size of a marble sat in her palm, its
sharp edges refracting the light in the room and making it twinkle and dance
with light.


The Eye of Ra was hers.


“Come on, Darling.” Stacey said, holding her hand out
to our daughter. “It’s time to begin.  No more distractions.”  She led Aly to
the center of the large symbols painted with black ghoul’s blood on the floor,
and helped our daughter sit cross-legged on the carpeted floor.  “Here, baby,
hold on tight to this.”  She pushed the still bloody ruby into my daughter’s
hands.  When the little girl saw it, she smiled and grasped it tightly,
cuddling it close to her chest like it was the softest and cutest teddy bear
ever.  She beamed angelically up at her mother. 


“Stacey, you can’t. Please.” I said, struggling to
rise.


“Hush, Nathan.”  She leaned down and kissed Aly on the
head, then moved out of the circle. “It’s her destiny and purpose.”  One last
smile was shared between mother and daughter, then Stacey spoke. “Begin,
sweetie. You know the words.”


As Stacey backed out of the boundaries inked on the
carpet, our child began to recite something in a mix of several languages, a
strange and eerie amalgamation of syllables and sounds that twisted inside my
mind.  Her head was bowed forwards as if in prayer, her hair falling forward to
obscure her face as she continued chanting. The shiny stone that she gripped in
her hands was pulsing with a deep inner light that grew and faded in time with
her chant.  The strange green light pouring from the candles shifted and danced
about, growing gradually dimmer as she continued her mantra.


I heard the sound of tape ripping off flesh, and
Rebecca gasped in pain next to me. “What the hell is going on Nate?” She asked
as her gaze darted around the room, while her hands pressed back into my wound. 
Tendrils of mist drifted slowly into the room, materializing from nothing and
moving with an ethereal life.


“I don’t know, but we should probably get the fuck out
of here before whatever she’s trying to summon shows up.”  I looked up at her,
taking in her bruised face crusted with her dried blood. “Are you okay?”  I
asked her, covering her hands softly with my armored left hand.


Green eyes came back to mine, softening with
affection.  “Me? Look at you, Mr. Wolfe. You’re a mess!”  Her lips met mine
unexpectedly, pleasure of their soft caress contrasting the spike of pain in my
torn cheek at her touch.  “I’m glad you came, Nate.”


Smiling at her with my heart feeling lighter at
finding her safe, I shifted a little and said. “Help me up.” Then I groaned as
I started to move, suddenly coughing up blood as I felt a tearing pain deep in
my chest where Stacey had stabbed me.  It seemed like she may have nicked a
lung on the way through.


“Fuck!” Rebecca whispered, trying to wipe away the
blood with her sleeve but just smearing more of it around.  “I think you’re hurt
badly, Nate.”


“You’re probably right.” I ground out past clenched
teeth, gripping the wall near where I’d fallen and trying to force my feet
under me. “No time for that now.” 


“Fuck, you’re heavy in this getup!” she whispered, her
voice strained with the effort of trying to help me up.  We both paused to lean
heavily against the wall, and I could feel my breath rattling inside me as my
lung started to fill with blood. In few moments I wouldn’t be able to do
anything but gasp and drown on my own fluids.  We were running out of time,
which was something Rebecca seemed to have noticed too. “Can you stop her?” she
asked, nodding towards my daughter as the little girl carried on chanting in
the center of the room.


Darkness swirled around Aly, the streams of mist
intertwined with shadow that was black as sin, twisting and swirling around the
room.  Wind blew where none should exist, the rising sound of it rushing by,
slowly growing and growing until it was a howl of noise and was yanking at hair
and clothes alike.  The light from the candles flared an incandescent green,
bright enough to almost blind us as they illuminated the maelstrom of shadow
and mist that was coalescing into a sphere in the middle of the room.  My
daughter calmly sat at the center, seemingly untouched by it all.  Her chanting
went on undisturbed.


“I’m not sure.” I had never seen a spell this powerful
performed before. “I have no idea what will happen if I try to stop it.  I
could destroy half a block, or even set the damn thing free and end up helping
her get what she wants.”  Air pressure in the room was growing heavier by the
second, and that feeling of something wrong with the universe was pressing down
on my soul like a weight.  I looked over at Cain, still hunched over in his bonds,
chest bloody but rising and falling with breath.  “We need to get to Cain and
then figure out an exit.” 


