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Chapter One: Zero

 

Frank Zero thought of himself as a patient man. At least more patient than most. It took patience to rise up the ranks as a black officer, and it took patience not break the other officer's jaw when he was discharged from the force. This was what always happened when doing the right thing was against orders. Doing the real good as opposed to the politically good.

These were hard earned lessons in The Zone.

The Zone was the nickname for the area that has been host to several wars over the past ten years. Every time the NATO peacekeepers ended one, a neighboring country started a new one. A new and improved version of horror.

Everyone thought the world would end in two-thousand-twelve. It's been almost ten years since then, but humanity was doing everything they could to make up for lost time.

He slid his palm over his bald head to remove the sweat. The thick beard wasn't helping either. It was hot in the mayor's office. The clock ticking above the fake fireplace was loud. Or was the room too quiet? 

Living in Capitol City for the past year or so got him used to the constant ruckus. Every ten minutes an ambulance, firetruck or police car would siren it's way through the streets no matter where one stood.

 Half past five. The mayor was late. Like all people of power, he must have thought his time worth more than others.

Zero stood up again and started pacing up and down the room, looking at the bookshelves. Again. He could recall all the book titles in order after all the time he had spent waiting in this office so far. 

Walking over to the mayor's desk he picked up the newspaper he read in the morning. The headlines were matching the grim outlook the city had without a proper law enforcement organization. 'Radical Group Goes on to Steal Nuclear Reactor to Create Atomic Bomb. Where will they strike first???' read the title. He threw the paper back at the desk.

The door flung open. Zero turned his head towards the sound. A tall, big-bellied man stormed through. His suit was wrinkled, shirt untucked, tie in the hand. The mayor looked more worried than usual, but at least there was no way he could get more gray hairs.

"Good afternoon, sir!" said Zero, heels clicking, hand snapping to his forehead in a salute.

"Howdy Zero. Please, take a seat," said Mayor Nelson with a forced smile. He must have worked a lot on his southern accent to sound like the bigwigs in the capital, but his mannerisms stayed the same.

Seconds later two other people dressed in suits came in. One was the media adviser to the mayor which Zero saw on TV a lot, Josh Ingram. The other man was unknown to him. Something big happened. Or was about to happen. 	

Could it be? 

Zero straightened up in his seat, making small adjustments to his uniform.

"Zero, the reason I asked you here is that of the proposal you submitted to me about a year ago, about the plan to help rid Capitol City of the criminal filth it had accumulated by forming an elite group of soldiers who would perform black ops. That was your opening pitch if I remember correctly," said Nelson, putting his fingers together in front of his face. His elbows didn't reach down to the desk. He drummed for a few seconds before he continued. "My advisers, well, advised me that I should take it into serious consideration."

"I'm all ears, sir!" Zero had hoped for this chance since he returned from The Zone. The Mayor respectfully declined when he first pitched the idea. Zero has been working on private contracts to pay the bills. And also, building his fantasy law enforcement elite league just in case. Now it seemed like the planning wasn't for nothing.

Josh leaned towards Zero with a black folder in his hands. "We made slight modifications to your original proposal, and were wondering if you would be still interested?"

Zero looked at the faces of the three men. Except for the mayor, they were smiling. No. Grinning. Like idiots. Suits loved to do this; laugh in your face while they hand you bad news, like a paper of dismissal. They were no different from the people judging his actions in the army. 

Just what did they change, exactly? As he read through the files, he found it. The organization would not operate black ops style, it had to be public, so citizens regained their trust and remained calm. Zero closed the folder and took a deep breath.

"Sir, I—"

"Back in my time, we had drugs and street gangs to worry about. Organized crime was something newsworthy. Now? People are afraid to go outside after dark. We have the CURRS protocol, to prevent Mafia Families from stealing orphans who would eventually become... Josh, what delightful name did the local media come up with for the little orphans who are trained by the Mafia Families to become those super assassins?"

"Spectres, sir," said Josh in haste, like he'd get points for it.

"Yes... Specters... Listen Zero, today, a father of three, leading a happy life in the suburbs, shot his neighbor as he was climbing through the fence to get the ball back for his kid," the mayor paused. He put his hands on the table and pushed himself up from his chair. "I simply cannot let this continue! Until you've cleaned all the scum from our precious city, this will keep happening... unless they have a reason to hope. Your unit could be that hope." The mayor turned to the window and looked down on the street. 

Zero glanced around. The suits were still smiling like they were discussing cupcake recipes. 

Nelson continued, "only heroes can save this city now. Heroes in a uniform. A different breed of law enforcers. Law enforcers with," the mayor turned his head to look back over his shoulder, "zero tolerance."

Silence filled the room. 

A pun? Seriously? Publicity was what got good men killed. The media gathers information and twists it as they want to get better ratings, no matter how many lives they put at risk. 

Nine months ago, he would have declined the offer. Now he wasn't sure he'd get another chance at his own command. Ever. Not with all the toes he'd stepped on in The Zone. 

"I accept, sir, if I am still allowed to choose my own people," Zero raised an eyebrow.

"Yes," said Josh.

"I can also launch the specialized training program recruiting people from different police or military organizations?"

"With limited funding in the beginning, yes, but we would slowly transfer budgets from other law enforcement departments as they become... obsolete. In the proposal, it says the training budget covers ten field agents per year for the first two years. If you manage to keep it running, and bring results, we'll increase funding to your specialized training program," said the other man, "also, the Williams company has agreed to have you set up at The Academy and even supply what they only refer to as the good stuff. Well... As long as publicity remains positive... and the Mayor excludes them from taxation."

"Fair enough." Zero stood up. "If there is nothing else, I'll get right on it, sir."

"Thank you, Director Zero." Nelson seemed relieved as he sat down in his chair, collapsing under the weight of his decision like a tower of cards.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two: Jonas

 

Jonas was about to get caught. He could feel it. 

The movement outside the service trench indicated they were looking for something. No, not something. Someone. Did Jonas miss a sensor? He didn't see any alarms before he entered the garage. 

He held his breath. Thick motor oil smell filled his nose. The sound of a gun being cocked echoed in the garage. Jonas closed his eyes. It took all his might to stop shaking. 

The image of the ransacked bakery, with the owner, Mrs. Kowa crying for help was vividly in his mind with all the little details. This was a perk of having a video memory. 

He always wanted to say 'why don't you pick on someone your own size'. Rick's goons chased him for four blocks until he could lose them. Throwing up wasn't optional. He wasn't used to this amount of cardio. Not since he was invited to leave the military. But the gesture was worth it. She always gave him the leftover doughnuts to take back to the orphanage. 

But it wasn't enough. Jonas wanted to pay back for what he witnessed earlier today. He also started to have second thoughts. Not that it mattered. His chances of escaping were slim.

Jonas narrowed his eyes, and his fist tightened around the monkey wrench. 

If we keep rolling over nothing will ever change. Someone had to punish the bad guys. Now he wasn't sure if it should have been him. 

"Ain't nothing 'ere Boss," the sound of Rick Gallego's goon reflected an IQ lower than that of a wooden horse. 

The radio clicked, "the system says different, keep looking!" Jonas used the sound of the receiver to let out his breath.

He gathered the courage to peek out between the car and the service trench. One of the goons stopped next to the car pulling up his trousers.

The hairs on his back stood up. 

Jonas didn't see much in the darkness but still managed to feel around with his leg in the bottom of the pit. Yes! A cloth lay near his feet. His motions were careful. He slowly sunk down while trying to move the fabric with his leg to his hands. Light from the flash torch was running on the bottom of the car. 

His heart was racing. 

He took a slow, deep breath. The cloth was small, barely the size of a shirt. He was sure his heart couldn't beat any faster. Something in the corner of his eye flashed. A metallic plate which was unusually clean reflected the light, like a curved mirror. Jonas forced some calm on himself and lifted the metallic plate above his head like a sloth reaches for a branch. He put the monkey wrench on his lap and covered his legs with the cloth. 

This will have to do! The reflections in this darkness should blind him enough to overlook me. He saw the flashlight point down and tried to be as motionless as a statue. He was running out of breath, a few more seconds and he wouldn't be able to sit still, and even this moron would notice that. As his lungs started to burn, he held the monkey wrench tighter. The flashlight finally moved. The goon stood up with a grunt.

Jonas almost let out a sigh but managed to hold it in. He felt the sweat rolling down his temples. With a slow exhale he got rid of the carbon-dioxide accumulating in his body and then took a slow, deep breath.

"Still nothing, Boss. We gon' check outside."

"OK, keep me posted."

Jonas waited until the goons left the garage. He carefully climbed out of the service trench. 

He was not out of the water yet. The security system was triggered. No. He triggered it. In his mind, he was playing back the scene. Like a coach trying to find the error the team made. 

Results: inconclusive.

He picked up an arm-sized metallic pipe near him. The plan was to trash Rick's prized, one-of-a-kind car as revenge for the old woman who gave away the stale doughnuts for free so he could take it to the orphanage. He wanted to teach him a lesson. What if they come back? What if he can't escape? Was it worth dying for? He carefully put the pipe back to the floor.

Another thing you just couldn't finish. A true champion of the people. Great job!

He put both hands on the top of the car and leaned against it. The faint reflection in the window showed a scruffy looking guy with short hair and stubble. He hasn't shaved in a while. It suited him according to others. Fit very well with his laziness. 

"Why did you do this, huh? Even if you managed to totally wreck Rick's car, he wouldn't know what it was for... or even worse, he would, and just take out his anger on the old lady. This was really stupid." 

Jonas closed his eyes, and let his head fall forward. Time to go home.

He straightened up and saw a bottle of expensive whiskey on the passenger seat. He checked if the car alarm was on. It wasn't. He checked again, learning from his recent experience.  

This will make a perfect birthday gift for me! He opened the car and took the bottle. Jonas snuck out of the garage and got through the garden unnoticed. His graceful movement would have put any cat to shame. Climbing the wall with a bottle of whiskey was no challenge, and he was soon outside the walls of the Rick Gallego villa. It was forty-five minutes to midnight. He still had time to celebrate his birthday, and he knew the perfect place for it.

***

Jonas wanted to celebrate his birthday at his favorite place: the vantage point overlooking Capitol City. Celebration, in this case, was a synonym for getting drunk. He used to escape there when he wanted to be alone. He smiled as he thought back to taking his sidekick from the orphanage, Billy there with him. It was almost ten years ago. They pretended to be superheroes looking over the city, planning how they would save every orphan from growing up to be cannon fodder for the mafia. The caretakers didn't notice... or care. Looking back, it must have been the latter. Two less brats to worry about. Now he knew how dangerous that night actually was, and how lucky they were not getting into trouble.

The vast park stood on a small hill overlooking the city at the foot of a rocky mountain. It was once private property, hence surrounded by the twenty feet tall concrete wall with rose vine wrought iron decoration on it's top. Complete with thorns. Large thorns. The mayor closed the park sometime back when it became the favorite part of rapists and murderers. Before that, the police did fishing from the lakes every week, and they never returned empty-handed.    

But he knew a way in. There was a massive pipe running up the hill in the industrial district. It led to an opening in the wall.

The night sky was full of stars. Patches of clouds were painted with the faded orange glow of the city. Calm wind from the thick groves around the park caressed his skin. The full moon illuminated the ill-kept path enough that he didn't need street lights. He was wondering if they still had the bulbs in them. Not that the city would waste electricity on it anyway. No. That was required for the massive billboards. 

He looked at the bottle in his hand and wondered if he should have gone home instead of the park. No. Granny would have ripped his head off for not going straight home. It was better to lie. At least that is something he was good at. He'll say he was held one more day, due to some bureaucratic bullshit. Granny will dig that. 'Fuck the bureaucrats', she always said.

He missed these strolls. These past few months in prison thought him the value of space.

Obstruction of justice. That is what the police called protecting twelve-year-old kids from being beaten up by a police baton. 

Jonas scoffed. It figured... The police could not apprehend real criminals, so they found every excuse to show people they are in control. The penalty was an immediate fifty thousand volts and some jail time.

He froze in place. A sharp sound came from between the trees to his right, followed by a painful yell. Jonas turned in the direction of the noise. Someone was in trouble. 

"Hello?" he said not too loud. There was no movement around him. He knocked his knuckles together a few times while rocking on his sole. He wanted to help but didn't want to attract unwanted attention. One had to stay vigilant at all times in the park. 

Small twigs and rocks cracked under his feet as he made his way towards the sound. It came from the other side of a thick grove. Haven't you seen enough excitement for today? The park was off limits to citizens. If someone is here, they have to be aware of the consequences. 

He couldn't shake the feeling he had to help. Jonas made his way into the grove, pushing bushes aside. There was no more yelling, only the sound of small animals moving on the ground and above him. Hero complex. The graveyard was full of people with similar conditions. Should I call the police? 

He pulled himself back behind a large tree. The figures standing a couple of feet from the trees looked like something from a bad horror film. Jonas allowed himself another peek.

This is new. Jonas didn't remember ever seeing this building. It was old. Maybe a ruin? He couldn't tell. Rich people used to build fake ruins just so their park would look neat. But who would make something like that?

The building had a spherical shape which was sunk in the ground little less than halfway through. It must have been at least sixty feet in diameter, built out of large stones. Time wasn't kind to it. It had large holes in it, like a cracked hollow eggshell covered in vines.

He started to observe the people. They were each wearing a long hooded cloth cape with an emblem on the back. The moonlight was strong enough to see the details. An unfinished circle painted with a thick brush. 

Who are these idiots? Is this some kind of cult? Either that or I'm really behind on fashion.

The cultists entered the building. There was no sign of a damsel in distress, struggle or further yelling. He slowly started to backpedal.

Then he stopped with his hand on the tree bark. 

What if these wackos are about to sacrifice someone inside? 

There was no one else in sight. Jonas clenched his fist and stared at his feet. I'm going to regret this... Just a quick look inside to make sure no one was getting killed.

***

He hesitated to leave the whiskey bottle lying in the woods, but human lives did have a priority.

After sneaking out of the grove, he made his way to the side of the building opposite to the entrance. A set of stones were displaced at the bottom of the wall just enough so he could climb up. He used the vines to anchor his feet and pull himself up in the first few feet. After he got through the apex of the curve in the wall, climbing got easier.  

There was no turning back now. Jonas peeked through the opening towards the top. Dancing orange cones of light filled the hallway right beneath him as the flying dust was illuminated. It came through the holes in the curved wall around what he assumed was a central chamber. Like a sphere within the sphere, only the inner wall was straight for the first few feet. Moving to the left, he was now able to see into the room through the large opening on the top of the chamber.

The wackos were standing in a circle around some kind of machine. Under the cloth hood, there were no faces, only black holes as the torches placed on the columns cast their shadows. The device looked old and rusty with some clean, new parts here and there. The bright copper parts showed a distorted reflection of the people standing around it. Jonas only saw similar machines in steam-punk comics.

"Welcome Brothers!" a deep voice echoed from the walls of the building.

The crowd replied, "Hail, Your Emptiness!"

"The time has come to free humanity from their material needs, and let us ascend to a greater consciousness." 

Jonas couldn't see who was talking. He leaned a bit more to the left to get a larger field of view. There was a tall man in the same cloth robe with a large book in his hand, taking small steps towards the machine as he talked.

"And the souls shall suffer no more once the needs of the material body and this material world are no longer able to reach them. Only those who do not seek can get everything. Only those who do not want will never be in need. Only those who are nowhere can be everywhere."

By the time he finished the passage, the man was standing in front of the device. He closed the book and placed it on the machine. His hand lingered for a few seconds than with both hands he reached inside his hood, pulling out a necklace. There was a small stone hanging from it. With a humble bow, his hands reached towards the top of the machine. The necklace was pulled to the top of the device, by some unseen force. The stone started spinning, first slowly, then speeding up every second. The tall man turned around.

"Bring forth the Shala'ankh!" He yelled, with joy in his voice. 

The crowd turned away from the person talking. A man was slower to turn than the others, limping as he moved his body around. A fresh looking bandage was wrapped around his shin.

Jonas let out a relieved sigh that they were not about to sacrifice a person to some god. It was time to go.

Two people stepped into view, holding a crate of some sort between them covered with a green blanket. 

Jonas' grip tightened on the stones. His eyes widened as the cover came off the crate and it revealed a nuclear sign. 

His thoughts started to race. Radioactive symbol. Large crate. Complicated device. Cult of wackos. It was in the media almost every day for the past year. 

They are not sacrificing a person! They want to sacrifice the city!

Jonas turned rigid. What should he do? A call to the police wouldn't have made a difference. They didn't have enough people to stop a riot, less to orchestrate an evacuation. He had to do something, but he couldn't even move. In his mind images of military academy videos about the A-Bomb aftermath started to come alive. Pictures of how Japanese people's silhouettes were burned into the stones and buildings as they evaporated from the heat and the pressure. Not even that would remain from him at this distance. 

All he could do was watch them unpack the crate. He wanted to stop them, but fear made him petrified. One man could not stop the whole cult, there was just too many of them. Even if one man could stop them, it wasn't him. 

He closed his eyes and tried to make peace with himself. He should have done so many things. He never had a serious relationship. Never loved somebody. He never dared to. Memories of Granny, Billy and the orphanage came to his mind. They will die in the blast as well.

There is a way, and you know it.

Of course, he knew. He could call the police, and then try to use himself as a distraction. He knew what to do, but his body didn't react. At least not in the way he wanted. He was shaking, still unable to move. 

Coward. His own voice echoed with a judgmental tone in his head. He would die either way, so why was he afraid? The answer didn't come.

Tears rolled down on his cheeks as he opened his eyes. Then his trembling stopped, and his face relaxed. 

It wasn't a bomb, at least not as far as he could tell.

As they plugged in the thing to the machine, it started to come to life. The cultist all fell to their knees, including the leader. 

The machine's parts started to move, and it's glass tubes emitted a faint purple glow. Above the device, a small hole appeared, and the sound of a charging jet plane filled the building. 

Jonas couldn't comprehend it. 

The hole appeared to distort things near it, like the reflection in the copper tubing. Then everything went black and silent. 

It took Jonas a long second to realize he wasn't dead. The torches were blown out.

He let out a chuckle, then put his hand over his mouth. A loud murmur was emerging from the dark room.

"Calm down Brothers... it is merely an obstacle, and we have overcome so many until now. We now know the machine is working, but it requires more power. And I promise you, we will get that power."

***

Jonas climbed down and even managed to remember about the whiskey bottle. He definitely needed a drink after the event he just witnessed. 

He moved between the trees in the darkness as fast as he could without making too much noise. 

These people were still up to something. Should he report it to the police? Um, police? You know those guys making the A-Bomb? Actually, I just saw them try to open up a portal to another dimension. No one would believe him. They would send a squad with those comfy oversized white jackets. The media was so adamant about them being terrorists, no one would think otherwise. That's just how people were. Not believing their own eyes, if the TV said any different. 

Besides. It was hard enough to get the police to come out for real crimes like murder and robbery. It would only raise questions about him, and Jonas had spent just enough time with the police not to want it anytime soon. Besides, these people were far from doing any real harm.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three: Kyra

 

Kyra was standing on the roof of Dorm C, waiting for the clouds to clear. The campus observatory was under renovation, but she had managed to pack up some equipment to be able to continue calibrating the sensors. The sensors that will prove that life beyond Earth exists. Cadets weren't allowed to take tools from the observatory, but they trusted her. The rule-abiding nerd.

She had little hopes of achieving anything significant without the full array of tools at her disposal - courtesy of the Williams, the company practically owning The Academy. Still, it was better than hanging out in the dorm itself, listening to her roommate and her friends' chit-chat about which of the new arrivals was the cutest, had the hardest abs and of course the latest fashion trends. For the past year, Chrissy could talk about nothing for hours over the phone and video chat, refusing to put headphones on. Unfortunately, there were no regulations against it. Kyra knew when to give up.

She had trouble understanding why girls her age were only talking about these topics. At least the ones she had the luck of meeting.

Whenever she brought up other topics, like politics, religion or - God forbid - science, these girls just nodded and then continued to ignore her. Not that it really bothered her, it was their loss. 

With boys, it wasn't any easier, at least not in the army. She had trouble learning to put up with the misogynistic rule of men. To her surprise, her father pulled some strings to make her life more comfortable, but in the end, it achieved quite the opposite result. It also didn't help that she never could put a lock on her mouth. It was considered an undesirable trait. 

Her father would have been thrilled to put her back in her golden cage. Where no one can ever harm her. As she started thinking about it, a conspiracy formed in her head. Maybe dad only acted like he wanted to help, but he knew that it would just make the muscle-minds hate me more? Her father was a smart man. You don't build an empire on luck.

Good thing the chance to enter the ZTU programme came when it did. Otherwise, they would have kicked her out. That was the only way they could have gotten rid of her. They could have tried to make her life miserable, but she'd never quit. As per the agreement with her father, if she fails her carrier of 'being a hero', she will have to work for him. Life of eternal boredom. Nothing they could do would make her take that alternative on her own accord.

She learned from her mistakes. Kyra made sure she didn't get kicked out by the ZTU. But it was easier than she thought. It's not like people were standing in line to be part of an organization that was primarily created to counter the mafia. Not the kind gangster type. The 'stab your husband in the eye socket with a spoon, or I'll kill your child' type.

Here she had enough social interactions to meet teamwork requirements, but no one forced her to socialize just for the sake of socializing. As long as she and her team's score was up to standards, no one would bother her. 

She twitched her nose. What people here called teamwork was a joke. She always had to correct everyone else, and after a while, it was better if she just did it for the whole team. It saved time and useless small talk with people she would have no interaction with otherwise. Someone told her she was missing the point of these exercises, but they were wrong. She was the one getting every answer right, every objective accomplished. The only downside of not socializing was that they didn't pay attention to her for non-theoretical exercises. Even if the self-appointed leader lacked common sense.  She had no leadership skills, and she knew that. But if they only listened to her, they would have set the standard for years to come.