The sound of my daughter’s voice changed suddenly,
going from a singsong child’s tone to a scratchy, leathery sound I’d heard
before in my dreams.


“Shit.” I said, staring into the nightmare sphere
spinning in the middle of the room. Two shapes sat there, overlaid atop each
other.  One, a tiny child with dark hair hanging loose over her face as she
stared into a glimmering ruby and chanted in an unearthly voice. The other was
a hulking form enshrouded by its flowing robes, crouching down with the talons
of its hands pressing into the carpet of the room.  


“What the fuck is that?” Rebecca had to shout to be
heard over the screaming winds.


“The End of All!!” shrieked Stacey as she stood across
the room from us staring at our child with religious zealotry blazing in her
mad eyes.  “The Thirteen were drawn, and now the Servant has come!”  Her
laughter cackled loudly, mixing with the howl of the winds in a macabre
symphony of chaos and insanity. “It will be as it was foretold, Nathan. You
cannot stop it now!!”


Movement on the other side of the room drew my
attention, and I met Cain’s eyes.  They were filled with the pain of his wounds
and the sorrow from the heartbreak Stacey had caused tonight.  There was so
much left unsaid between us, and there had been so many painful truths felt by
each of us in such a short time. There were just so many things we’d screwed
up, and we probably wouldn’t get a chance to fix given how tonight was going. 
However, as his eyes met mine, only understanding and respect passed between
us, heavy with regard and resignation.


Then my mentor and teacher, my friend, nodded at me
and I could almost hear his words from earlier in the day. He’d loved his
brother deeply, loved him enough to kill him to prevent his falling to the
Enemy.  Sometimes, we were better off dead then the alternative.  I growled in
pain as I leaned down and snatched up a piece of glass from the floor, all my
blood loss causing the world to grow a little fuzzy as I did.  


“You sure about that?” I shouted at Stacey, hefting
the glass in my left hand while my right hung useless at my side with blood
starting to drip from it.  I turned my gaze to the apparition of my daughter
and the monster merging together in the middle of the room.  


Better dead than the alternative.


“NO!” She screamed as I flipped the hunk of glass to
spin towards our daughter like a throwing blade, the jagged edges catching the
green light as it sailed through the air.   


Fast as a striking snake, the Simulacrum appeared from
the shadow and snatched the shard of glass from the air with enough force to
shatter it into slivers that tumbled harmlessly to the floor.  It easily pulled
the second thing I threw as well, its hand a blur as it darted out to catch the
missile. Then it paused and watched me curiously as I grabbed Rebecca with my
left arm and hurled our bodies towards a nearby window only heartbeats before
the breaching spike the Simulacrum now held in its hand detonated.  The blast
knocked Stacey and Cain aside, and threw the creature back as dark fluid
splattered all over the symbols Stacey had painstakingly painted on the floor.


I heard her wail of protest as we flew over threw the
air, my shoulder crashing through the remaining glass to create a shower of
glittering shards around us as we went. Stacey’s scream followed us as we fell
away in the dark.  She was on her knees with blood trickling down her face, and
her hands stretched out beseechingly to the swirling storm of shadow. The last
thing I saw was Cain met my gaze as we went out the window, and winked at me as
we dropped from sight.  


Rebecca looped her cuffed hands over my neck and
wrapped her legs around my hips in a way that would have excited me if we
weren’t plummeting to our deaths.  I brought my left arm around towards my
face, activating the holo-screen with my nose and hitting a few keys as we
fell. My right arm was still hanging useless and flopping around on its own as
we fell, making the task way more difficult than it needed to be. I hit a final
holo-key and felt a jolt in my lower back as the repelling cables fired, their
integral sensors guiding their flight through the air so they slammed into the
concrete wall of the building.  I coughed more dark blood all over Rebecca’s
back as the anchors set into the wall above us with a jerk and snapped the
cable tight behind us.