Kyra wanted to make Natalie proud. Her childhood friend died several years ago. She was the 'champion of the people' kind of person, standing up for everybody, whether they deserved it or not. 'I can't decide who is good or bad, but what I can decide is to either stand by or do something if people are being hurt' she used to say. Kyra wanted to carry on her spirit. It wasn't easy when she thought most people weren't even worth the effort.

The sky finally cleared up. The orange glow from the city made it hard to see the stars without a telescope. The Academy, as people called it, was outside the town next to the park. 

She started calibrating the long-range scanner. It was a fancy name for a black box with an LCD screen, a couple buttons, dials, and plugs. But it was more than met the eye. Inside was state of the art military grade tech, provided by Williams as per to her design. It was filled with a lot of experimental hardware, and hooked up to a small set of satellites recently launched by the company.

Her primary goal here was to become an agent of the ZTU and help clear up the city from filth. But she had a dream as well: If there were signs of an extraterrestrial civilization, she wanted to find it. She wanted to be the first.

 

 

***

Pressing the big red button made the sensor screen come alive. The box made a ticking sound every few seconds. She matched the pace with her fingers, tapping the side of the control box. The warm wind blew her hair into her face until she decided to put it up in a ponytail. She turned around and pulled her duffel bag closer. Her telescope and the tripod lay cozily in the bag. She set them up next to the scanner. 

There was not much space on the roof where she could move; vents and other unknown objects were blocking her path. The building was only four stories tall. Her thick black-framed glasses were hanging from her spaghetti-strap top. 

The moon was almost entirely visible. 

Her expression turned into an unintentional smile. She enjoyed watching the craters. 

The badge she was playing with dropped. She had been fidgeting too much with it lately. Ever since the number of exercises requiring social interaction increased. After picking it up and taking a closer look, she saw one of the plastic clamps holding the badge was cracked. She made a mental note to ask for a new one tomorrow. It would be her third one this month.

The monotone ticking of the scanner was followed by a beep. 

Then another. 

Something was entering the atmosphere.

Her eyes went wide as she fixed her gaze on the scanner. "Is it a meteor?" Kyra wondered. She looked at the screen displaying the analysis. 

The sensor indicated heat. A pure ball of heat. And it was descending slowly. The green digits showing the calculated velocity were getting smaller.

She shook her head, "That doesn't make any sense." Almost knocking the telescope over, she fumbled for the eyepiece and pushed her eye against the cold metal, searching the sky. 

Nothing. 

She again started fidgeting with her badge.

"What the hell..." she muttered to the empty roof. The sensor was still beeping and showed that the object had changed direction and was headed towards the park next to The Academy. 

Her heart was in her throat. Kyra was already accepting awards in her head for being the first person to discover extraterrestrials, even though she knew this could be anything.

She was switching between using the telescope, her naked eye, and the sensor. Her head was moving like she was watching a ping-pong game. The sensor stopped beeping, and the ticking took over again. 

Kyra could hear her pulse in her ear, matching up with the ticking. 

She was looking at the sky above the park.

"Show yourself."

A circular hole appeared in one of the larger clouds. It was as if a solid ball was passing through jelly. Small puffs of the clouds were running up its surface. The ball must have been around sixty feet in diameter. And invisible. 

She moved the telescope to aim for the target. 

"The recording device!" She shrieked as she looked up from the scope and found that she had forgotten to plug it in. There was no time to connect it. She could lose this... whatever it was by the time she plugged it in. Gazing at the sky, she held her breath. 

The invisible sphere flickered, then turned black. Blue colored lines slowly appeared with a dim light on its bottom. It slowed its descent towards the park for a moment then disappeared again, leaving nothing but the clouds.

***

Kyra was racing down the stairs in her khaki training uniform and black combat boots. She peeked in her bag after every turn as if the sensor and the recording device were going to magically disappear. The sound of her shoes echoed in the stairwell as she jumped to skip the last few stairs on every turn. 

She had to get there as soon as possible. 

Ground floor. The stairwell door swung open as her back pushed against it. If her trip down the stairwell didn't wake the dorm, the sound of the metallic door banging against the wall surely did.

Heading towards the main entrance, she saw the beam of flashlights illuminate the ugly ficus through the glass door. 

"Shit! The curfew," she forced her breathing to slow down. Her heart was in her throat. This was her chance to prove she was right; to stop being the 'science nerd' who spent all her free time in the observatory. She would finally be able to rub it in everybody's face: Aliens exist. 

Kyra was thinking of the options, how she could sneak past them. Diversion. Her eyes scanned the wall for a small red metal box. The two security guards were standing outside the door. She couldn't hear them but saw they were engaged in a conversation.

Her fist got tighter around the bag handle. Her plan went against everything she believed in. If she gets caught or they find out she did it, it was the end of the program for her. And that was the best case scenario. But there was just no time to explain to anyone why she needs to leave. Every second her chances of finding that thing were getting slimmer. She closed her eyes. A deep breath. Her fingers moved on their own. As soon as the cold metal touched her fingers, she stopped.

Hold on. I am the Nerd who spends all her time at the observatory.

Her breathing slowed down. With hesitant steps, she approached the door. It came loose with a pull. A flashlight blinded her.

"Why are... oh, it's you..."

"I'm just—"

"Yeah-yeah," he waved his hands in dismissal, "so like I said, this Zero guy walks up behind me..."

She didn't get the rest of the conversation as her steps got faster and faster. However if Zero found out, she was out of the program. Or dead. She wasn't sure which was more likely.

This was the simple part. Kyra's blanket approval from Zero for using the observatory after curfew for her research came in really handy now, but it didn't allow leaving the premises.

Her best bet was the gate which led to the Industrial District. There was usually only one guard. She saw her on her walks back from the observatory. She really wished that she would have engaged in some small talk with her. A friendly favor would have made this all a lot easier. But she never was good at small talk. Or building relationships. Not since then. She chased the bad memories away before they could form in her head. Focus!

She snuck up to the corner of the old guard post building. The once white paint on the walls was covered in dust and cracks. The painting around its windows had already started to come off. 

She peeked around the corner.

The guard stood outside the campus. Like always. Leaning against the crossing gate and facing the unlit road which led towards the industrial district. She was looking down at a magazine.

"What now?" Kyra whispered to herself.

She didn't even know her name. There was no way the guard would do a favor for her. She carefully studied her surroundings. There were not a lot of options to get past the guard unnoticed. Unless... Classics never go out of style for a reason, right?

She grabbed some of the peeling paint and a piece of coating that came off with it and threw it at a bush near the guard. 

No reaction.

She reached for another piece of wall to throw.

Nothing. 

There was no time for this. 

The campus induction video came to her mind. More specifically the one-hour part about sexual harassment, and what women need to do in the event they are attacked. 

She messed up her hair, opened up her uniform's top and tore parts of her orange spaghetti top, exposing the better part of her breasts. It had to be convincing. She put the boots in the bag, making sure they wouldn't ruin the expensive devices. 

This was the first time she wished she had worn a mascara or something so she could smear it.

Kyra put the duffel bag out of sight. 

It had to work.

"OH MY GOD, PLEASE HELP ME!" She shrieked as she ran to the guard. From up close she looked like a colossus. "They're chasing me. They attacked me on my way to the dorm and wanted to force themselves on me. Please help me, I'm so afraid!" She added some fast panting and tears at the end. 

"Calm down, you're safe now," the guard said, throwing her magazine to the ground. "Where are they?" She grabbed Kyra's hands firmly, probably with an intent to calm her down.

"I don't know," she sobbed, looking up at the towering figure, "I lost them two buildings down that way," the guard followed her finger with her eye.

The guard reached behind, "here, take the key, lock yourself in the guard post and wait until I get back!" She lifted the taser gun from her belt, "everything is going to be fine!"

Kyra felt a bit guilty as she watched the guard run away in the direction of the observatory. 

***

Kyra's lungs were burning. Her calves went numb minutes ago, but she made it. All those 'pointless' running exercises did come in handy after all. The Park was a few miles away from The Academy. Nothing that would make an actual soldier even pant, but she never focused on physical exercise that much. She promised herself that this will change.

The gate she found was already open. A thick chain was laying on the pavement like a metallic snake. There was no sign of the padlock. Was she too late? Did that thing already get out of the park?

On her knees, she dug up the sensor from the bag. With a flick of a switch, the screen turned on. Loading, it said. She placed it on the ground while she was looking for the recording device.

Tick tick beep. Tick tick beep. The heat signature was weak, but it was there. At a glance, it showed the heat signature was still within the park. Trowing the duffel bag over her shoulder, she picked up the sensor and proceeded into the park. The clouds were all gone. Moonlight glistened on the pavement leading inside the forest like part of the park. Where the glistening ended gloomy darkness took over. Trees only let in light every couple of yards, like beams of flashlights.

Stories of the dead people found in the park started to come to her mind. The news was always full of them. Strangled, stabbed, raped. Enough to keep any sane person away. She left sanity behind when she 'deserted'. The excitement about what she saw on the roof of the dorm helped her overcome her fears. Or at least suppress them. 

The smell of the decomposing leaves forced Kyra to cover her nose with her forearm.

Tick tick tick. 

The beep stopped. 

No! The heat signature had disappeared from the sensor. It didn't move all this time, how could it disappear. She started running in the direction she had been going so far. 

She reached a clearing after crossing another part of the park filled with trees and bushes. It was the size of two football fields. The moonlight sparkled on the small waves of the lake in the middle of it. Around it were concrete skeletons of benches, the wood was long gone.

Nothing else. 

She collapsed on her knees. 

A mix of emotions brewed in her stomach but she couldn't really decide which was the strongest. She wanted to cry. She had blown it. She was too late.

Her scream ran across the lake, creating a faint echo. She tore the grass with one hand and punched the ground with the other. A warm feeling rolled down her cheek. She wiped the tear with her forearm.

***

After a few minutes of watching the moonlight dance on the water, she stood up. With slow movements, she packed her equipment back into the duffel bag. There was no hurry. Her mind was elsewhere. She probably wouldn't be able to return to the dorm and would be expelled from the program for violating the curfew. With her luck, the guard already alerted everyone, and all her stuff is waiting outside the gate. 

Her body went on autopilot. Like a zombie, she shuffled back the way she came, never even looking up.

She didn't just get kicked out of the program. Yes, she will have to take over the family business like her dad always wanted. The golden cage. Anything to keep her out of harm's way. Ever since then, he would have her locked in a tower like Rapunzel, while the world was getting more and more rotten. Which would have been alright, if his father would have at least done something to make the world a better place. Shame it wasn't profitable. But this wasn't the worst part. 

She let Natalie down. It's like she never made that promise at her funeral. Today was a selfish act, and she will have to pay the price.

"I can't believe I did this! What was I thinking?" She shook her head as she was walking. "It could have been anything. I wanted it to be an alien, but what if it was just a secret government prototype? What if it was a sensor malfunction?" Kyra wondered if she saw the invisible sphere, or if she only wanted to see it and her fatigue had played tricks on her.

She was about to start fidgeting with her badge, but it wasn't at the end of the dongle. 

She stopped, pinched the bridge of her nose and took a deep breath. "Well, it doesn't matter now, does it?" In her last effort to keep her sanity she let out a desperate laugh.

It took her an hour to get back to the gate. All possible scenarios have gone through her mind except the one she was facing now. The guard was asleep.

Kyra couldn't believe her luck. She was able to enter the dorm unnoticed. Her roommate had gotten used to Kyra spending whole nights at the observatory. Chrissy wouldn't bother to ask questions even if she was awake. All she had to do is erase the security footage and all evidence of her leaving the compound was gone.

As she sat down at her computer and started typing code like a machine, she swore herself never to jeopardize her promise again. Ever. She got another chance. It was more than she would have given herself.

As she typed in the last command to erase the logs of her tampering with the system it hit her.

Her badge was still in the park. 

Kyra dropped her head back in the chair. Her mind was working hard. The only situation that could compromise her was if somebody found it in the Park and returned it. 

Like that would ever happen! She smiled and turned off the monitor.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four: Jonas

 

Jonas awoke with a terrible headache. The light was hurting his eyes as he struggled to sit up. A warm wind blew in his ear making a whistling sound. The shadow of leaves and trash flying moved across his body. His shirt was flapping on his body like a flag.

His forehead wrinkled in pain and his mouth was dry. Jonas scanned his surroundings. He was still in the park, lying on one of the concrete tables at the viewpoint overlooking the city. After he haphazardly checked his pockets and found everything in place, he laid back on his elbows for a few seconds, letting his head fall back and rest on the hard concrete.

The pain wasn't fading. He turned his face to the side; the empty bottle of whiskey greeted him. 

He had few memories from last night. One was that... whatever he witnessed which made him realize a few things. If he were to die there and then, the world wouldn't lose anything. Which is what everyone would say about an orphan: they either become criminals or suckle on the state's teet forever.

He desired to become neither. The plan was made long ago, he just didn't realize it. All those times playing superhero may have been a game back than, but not anymore. He will show everybody what an Orphan can achieve. Especially his father who walked out on him like a coward. 

But not just his father. He wanted to show the caretakers at the orphanage, that 'rejects' like him could make something of themselves, and he wouldn't end up as just another criminal of the city. 

No more standing around. No more handouts. No more giving up. He will become an everyday hero, or die trying. The video feed was blurry, but he remembered making a covenant with the universe: He will do the right thing in exchange for an opportunity. The strangest thing was that he firmly remembered a sign from the universe sealing the covenant. Blinding blue light and a wave of heat.

He scoffed. This must have been the point the whiskey kicked in. It fit well with the other fake memory. Him waking to a sound only to see a weird creature coming out of the bush in a spacesuit waving a gun like they had in eighties sci-fi movies. 

Or was it in his dream? He couldn't tell.

"Maybe a bottle was a tad too much," said Jonas, smiling for a second.

He mustered all his strength to sit up. His hand jerked to his mouth fighting the urge to vomit.

The sun was shining right on him. Every second spent with open eyes was another pack of needles in his brain. He turned around with the speed of grilled chicken. He closed his eyes. Maybe the pain would go away. If only he could have some of Granny's...

Granny... she won't be making any of my favorites for a long time if I tell her what happened. If.

He was an excellent liar. Jonas considered it art. Remembering every waking moment like he was watching a video wasn't always a blessing, but it did have some uses. Like remembering what you said to anyone. 

He worked out a system. A file system. Like on a library. Storing video files in the correct location. He opened Granny's 'file'.

The story about last night was already unfolding in his head like an elaborate tapestry, every little second worked out to the last detail. How the administrative system failed again. How he had stood up for himself as she taught him. How in their anger they didn't allow him to use the phone. To him, it was like boiling water. Simple. Easy.

As if it was a sign, the wind slapped him in the face with something hard. He jerked back. His brain hit the back of his skull. His mouth went into a frown, and he moved his hand to his stomach. Searching for the source of pain, he found a plastic card holder, with an ID card inside.

With an eye opened, still frowning, he looked up at the sky. For a second he stared into the blue emptiness. Dream or not, the covenant may just be real. He wanted to believe in it.

He started laughing. You're right. You're right. A promise is a promise. I'll come clean to Granny.

The ID card was for the Williams Special Forces Training Camp. After wiping the dirt off the badge, the picture revealed a face forcing a smile, with black hair and the biggest, greenest eyes Jonas had ever seen. The eyes had determination and defiance in them at the same time.

He decided to give back the ID card to the owner: Kyra Allison. Helping people is the top priority of every hero. What better than a damsel in distress. Easy enough for his first mission.

A terrible smell hit him in the face. 

He lifted up his arm and took a small scent sample from his armpit. He jerked his fist before his mouth. It didn't help with his nausea. Meeting the girl in this condition wouldn't have the desired results, so he decided to change his clothes and take a shower at his grandmother's place before he took back the ID to The Academy.

***

Granny Hansen was a respected woman in her neighborhood. No. Feared was a better word. It had to do with her being ex-military and owning enough weapons that could outfit a small army. That, mixed with her bag lady looks and battle scars. She took Jonas in after she learned she had a grandson. Jonas' father didn't tell Granny anything. Not when he was born, not when he left.

The city started to come alive. Even here in the suburbs traffic was murder. If someone could afford a car, why risk being mugged every other day on the bus? Jonas didn't have an option.

He arrived at the house. The cracked white painting was grown in with ivy. The spots left blank by the plant were in desperate need of re-painting. Granny bought the house at the edge of the suburbs on purpose, far from the city center. 'Strategic Location' whatever she meant by that.

Jonas stood before the keypad outside the fence gathering strength for what was about to come. His fingers tightened around the ID card. A deep breath. He held it in for a moment, then punched in the code. The gate buzzed and clicked. The combination hadn't changed since he'd gotten arrested. The lawn between the entrance and the porch felt smaller now. No matter how small steps he took, the moment was approaching fast. As soon as he steps on the creaking old wood, she'll know. Jonas crossed his fingers, hoping she was already at work. 

After seeing the hellhole Jonas was living in as an orphan, she felt she needed to do something. So she decided to help the community any way she could. Granny became a PE and Self-defense Teacher trying to keep kids like Jonas out of trouble. It wasn't lucrative, but she always said that not all treasure is silver and gold.

For a second he wanted to run back, and sneak into the orphanage to take a shower. Provided there was water, and the pipes were in one piece. No. He wanted to leave that behind. Hard as it was, he had to start taking responsibility.

Jonas knew Granny was going to be devastated. Like all the times he snuck back to the orphanage to perform a new movie he saw to the kids, instead of attending the school Granny managed to get him into. The orphanage couldn't afford a TV, and he had a video memory. The kids loved it. It was pretty much all the entertainment they had besides a few books. His acting skills improved a lot in those years. He became an expert at feigning death.

His unintentional smile faded as another thought chased away the happy memories of the laughter of children. Granny must have used up all her connections and favors getting someone like him to Military School and keeping him there... for a time at least. 

He hesitated before stepping carefully onto the porch. Showtime. Closing his eyes, he shifted his weight. The wood squeaked below his foot. 

"Jonas, is that you?" came a firm but gentle voice from the inside.

"Yes, Granny. Listen, about last night. I... I—"

The door flew open with a force that almost broke the hinges. A woman in her sixties stepped outside. She was wearing a pink apron above a gray military tracksuit. It looked ridiculous, but he wouldn't dare smile. She leaped toward Jonas. He pulled up his shoulders, turning his face with eyes closed. The anticipation of a well-deserved slap. But all he felt was a comforting hug.

"I thought something happened to you!" She held him tighter. They stood like that for a minute. "You reek," she let go and held his face in both her hands, moving it around like she was searching for something. Her eyes were red, and her long silver hair was uncombed. She took a step back. With a hand on her hip, she pointed at the door, "well, go on, get inside and clean yourself! Go!"

It was so unexpected Jonas didn't even have time to hug her back. 

He walked inside and passed the kitchen. Pausing for a moment, he closed his eyes. There was a cake on the table and a party popper next to it. On one of the chairs, a blanket was thrown on the back of it, no doubt only seconds ago.

She must have been up all night waiting for me. Jonas reached into his pocket for his cell phone. The battery was dead. He felt like a jerk. She deserved better. An apology at least. He turned back and peeked into the room. The fearsome warrior was placing the matches on standby, wiping her face with the pink apron. Jonas' heart sank. His throat became dry as he stood there with mouth half open. He pulled his head back. Granny was a proud woman. His shower should give enough time for her to present herself as she wants.

***

Jonas left the house after eating a few slices of cake with Granny. He wanted to apologize, but this was one of the many things he was terrible at. His talent in lying usually saved him the trouble of an honest apology. They would talk it out later. Maybe he would even get her flowers. 

It was nine o'clock in the morning, but the heat of the sun was already unbearable. Global warming was clearly a thing. 

The simplest way to the Williams Special Forces Training Camp was by bus. There should have been AC on these old buses the city used in the suburbs, but even if there was, it wasn't making any difference. 

People were fanning themselves with whatever they had in their hands. Empty plastic bottles, beer cans, and other miscellaneous rubbish were sliding across the floor as the driver took the turns. He grabbed an empty brown paper bag and started putting in the litter that was rolling his way. It was part of his plan.

Drops of sweat rolled down his back. He was afraid his cologne would wear off, but the lady next to him had put enough on herself for the whole bus. The sweet aroma of the thick fog mixed with the heat made him nauseous.

He dropped off at the nearest stop to campus. Jonas took a few deep breaths through the nose to clear the stench of the perfume. 

He always wanted to see this place, but never actually got around to visiting. The Academy as people called it. Training here was wet dream of every soldier and wannabe secret agent. 

The sun reflected off it's bare, brick wall. It had a vivid red color. Scanning the wall as he walked closer to the main gate, he couldn't find one brick with some wear and tear. As if they covered them up in sheets in case of bad weather. Every two-hundred feet or so a guard tower's round shape interrupted the wall. It was like this place was built to withstand a siege. Jonas wasn't sure if they made it like this brand new, or they re-purposed an old fortress. 

He approached the main entrance. A real medieval gatehouse with some turnstiles and metal detectors installed. The wall above the gate was decorated with several coat of arms and a company logo.

The Williams Company owned this place. He wouldn't be surprised if laws were not applicable within the walls. Not that people followed them outside of it. 

Suits and scientists were moving in and out. It was odd for a military compound. The company must have had some of its offices inside. It made sense. By the looks of it, it was the most secure location in the country. Which is why the card in his pocket could cause much trouble for her owner, should it have fallen into the wrong hands.

There was no chance they would let him in, and he knew that. Jonas doubted insects could get in without the guards knowing. He imagined laser guided motion sensor triggered little guns shooting at anything that moved at the perimeter. Probably not though. 

His plan was simple: Ask the guard to call her to the gate as he has a delivery for her. To her hands only.

He fit the role. Jonas was wearing a green V-neck shirt, with a beige three-quarter pants and his favorite All Star shoes. He tried acting very casual and made his way to the gate. Three guards were standing at the main entrance in full uniform. They didn't seem like the kind, understanding type. Their face was like a drawing from a comic he used to read with Billy. Strong jaws, chiseled cheekbones. Like they came out of a cloning machine. 