As the high tensile metal cable spooled out behind us
from a compartment in the armor, the suit applied pressure to the wires to slow
our descent, allowing me a moment to view the landing zone below us.  Bright
red and blue lights flashed everywhere, and there were crowds of uniformed
police and armed men swarming all over the area below us.  Vehicles formed a
solid perimeter around the building. It looked like every cop in town was down
there waiting for us.


The suit clamped down on the wires attached to the
building, bringing us to a gentle stop as our landing was lit up by dozens of
spot lights zeroing in on us as we touched down.  Rebecca dropped her feet to
the ground, and I slowly lifted her hands over my head, staring down into her
eyes as figures charged towards us shouting orders and aiming weapons.  I read
her emotions in the heartbeats we stood there, seeing her concern for us both
as the arbiters of justice closed on us.  The confusion and stress of the past
week weighed heavy in her gaze, but I also saw her affection for me and so I
smiled down at her, wordlessly sharing those feelings.


Then I stepped back from her and ordered my suit to
retract the cables stretching up into the night sky above us.


They responded with alacrity, zipping back into their
compartment with an eagerness that yanked me into the air, pulling me back up
the building’s face as the cables rewound into their spools.  I turned to face
the building, the cables crossing over my chest and continuing to haul me
upwards as the police officers below me opened fire on me with their weapons.  I
hunched my shoulders and trusted my armor to hold for just a little bit more,
for just a bit further.  I only needed to get back to the top and save Cain. 
He saved me so long ago in the jungle, had trained me and been my friend. I
owed him more than I could ever repay him.  He couldn’t die now that I had him
back in my life.  I just had to figure out a way to get him out of there even
in my battered state.


I was working on that solution, the zip and crack of
small arms fire passing my body as I was pulled ever higher.  There was a
whooshing sound from above, air rushing in as if the building were taking a
deep breath, and stealing all the air from the city into itself. There was a
massive explosion above me, and I felt my cables break free.  


I fell through the night again, watching the world
burn with green fire above me.


Then my world went black.











Epilogue


 


Special Agent Rebecca Stevens sat at a table in a
featureless interrogation room, her hands mag-cuffed to the table before her. 
Her clothes were torn and filthy, and she was covered with dried blood and
bruises. Tears leaked from her eyes as she thought about the events of the past
night, and she swiped at them angrily.


Nathan had come for her, fighting his way through hell
to reach her.  He’d lost his friend and his daughter, which made her heart ache
for him even though he hadn’t known the little girl before tonight.  So much
had happened that Rebecca didn’t know how to begin processing any of it. At the
end, she’d watched him plummet to the ground as the building above them was
destroyed by strange green explosions.  She’d been buried under police officers
at the time, and forced to do nothing but watch as the medical personnel rushed
to his body, clustered around him in a circle as they cut off his armor and
tried to save his life.  They’d loaded him into an ambulance while dragging her
into a windowless van, carting her off to this boring room to wait and wonder
about his fate. 


She wasn’t sure how long she had been sitting in the
room when there were several clicks and beeps as the locking mechanism of the
door disengaged.  The metal hatch retracted into the wall with a soft hiss of
hydraulics and a young, well dressed blonde woman seated in a wheelchair
entered the room.  Her chair crossed the room with a low hum of machinery,
stopping just in front of the table.  She sat there staring at Rebecca
silently, her pale brown eyes unflinchingly hard.  Something about her gaze was
out of place in her youthful face.  There was too much in them; too much
knowledge and pain…too much life.


When she finally spoke, it was in a husky voice, deep
and coarse like someone who’d spent a lifetime smoking cheap tobacco.  “Former
Agent Rebecca Stevens, it’s nice to make your acquaintance.”


“Where am I?” Rebecca asked warily. “Why am I here and
who are you supposed to be?”


“You are in a United World Governmental holding
facility, Ms. Stevens. The location of which is unimportant, just as is my
identity.”  Her lips drew back into a congenial smile, but her eyes didn’t join
in. “As for why you are here, Ms. Stevens, it’s quite simple.  You have insight
into the events and personalities involved in tonight’s madness.” Her smile
grew feral, a frightening aspect seeping into her countenance as she looked at
Rebecca.  “So, Ms. Stevens, tell me everything that happened since you
disappeared from the San Francisco FSIS headquarters.”


“Tell me about Nathaniel Wolfe, Ms. Stevens.”
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