The man who owned the newspaper stand used to let them read the comics that weren't wrapped. Their favorite was one where a group of disavowed soldiers were fighting against the remnant Nazi occult high officers. 

He pulled in his stomach and pushed his chest out to appear confident. His muscles went tense, giving him the nice figure he obtained when he was in military school. Not at all delivery boy like, but it was an unconscious reflex triggered by the proximity of the armed guards. 

Jonas wasn't sure if he would be able to talk himself out in case things went south, but there was no turning back. He made the covenant, and the universe spoke. This was his first trial.

But besides wiping off the sweat from their faces, the guards didn't move. Their eyes were scanning the horizon as if waiting for something to attack at any moment. 

Jonas reached the gate. Next to the turnstile in the thick wall was a small office with a large man inside. The small size of the room made him look like a giant. Through the window, it was visible that he played with a little joystick. No doubt the cameras. Or the laser-guided anti-insect guns. The man's face looked like it was about to melt off from his skull. The skin under his eyes looked like melting snow on the roof.

Jonas walked up to the glass. There was no apparent microphone on the outside. Not being an amusement park cashier's box, he didn't even know why he expected one.

He knocked on the glass twice, raising the brown bag.

"I have a delivery for one—" he couldn't finish.

The man inside the booth hit the table with both hands as he stood up. The equipment on it went flying in the air as the flexible board tried to regain its shape. After kicking the door open, he walked up the turnstile on the inside.

"Listen here, boy!" his voiced carried a suppressed threat along with the thunder of his anger, "I didn't become a decorated soldier, to play pidgin for delivery boys who can't find the phone number or are not smart enough to tell when they will be here. I—I'm not doing this again. You go in, and you search for whoever it's for! And when you're done, you can walk yourself out!" He swiped his card on the inside, "Well? Go on! Or finding a person is not in your job description?"

Jonas couldn't even comprehend the situation. Following the order, he went through the turnstile. The man looked a lot smaller outside of the room. His red face was shaking as he ground his teeth. As Jonas turned around a door smashed behind him.

The sun blinded him as he looked up at the sky in disbelief. This wasn't part of his plan, but now that he was inside he was going to make the most of it.

He was walking around for minutes watching the people doing running drills and shooting exercises. The buildings inside looked exactly like the walls surrounding the campus, except for having doors and windows. Each structure was shaped like a bastion or small fortress. Between the gate and the large building, there was no vegetation, only sand colored paving. But once behind the building, the paving turned into curvy roads that ran around a large grass field with trees. On the other end of the green area was another massive building, with white stone stairs leading up to its entrance. On the remaining two sides of the field, the roads split into many other ways surrounded by grass and small well-trimmed bushes leading to other parts of campus. He walked along the path to get a glimpse of what else was in The Academy. Then he stopped and reminded himself why he's here. 

There were a couple of people in the middle of the park area. They sat under the shade of a tree. One of them stood up and started entertaining the rest of them. 

Jonas decided to ask for directions, but a short, skinny girl with black hair walked up to the tall blond guy entertaining his group. Her arms were crossed before her chest, and her head tilted to the side. She stopped a few steps away. The guy saw his friends stare behind him, so he turned around. The cheerfulness disappeared from his face.

"Robin." He said with annoyance in his voice.

"Saw your shooting range scores today, Mr. Finn. In your S.W.A.T. team, was your only task breaking down doors? Was that why you left? You were replaced with a battering ram?" Her facial features made her look cynical, and she managed to put on a smug smile on top of it.

"I swear to god I've never hit a woman before—"

"Just like the targets today?"

The guy started storming towards Robin, but a tall, muscular woman reached below his armpits and held him back. She was taller than the guy and had a short spiky pink hair.

"OK big guy," she said with a thick Russian accent, "calm down. You can't get more points in detention."

A few guys walked up to Robin. She glanced behind her shoulder.

"Let's go, boys before Mr. Finn gets the B-team into minus scores."

"And you better take your... your Merry Man back to the forest Robin!"

She held up her hands in confusion and shook her head.

The tall woman was still holding the guy. Another guy with dark bronze skin and a mustache walked up to him and patted his shoulder.

"You told them, Carl."

"Really?" he turned to the side, smiling.

"No," came the answer in unison from everyone else.

Once he saw the guys calm down, he went up to the group.

"Sorry guys, do you know where I can find Kyra Allison?"

"Is she with the ZTU?" asked Carl measuring Jonas from behind his sunglasses. 

"I'm, uh, not sure."

"Which unit are you with?" asked a guy a gray beanie hat. They all started measuring him. "You're not in uniform, and you're clearly not one of the egg-heads or the suits".

"I'm... uh... Just a delivery boy," Jonas saw a guard approaching from the gate's direction, behind the group. He didn't want to risk getting caught. "I'll keep looking. Thanks!"

Jonas turned around and started walking towards the other end of the area, each step faster than the previous one. 

"Was this a test?" someone asked in a hushed voice behind him.

He walked past the massive building and peeked back from the corner. A guard went up to the group he was just talking with. The guy with the mustache pointed in his direction. Maybe this wasn't a good idea after all. Time to get out before I get in trouble.

He backed away from the corner but felt something stopping him. He turned around. A towering bald, black man with a thick beard was standing there, staring him in the eyes. He wore a black uniform which was stretched taut by his muscles. Jonas swallowed a big lump.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five: Zero

 

"Can I help you, son?" said Zero, raising an eyebrow. The guy who bumped into him was wearing street clothes. Not the usual eggheads or suits from Williams.

"I just need to deliver this," the kid raised a brown bag, and pointed behind him, "so I'll be on my way."

Zero raised one hand to stop him and the other to signal the two guards walking towards them. 

With a twitching jaw, Zero measured the kid's face. He had a sixth sense when it came to interrogating people. There were no telltale signs, but his gut told him something was not right. 

"Who is the delivery for?" The kid glanced back over his shoulder, then took a step closer. Zero kept his reflexes under control.

"Look... sir...," he started staring to the side, "I found this ID card in the park and wanted to return it to the owner, okay? I recently made a big change in my life to promise to help people," he put on an idiotic smile, "I'm not looking for trouble, I just wanted to help the owner." 

"So, you lied and broke into a military base?"

"I'm not particularly smart, sir."

"You don't say. Why didn't you leave it with the guards at the gate?" 

"I... um..." the kid's face went red, "This is the most secure place I know of. I bet losing an ID badge is going to get her deep shit, maybe even kicked out. But everyone makes mistakes, right?" He put on a forced smile. The kid's face was familiar, but he couldn't recall from where. This made him anxious. He didn't want to let a potential spy go free. Not after the reports, he got about that cult.

"You know what I think, son? I think you came here with some kind of agenda you are not telling me, and I want to know what it is," the kid started shaking his head with fear in his eyes. 

He looked like a nice guy. Just like all the spies, assassins and suicide bombers. Looking normal was part of the job. He had to make sure. If he is a spy, then they need to get all the information out of him. 

Zero looked at the two guards. They grabbed the guy's arms and put handcuffs on him. He didn't resist. He was looking at his feet. The act was compelling.

"Sir, can you please call my grandmother and tell her that I won't be there for dinner? Her number is in my phone: Granny. Her name is Rebecca Hansen," his voice was weak and shaky.

Zero knew this name. A picture came to his mind: He was a young soldier again. A woman with blood and dirt all over her face pulling him out from under a burning tank. He could still feel the awful smell of blood and burnt flesh in his nose. The woman carried him on her back for miles out of the line of fire, killing a dozen enemies with a pistol. She didn't talk much but gave him a smile when she put him on the truck leaving the battlegrounds. All he could do was cough. He couldn't ask her name. In his desperation, he grabbed her dog tag. Hansen, Rebecca, 907-11-4444, 0 Pos, No Preference.

"Sir? Sir?" The yelling guard brought him back from the vivid memory. "What should we do with him?" 

The guards looked eager. Finally, something useful they could do, besides yelling at the ZTU cadets to stay out of military controlled areas. 

"Bring him to my office and make sure he doesn't get away. I have some questions for him."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six: Jonas

 

Jonas was sitting in Director Zero's office. Even though it was nearly empty, it was small. The furniture consisted of a hardwood desk with a lamp and papers stacked a foot high on it, two chairs in front of the desk, one behind it, and a coat rack next to the door. His knee was touching the front of the desk, but he couldn't move back. The two guards were still behind him, like bumpers between his back and the wall. No pictures, paintings or decorations of any kind. The eye level screw holes suggested they were taken down on purpose. The sun was glaring into his eyes. He asked if the blinds can be let down, but there was no answer.

Jonas' stomach was in a knot. He disappointed Granny again. His big promise to get his act together only took him so far. If it weren't for the covenant... no... he got arrested because his curiosity got the best of him. Served him right for misreading the covenant's signs. He let the desire for personal gain cloud his judgment over what should have been the right thing to do. Whatever that was. 

Jonas wondered what the punishment was for trespassing on a military academy, but judging from what petty crime they took him in for earlier, he anticipated some more jail time. Sickness came over him as the thought sunk into his mind.

The director walked into the office like a bull into the arena. He sat down in the chair behind the pile of documents, then flapped his fingers at the guards. The sunlight cast a large shadow of the scary figure sitting behind the desk. The guards left, closing the door behind them. 

Zero was looking at the door. Eyes unblinking. They sat in silence. Jonas didn't want to make things worse. He squirmed in his chair for a minute, but he couldn't take it.

"What's goin—" Zero lifted his finger, and continued to look at the door.

There was a knock on the tainted glass of the door. Zero invited the person in.

Kyra Allison. She was shorter than he imagined, but her eyes were the same as on the ID card. Like the most precious emeralds, he had ever seen. Her silky black hair fell on her back like a waterfall. Jonas quickly scanned her body. Her figure was not lacking curves where it benefited her the most, yet somehow he was sure that under that dress everything was as firm as it could be. She stopped next to Jonas. He could smell her perfume. Peach and vanilla.

"You called for me, sir?" She asked in a cheerful voice, but her smile didn't seem honest. She stood straight, both hands behind her back.

Zero was leaning on the table with his elbows, fingers crossed below his chin, looking at something on his desk, "Cadet Allison, you filed a replacement order today for your ID card, which was... lost on your way back from the observatory yesterday night as you were chased by people who wanted to sexually assault you. Is that correct?"

"Yes, Sir. I wanted to check on how the renovation is progressing and on my way back some cadets chased me, voicing their desire to...," she sobbed but it was the worst act of the century, and Jonas was sure Zero knew it, "I'm sorry sir, I'm still a bit upset."

"Is it then safe to assume you didn't leave the premises yesterday going for a stroll, while the guard went chasing after those men, did you?" Zero looked up from the table with raised eyebrows and eyes wide open.

"Of course not, sir. That would be a violation of direct orders," she was looking ahead, but not into Zero's eyes.

"And your badge?"

"As I was running the plastic clamp must have broke, I tend to play a lot with them sir, and they are not very sturdy."

"A-ha. Mr. Hansen, where exactly did you find this badge?" He lifted the ID card Jonas found in the park.

Kyra slowly turned her face towards Jonas. The girl's face was stiff, but her eyes reflected suppressed emotions. 

He was going to jail anyway, there was no point dragging down others with him. Kyra clearly needed help as her story wasn't going to hold up. He just wished he could at least talk with her. Maybe get a peck on the cheek.

"A bird's nest." 

Zero tilted his head to the side. "A bird's nest?"

"Yes, sir," he looked Zero in the eye. He might as well go all the way, "I wanted to help a little hatchling back to the nest, and that is when I've found it. A magpie I believe it was." Zero looked at Kyra, then back to Jonas, then to Kyra again.

"A-ha. So a... bird must have picked up the badge and took it to its nest? I'm supposed to believe this is the truth?"

Nobody replied to Zero's question. When Jonas looked up at Kyra, she was again staring at the wall behind the desk. Not even a smile. This hero thing was cruel.

"Cadet Allison, your instructors say you think you stand above others. That you think, quote, 'rules don't apply to people with exceptional performance' unquote," Zero was looking at Kyra with a cold expression. His voice was emotionless, "I don't have any footage from yesterday as our army friends say it's classified," he made air quotes with a sarcastic smile, "but your story sounds like bullshit. You'll be assigned to night guard duty for the rest of the month to make sure similar incidents don't occur. You are to attend training sessions as normal, of course. This is your last warning. Dismissed."

"Thank you, sir!"

She spun around and left the room. Jonas couldn't read her expressions. He turned back toward the desk. Zero was leaning back in his chair, drumming with his fingers on the table. He pulled out a file from nowhere.

"Why did you lie?"

"I didn—" the look Zero had on his face made him realize this was not a game anymore, "I am going to jail anyway, I didn't want to pull her down as well. I know about curfews, and sometimes people need to clear their head or have personal things to take care of, which they wouldn't get permission for. She looked like... I don't know. I felt it was the right thing to do, so to speak," complete honesty couldn't put him in more trouble than he already was. 

"Cadet Allison is one of our most brilliant recruits. Difficult, but brilliant. Unfortunately, we can't afford to lose her from the program, despite her misguided sense of what is the right thing to do, so to speak." Jonas was sure he imagined it, but Zero somehow seemed grateful for the lie, "Mr. Hansen," he put his hands on the file, "this record tells me, you have been a cadet before, military high school? After that, you joined the army and became squad captain soon. Why did you drop out?" 

Zero didn't look up after the question. He seemed to be scanning the pages with his eyes. Jonas squirmed in his chair. He wasn't sure if this added to the punishment or reduced it. He tried to read Zero's expressions, but he just wouldn't look up from the file.

"I guess it's stated in my file."

"I want to hear it from you."

Jonas took a deep breath, "I was expelled for violating direct orders." 

"And why was that?" Zero closed the file.

"My friend was in trouble, and the so-called police were not willing to help. So I asked my CO for a leave," Jonas put on an aloof smile. "He wouldn't allow it on the grounds that the kind of friends orphans had were not worth saving. So I left," he shrugged.

"But not before knocking him out and breaking his jaw. With one punch. Impressive... How did you avoid court-martial?" 

"Granny, she... a lot of people owe her favors. Obviously, they couldn't keep me there after the incident. Not that I was really interested."

Zero was searching Jonas' face for what felt like an eternity. His face was like a statue, but his eyes were moving as if he read the pages of Jonas' mental diary.

"Mr. Hansen, I've called your grandmother and told her you've applied and have been selected for our specialized training program."

"Wh-what?" Jonas widened his eyes. He didn't believe what he'd just heard.

"She told me she is very proud of you for finally deciding to rejoin the military. I left out parts which were... classified. Now, Mr. Hansen, the only reason you're not on your way to jail, is that I have a shortage of men, and you seem to fit the profile we are looking for. But," he took a long pause, "if you fail to meet expectations, trust me, I'll find a way to put you in prison, and Mrs. Hansen won't be able to pull you out of this one. You'll start your training tomorrow."

"T-Thank you, Sir."

Zero put on an aloof smile, "Don't thank me just yet, son. You'll be training to become part of the Zero Tolerance Unit or ZTU. We aren't exactly the police nor the army. We are a special unit focusing on organized crime in Capitol City," Zero stopped the drumming, "Not exactly life insurance. You're going to join the B-Squad where you will work with people who are... well, similar in profile. You are not to tell the circumstances of your joining, I'll talk with Cadet Allison myself later. If asked say it's classified and they can ask me," he raised both eyebrows indicating this should silence anybody, "Their individual performance is OK, but they are way behind on their team scores and have been using the lack of a fifth man as an excuse. We need good men, but not at all costs. You either help them to succeed as a team with and become useful members of our organization, our I lock you away so long you'll forget what sunshine looks like. Am I clear?"

Jonas started smiling. The covenant was still in place. He did the right thing, and now he got an opportunity. Cleaning up the city from the likes of Rick Gallego. He saw that Zero was a bit surprised at his reaction.

"Yes, sir! You won't regret your decision, sir," he sat up straight in the chair, with a serious face.

"That remains to be seen. Report to Sergeant Raynor at building A. He'll be expecting you." 

He was so happy, he had a hard time containing himself. Not only was he not going to jail, but he was also going to join a specialized crime-fighting unit. It seemed like his old CO had no control over whatever this ZTU was. 

As Jonas was about to exit the room Zero addressed him. 

"Mr. Hansen?"

"Yes, sir?"

"I'll be expecting no more lies."

Jonas turned his face towards Zero. "No more lies, sir. I promise." This time he meant it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven: Kyra

 

"Calm down," Kyra said to her reflection above the sink, "he hasn't kicked you out."

She could hold her sickness until the ladies room at the end of the corridor and no further. 

Her heart was still racing. Deep breaths. One after another. Droplets of water were racing down her cheek and falling into the sink. She wasn't sure if they were tears or droplets from splashing her face.

That was too close. If Kyra had been thrown out of the program, all that she worked so hard for would have been gone in a second. How could she forget that night, the reason she isn't in this for herself only? How could she have been so selfish?

She wiped her face with a paper towel. 

Her heartbeat started to return to normal. The redness of her face remained. All she had to do was to behave like ordinary people do, and in one year she would be part of the ZTU. 

As she aimed for the trash bin, she glanced at the tree outside the window. Could it be that a bird really picked the card up in the park? Was he lying... for me? The throw missed. 

She left the ladies room and decided to go to the lab. The tap on her shoulder startled her. She turned around. It was the guy from Zero's office. He was a little taller than she and had a muscular build. His scruffy, black hair looked freshly washed. 

"What do you want?" She exploded. It wasn't intentional, but she wasn't used to being touched. Nor did she like it.

"You owe me," the guy had a smirk on his face.

"Excuse me?" She put her hand on her waist, putting her feet further apart. The guy leaned closer.

"I think we both know that ID card wasn't picked up by a bird," he said in a low voice. 

Kyra glanced around. They were alone in the hallway only a few feet away from the director's office.

"I took a risk lying to the good director there," he continued, "the least you could do is be a bit more nice to me," he still had a weird smirk on. 

There it was. Kyra knew this face. Random acts of kindness didn't exist. He helped her out for a reason. A personal gain. And by that look, she could tell what that was. In her experience guys wanted one of two things from her. Getting their homework done, or sex. The guy clearly did his homework on her. Lonely girls with no friends were considered an easy target.

"Look... um..."

"Jonas."

"Look, Jonas, it was very nice of you to..." she lowered her voice, "to lie like that, but it's not gonna happen. I'm not having sex with you just because my career depends on it," she crossed her hands in front of her. She wanted to seem adamant. In reality, she was evaluating the situation. Her virginity versus everything she worked for.

"What? I—" he looked around and waved with an awkward smile at the group of cadets passing by. Then he leaned close, "why would you say that?" The surprise on his face looked genuine. "Look, Zero just recruited me for the ZTU. I'm new here, and I don't know anybody. All I wanted was a quick bite to eat and a tour around campus. You know, making new friends? You seemed like the obvious choice since we have been introduced. I thought you're my ticket to getting to know ZTU members."

The guy's facial expressions must have been apparent to someone who was used to socializing. Was he telling the truth? She narrowed her eyes, examining his face. He was looking at her with raised eyebrows.

People always told her she was unfriendly to everyone. They thought she was a cold-hearted smart-ass, an ice-queen; she didn't really blame them. She didn't come here to make friends. Friends that would get killed in the line of duty.

"You know what?" He pursed his lips, "Forget it. No hard feelings. You don't seem the socializing type. I'll try my luck elsewhere," he turned around and started walking away. 

Was it that obvious? He could see that after two minutes? Maybe it was time to change if she didn't want to become her Aunt Lisa; a.k.a. The Crazy Cat Lady. The thought of that never occurred to her so far. It was a sad prospect. She wanted to say something, but she really wasn't the right person to help him mingle. If she says yes, he'll learn that she is even more antisocial that he thinks now, and that she is not particularly well liked. If she remains quiet, her last chance for a clean slate walks away.

He put his hands in his back pockets. It outlined his toned back muscles beneath his t-shirt. The empty hall echoed with the guy's steps as he slowly walked away. 

With each step, it felt like her only opportunity at a fresh start was going to disappear at the end of the hall. She could never initiate a conversation on her own that would end up with somebody not thinking she was either desperate or wanted to give a lecture. There wasn't enough time for her to examine the pros and cons as she usually does. A decision had to be made.

"Wait!" She called out to him a bit more loudly than she wanted to. Her voice echoed in the hallway. Jonas stopped but didn't turn around. Kyra felt the heat increase in her ears, "I don't want you telling on me, so if I give you the tour will we be even?" Way to go, girl. You sounded super friendly.

Jonas turned back with a self-absorbed smile on his face, "sure."

***

After her seminar on advanced weaponized defense systems, she hurried to the dorm. 

It was a long day of theoretics. She was in her second year in the ZTU training program, and it was dense. Being an agent wasn't just about kicking down doors and shooting bad guys. She still wasn't sure if they were training to be commando, anti-terrorists or spies. Her brain was like a full sponge, but a warm glow was expanding through her body. 

She took a quick shower and washed her hair. With the towel on her head, she started looking for her makeup set. It took her a few minutes to realize she didn't have one. What are you doing? She sat down on her bed, thinking about why she couldn't focus.

"This isn't a date. This isn't even a guy I like. He is only looking for friends because he's new."

"Who is?" 

Kyra jerked her head in the direction of the sound. She didn't realize she wasn't alone. 

Chrissy, her roommate, was also part of the ZTU program. She was a blonde, tall, thin, pretty ex-police officer, with blue eyes. The guys were always gawking at her. She was a typical prom queen. They weren't on bad terms, but that was all Kyra knew about her. Or rather, wanted to know about her. It kept things simple. She was laying in her bed on the other half of the small dorm room. Each side had a bed next to the wall, with a desk filling the gap from the headboard to the wall with the large window, and a wardrobe at the other end of the bed. The same furniture, the same mess with an alternate girl who was the exact opposite of Kyra.

"No one," she answered with high pitched voice.

"You said—"

"I know what I said," she snapped at her but reminded herself to try and act like normal people. Like she will have to do for the rest of the day.

She took a deep breath, "It's just this new guy that joined the program late. He asked me to take him around the campus."

Chrissy's face went stiff. She even put her phone on the bed.

"And you said yes?" The question should have offended her, but she knew it was a valid reaction given her usual response to social gatherings.

"It's not what you think. I owe him."

"Sure," she smiled. "Is he cute?" Chrissy set up on her bed and rocked the mattress. It made that annoying squeaking sound.

"I don't know," Kyra said, without giving it a thought, "I didn't think about it. I don't judge people by their looks, like most people," she lied.

"Excuse me, your Moral Highness," she rolled her eyes, "sorry for asking... I just thought you'd be a little bit not boring." Chrissy laid back on her bed and resumed the endless scrolling on her phone.

Kyra dried her hair and put on the faded green academy uniform. Boring. The word echoed in her head. She was about to leave. One glance at the mirror on the wardrobe. Boring.

"Chrissy?"

"Hmm?"

"Can I borrow your makeup set?"

"I thought it wasn't a date," she said without looking up from the phone.

"You know what? You're right. It isn't! Keep it." Kyra stormed out slamming the door behind her.

***

Her internal autopilot navigated her to what on-campus people called the park. 

Was I too defensive with Chrissy? Door slamming... really Kyra? This is is the exact thing I hate about other people. I guess I'll have to apologize later. I remember reading an excellent article about it.

Her short legs carried her faster than she realized. She was ten minutes early. The sun was still shining with warm heavy rays. The air didn't move. There were only a few people around, most of them talking under the shade of the trees. Jonas was already there, chatting and laughing with other cadets. 

He was different out of street clothes. His posture and hand gestures radiated confidence. Kyra didn't hear what he was talking about, but she could see the reaction on people's faces. Smile, laughter, nodding, patting on the back. Jonas was doing just fine without her. If he would know where the bar was, he would already be singing songs with the whole crowd.

Maybe she should go back. If anything, she needed his help. Kyra couldn't decide if she was disappointed or relieved. She was about to go back the way she came when he noticed her and waved. The giant smile on his face almost made her want to smile like an idiot as well. Jonas said goodbye to the cadets and came running towards her.

"I see you managed the socializing part on your own just fine," she said trying not to seem too enthusiastic, "we can focus on the tour."

Jonas searched Kyra's face for a moment, then glanced back at the group. "Look, Kyra, I'm sorry I blackmailed you into this. You clearly are not in the mood. I'll get the guys t—"

"What makes you think that?" she raised her eyebrows. It was the second time he made a statement like that just by looking at her.

"Besides the fact you only do this 'cause you owe me? Well, your face says it all," he had an apologetic smile on his face. He put one hand on the back of his head, "you seem like you want to get this over as quickly as possible. I don't want us t—"

"This is my normal face! Don't be a jerk!" Jonas' eyes went wide. 

Maybe instead of pouting at Chrissy's comment, she should have just put on the makeup. Too late for that now. She glanced behind Jonas and saw the whole park staring. Was she that loud? The entire area stopped what they were doing to watch the freak: The worlds most antisocial girl trying to talk to a boy. A boy who still had a faint smile on.

"I don't like being in debt," Kyra muttered under her nose, "can we go now?" she said with downcast eyes, tilting her head.

***

Kyra took Jonas around campus, showing him all the significant buildings and telling him how classes, seminars, and exercises look like. They picked up a hot dog at the only cafe near the canteen. Jonas was listening to her the whole time, asking questions here and there. Some of his interjections were funny, but she didn't make an effort to smile. Not after his comment about her face.

After the sun went down the air started to move like lazy waves on a beach. They were walking back to the dorm. The curfew was about to start in a while, and she had first shift. Kyra wasn't happy about it. She won't have time to work on the sensor. The sensor which got her into this mess in the first place. She got off easy, and she was thankful for that. It also made her meet him. 

"So...," started Jonas, breaking the silence, "enough about the campus, what about you? Why did you join the ZTU program?"

Kyra stopped. No people in sight. No distant gunshots or yelling drill instructors. Only the rhythmic sound of cicadas stood between them and complete silence.

She wanted to say something cool. "I wanted excitement, I guess," she started playing with her ID card, "my dad wanted me to take over their multi-million dollar family business, but I'm not a corporate slave." What am I saying?

"Oh, so you chose this out of defiance?" He sounded a bit disappointed.

"No. I wanted to prove to everybody that I can make it on my own without anyone's help." She looked at Jonas' face waiting for a reaction.

"But why the ZTU, were you in some kind of military or law enforcement organization before?"

"Is that so hard to believe? Are you saying just because I come from a rich family I should be a lawyer, or a politician or... or a princess?" She raised her eyebrows inviting Jonas to explain himself.

"Pri—?  I didn't say that" he looked confused. "You are really quick to jump to conclusions, aren't you? What I meant is that you look really smart—"

"Oh, so because I have thick glasses I auto—"

"Jesus, Kyra, lighten up!" He laughed. 

She went on full defense. A lifetime of building walls is not something easy to stop. It wouldn't be a surprise if Jonas didn't say another word to her. Ever. The crazy defensive future Cat Lady. 

To her surprise, Jonas continued. "Wrong choice of words. You seem like a smart girl," he lifted a finger to keep her from interjecting, "judging from our conversation today," he dropped his hand. "I was just wondering why you aren't in a university becoming even smarter? Creating... I don't know... endless energy or something."

Kyra pushed past the urge to lecture Jonas about physics. But she also wasn't ready to talk about the real reason why she was here. She continued walking, hands behind her back touching both elbows. Jonas followed behind her. Dust and small rocks cracked under their feet. She kicked a pebble off the road.

"I have my reasons," she stared at her feet. She didn't even want to see Jonas' reaction. "Why did you join?"

"Well," Jonas started, catching up next to her, "I wanted to give an ID card back to this pretty girl, so I kind of broke into a secure military camp, and they caught me. After that, it was either that or going to jail for breaking into The Academy... You know, the usual." Jonas smiled and looked at her, then his face turned serious as he continued, "But I wanted an opportunity like this. This probably gonna sound nuts, but, I made a covenant with the universe. I'll do everything in my power to do the right thing, in exchange for an opportunity to prove myself," his cheeks turned red. It was clearly visible even on the dimly lit road. "You must think me an idiot for being superstitious like that."

She did. There were things in the world which science had a hard time explaining. But fate? It took all her might not to make fun of him like she'd usually do. It was a small step.

 "I grew up as an orphan," Jonas continued. "Many of the other kids there had their parents murdered in robberies and other stuff. Then the mob used their hate to recruit them so they could 'get revenge'. The police did nothing. The caretakers did nothing. I tried to keep the kids out of it, but it was really hard. I wanted to help them, you know, become their hero or leader or something. Show them that they could become more than... it was stupid," he clenched his fists. "I wanted to get rid of the mob, this... filth, but I was alone," he looked ahead with a frown on his face. "But not anymore. I'm not blowing this chance."

Kyra studied the determined face without blinking. Her breath was speeding up. What he said, the way he said it - he reminded her of Natalie. This guy is not just saying it to sound cool, he was the genuine article.

 When he looked at her, she quickly averted her gaze and closed her lips. Jonas must have seen some devastating things. Kyra felt the urge to tell him that their reasons were very similar. That she was not just a spoiled brat trying to defy daddy. She opened her mouth, but the words didn't come. It was too personal. She'd only known him for a couple of hours. 

They walked silently next to each other, staring at the pavement. Their shadows intersected from time to time as they walked past the lamp posts.

"So, what is your area of expertise here?" the question came out of nowhere.

"What do you mean?"

"From my induction training with Sergeant Boring Raynor, I know that cadets need to specialize in something at the ZTU. So what is yours?"

Finally, someone had asked her before she just went on-and-on about herself. 

"I'm specializing in tech. In fact, I've been specifically requested by Williams to work as the lead developer on a new project that is... top secret, so I shouldn't have told you about it," she bit her lip and glanced at Jonas.

"I just hope you don't have to kill me now," said Jonas with raised eyebrows and a big smile while stopping.

Kyra shook her head. "I'll let Zero decide," she said with a straight face walking past him, only smiling once she was sure he didn't see her face.

"That's a joke, right?" Jonas asked with a nervous laugh. "Right? Kyra?"

They arrived at Jonas' temporary dorm. He looked her in the eye and didn't say a word. He had a hint of Asian heritage in his eyes, which she hadn't noticed before. The brown eyes didn't move. The cicadas stopped playing. All she heard was the wind as it brushed gently against her ears. Eye contact used to make her nervous, but this time, it was different. An almost unnoticeable movement from Jonas set her internal alarm off.

"I-I have to go. I have first watch on curfew," Kyra held out her right hand like a reflex. When she realized how awkward it was, she wanted to retract her hand, but Jonas grabbed it and shook it. His palm was soft like a puppy's paw.

"Thanks for the tour, Kyra. See you 'round," with that he walked into the building.

Kyra watched as Jonas disappeared behind the metal doors. Looking at her hand, she shook her head.  She hadn't felt this stupid in a long time. 'See you 'round', yeah right... more like, 'never again weirdo'.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight: Kyra

 

Kyra was thinking about Jonas, and their date last night. No. Not a date, just a friendly tour around campus. And she'd even managed to blow that.

The sun warmed her face as it shined through the window above her desk. She had been looking at the empty screen for an hour now, replaying the 'not date' in her head. Over and over again.

There was a knock on the door. An elderly man with thick glasses and a lab coat entered the computer lab room. 

"Morning, Professor Jameson!" said her co-developer Mark in a cheerful voice. He was a physicist employed by Williams to work on the new Power Core. He was brilliant, an introvert, and possibly gay. Mark never hit on her once, at least not that she could tell. This made them productive. They made the perfect team.

"Good morning, team!" The professor's voice was high pitched like he swallowed a whistle. "How's the project coming?"

Mark looked at Kyra, then her monitor, then back to the professor.

"We've seemed to hit a plateau today, but otherwise fine."

"Good, good. Kyra, I've gotten word that the observatory's renovation will be complete next week." She started moving up and down in her chair. "I've been told to give you permission to set up and test the equipment after curfew, please don't do it alone like last time."

Kyra threw both her hands in the air, and spun around in her chair. The professor smiled, asked a few more questions about the ongoing project from Mark, then left. Kyra cleared up her desk while whistling a tune. Once everything was in a neat pile, she checked her laptop to see if she had received any new emails. Besides the usual spam, there was nothing there. She locked her computer, took off her lab coat and hung it on the back of her chair.

"You're leaving unusually early, honey, but the observatory isn't ready until next week, you know," Mark was typing on his laptop as he was talking to Kyra.

"No, I... have something to do."

"Something to do with you your blank screen?"

She looked back at her desk, "kinda."

She left the building by the back entrance. It was late afternoon, and the sun had started to go down. Kyra was sure it was too soon to call Jonas according to the three-day rule. At least that is what she'd heard. Then she remembered that they didn't exchange numbers. And that it wasn't a date, so the rules wouldn't apply anyway. She had the perfect opportunity to meet Jonas again, without looking like a desperate weirdo. He was her best bet to try and make a friend in a long time.

As she walked to the pavement and glanced towards the main entrance, she saw Jonas leaning against the wall. He was in uniform, hands crossed, looking at the door. Like a dog waiting for its owner. She walked closer.

"Jonas? What are you doing here?" Her voice was more friendly than usual. Which surprised her.

"Kyra! Hi, I was waiting for you." He walked up really close to her, and continued in a low voice, "I need your help."

Straight to the point. Ouch. Aren't people supposed to start with pleasantries? Not that I'm an expert.

"Sure," she took a step back, "what do you need?"

"I need to fill out the forms to select my specialization, but I'm not really good with bureaucratic stuff—"

"And I look like the type who is..."

"No. No! No. It's just that," he scratched the back of his neck, "you're the only friend I have here, and I guess you already filled these out last year?" 

Friend. He already talks as if they were friends. Then maybe I didn't completely blow that... meeting last night.

"Wow!" he exclaimed with astonishment.

"What?" She quickly looked around.

"You can smile! It's amazing!" 

"Is my face that bad?" she put her hand on her cheeks then dropped them. "I've been told I have a 'resting bitch face', whatever that means, but I do have emotions you know. And you acting like I'm some kind of android that can mimic human emotions is not making me feel particularly good right now." She got a bit more agitated but managed to keep calm. She didn't want to repeat last night's attitude.

"I like it when you smile, you should do it more," said Jonas casually as if he didn't even hear her rant. He turned away from the building, "shall we?" She felt the heat rising up in her cheeks. 

***

Kyra suggested they go to the cafe and fill out the forms, but it was full, so they had to go the canteen, which was empty. It was filled with light green tables and ugly brown chairs. The furniture was a crime against good taste. They sat down at one of the tables near the entrance. She told Jonas how to complete the forms. 

It wasn't clear to her whether an apology was in order for her behavior last night. She wasn't big on apologies, and she forgot to google it last night. She probably still owes one for Chrissy as well.

"What are you thinking about?" Jonas' voice brought her back to the real world.

"I... was thinking about how you can repay me."

"Oh, and?"

"The renovation of the campus observatory is finishing next week. I was tasked with setting it up and testing it," Kyra paused, looking at him. "I need someone to help me," she managed to put on a smile at the end of the sentence, even if it felt a bit forced.

"At your service! Let's exchange numbers so you can call me anytime you need my help," Jonas grabbed the phone from his pocket.

"Sure, and you too, anytime, really," she bit her lip and looked away. It sounded awkward, but she couldn't take back the words.

They registered each other's phone numbers. Kyra checked the time on her phone. She had first shift that night again and wanted to take a shower and change clothes before that. She stood up.

"You can finish the rest on your own, right? I've got to run, I'm on the night shift."

"I remember. How is your boyfriend taking that you are on night shift?" He didn't look her in the eye and instead started searching for something among the mountain of papers. 

Is he interested in me after last night? Or is it just a polite thing to ask from people? She was clueless about small talk or what counts as small talk. "Well even if I had one, he couldn't come here. The camp is closed to outsiders."

"That didn't stop me," he smiled. "Anyway, thanks for the help." He paused and put down the pen. She was about to walk away, but Jonas continued "Listen, if you—" 

"Yes?" She stopped her motion and looked at him, trying to put on an encouraging smile.

"If you want to hang out before your shifts, or anytime, I'm... I'd be happy to keep you company. I mean only if you've got nothing better to do," he leaned back in his chair, trying to play it cool. He sounded confident, but his body language said differently. He was nervous, even she could tell. Kyra didn't say anything for a minute, just fidgeted with her ID badge. Usually, she would decline these offers in a heartbeat. But she wanted to change. She wanted a friend.

"I'd... like that."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine: Zero

 

Zero was at his desk. It had been one year since the ZTU program started, and so far the center of operations was The Academy. He was promised a standard headquarters in one of the old police buildings, but due to budget problems, it wouldn't be ready until the end of the year.

He'd managed to recruit fifteen people so far to the ZTU as field agents, with another ten cadets joining at the end of the year when they graduate from their training. He had one last person's file in his hand: an infiltration specialist. Then his team would be ready.

It was already past midnight. The light outside the building painted orange stripes on the wall as it came through the half-opened window blinds. Zero opened the lowest desk drawer and poured some whiskey for himself. The smoky aroma of the drink hit him as soon as he twisted the cap off. As the silky gold liquid poured into the glass he stood up from his desk. His phone rang.

"Zero."

"Sir, its Agent Six. Is the line secure?" Zero pressed a combination of buttons on the phone. There was a loud beep.

"It is now."

"Sir, during our raid in one of the mafia safe houses we found some documents related to the ZTU program."

"Hmm. The mayor told me our program would not be public until the first batch of cadets finishes their training. Where is the document from?"

"The header suggests it's from the mayor's office." 

Zero groaned and tightened his jaw. "So we have a mole in the mayor's office. Not unexpected," he picked up the glass and took a sip. A gentle shiver traveled down his spine, "anything indicating what they plan to do?"

"I think they were planning to plant a mole in the ZTU as well, sir."

"Thank you, Agent Six, keep me posted," Zero put down the phone.

A disturbing thought was unraveling in his mind. It was too convenient. They were missing one person to reach the quota the mayor set. Could it be a coincidence that a suitable candidate showed up? Zero didn't believe in coincidences. There was a good chance Jonas was sent as a spy. He was an orphan, and the mafia gobbled them up like children do candy. If that was true, Jonas had to be a good one. Did they know about Zero's relationship to Rebecca Hansen?

Zero moved the remaining whiskey around the glass while pacing in the small office. His boots squeaked on the floor every time he turned.

Jonas lived a large part of his life in an orphanage, which made him exposed to mob recruitment. Chance for a better life. Usually the only one for an orphan. But there was one thing that didn't fit. According to his sources, Jonas was a Cursed Child, and his CURRS was still live. If Zero wanted, he could activate it any time and monitor his every movement. That does not make him an excellent candidate to spy on the ZTU... Unless it makes him the perfect one.

Activating the CURRS to monitor Jonas might raise some eyebrows about him not vetting the candidates enough. Hell, knowing his CURRS was still active and not acting on it would also put him in a strange spot. For now, he decided not to tell anyone else about his CURRS. 

If he could recruit the infiltration specialist, Jonas would be a perfect task for her.
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Chapter Ten: Jonas

 

Jonas was hugging the wall along with the other four members of their team: Carl, Cezar, James, and Vera. Carl was peeping through a hole in the wall for signs of movement. They were waiting for the 'terrorists' to move the hostages as per their tutor, Agent Six's plan. He played the Big Brother - the guy with access to all kinds of intel and satellite imagery, who talked into the team's ear. He was silent now. And so were they. Today's exercise: 'Hostage Situation'. 

Jonas already had a 'meet and greet' session when he moved into the dorm with his new roommate, Carl.

Carl Finn was the guy whose buttons were pushed by the girl named Robin the day Jonas set foot in The Academy. He was a tall, blond guy in his thirties, ex-SWAT, joined the ZTU to seek new adventures. If anyone was speaking for the B-Team, it was him.

A short and chubby, dark-skinned guy with a thick mustache and a soul patch, Cezar Hernandez, was an ex-cop who joined the ZTU after the police brutality incidents occurred a few months ago. James Connelly, the guy who always wore a beanie hat when not in uniform, was recruited from the military cadets. He had thick eyebrows and a goatee that was barely visible. Supposedly he didn't fit, and following meaningless orders was not his style. Vera Salnikov was part of the guards posted in the embassy in Russia, Carl didn't mention the reason she joined the program.

After the round of introductions, Jonas said a few things about himself. He told them he was military, and now he'd joined the ZTU. He excluded the fact he got dismissed for disobeying direct orders. It would have made him fit even better, but wouldn't help with the task Zero gave him. 

Jonas wanted to use the time while they waited to bond with the team.

"This reminds me of the time Billy - my number one partner in crime at the orphanage - and I managed to sneak the whole orphanage out to the movies," he started in a low voice.

"How so?" asked Carl.

"There was this one time when we wanted to sneak out the kids to the movies. So we used the secret space between the walls to get behind the painting which had its eyes cut out - courtesy of the former orphans - and Billy used a blowpipe to get some powdered sleeping pills into their soup. He was like a sharpshooter with that thing!"

"LOL," said James.

"So what happened after?" asked Cezar.

"We snuck out of the orphanage, went to the movies where we had to sneak in... which isn't as easy as it sounds with about twenty kids. Especially that you had to climb up a—"

"Get ready noobs," came Agent Six's sound from the radio, "the terrorists are on the move."

"I don't see a thing," said Carl, who tried to squeeze his eye into the whole.

"Terrorists went off script, happens in real life too. Move to the other side of the building. On my signal."

The all grabbed their gear harder. Cezar crackled his neck so hard it echoed in the room they were in.

"Go!"

They moved in unison. He hasn't spent that much time with them, but Jonas didn't see the issue Zero portrayed in their little conversation. But then again, they weren't on their own. Agent Six was in their ear. The pure fact that they are being monitored increased their performance. Even if it was done by the 'bad boy' of ZTU. Agent Six was a cocky but friendly instructor by day, and brilliant and ruthless strategist by night, working on some kind of high clearance investigation nobody knew about. There was a rumor of another agent who was considered more ruthless then Agent Six, maybe even a bit crazy. But Jonas never heard any name or designation, so he assumed it was a rumor.

"OK noobs, the tangos are taking the hostages to the top floor, they have asked for a helicopter. Now, this isn't a smart move, unless it's a trap. Knowing how cunning Robin is, I'd go for the latter."

They arrived at the building where Robin took the hostages. They knelt down behind a thick bush.

"We need to get on the roof," said Carl.

"I am no spider," said Vera pointing at the building, "there is nothing to climb on, and we have no climbing gear."

She was right. There was nothing to grab on the concrete colored walls. The windows were too small and too far apart to provide any support, even for an experienced climber. The whole team started to think. 

"I say we go in and blast the door in their faces," said James, "we might lose a few hostages, but at least we get to shoot them in their smug faces."

"Yeah, Mr. Military, I bet they are walking around with their weapons on their shoulder," said Cezar with an irony dripping from his words, "because they are dumb terrorists and not expecting us to attack."

"Oh, yeah? Well, we don't have any donuts to throw at them!" 

Jonas thought they were going to start a fight. But instead, they all started laughing. 

"I say we split up, and try to flank them," said Carl.

"No good, Carl," interjected Vera, "If we split up, everybody will just go after their own head... like the last few drills."

"Don't look at me," exclaimed Cezar, standing up. He wasn't much taller standing than Vera kneeling, "I saw an opportunity to get us a win, and I took the chance!"

"Shame it was bait..." said Vera shaking her head.

"If we could only get to the roof," sighed Carl, "it would be so easy."

Jonas looked around. There were several materials used for construction around the building. This 'simulation' area was designed to be modular so the units practicing could tailor it to their needs. He saw large poles lying in a pile not far away from them.

"Guys, I never did finish my story."

They looked at him puzzled, sharing confused looks between them.

"So we needed to get every kid into the cinema, but only the second-floor window was open. So we looked for a large pole and used it to push them against the wall. They simply walked up. Like a spider," he said winking at Vera and pointing at the pile of steel pipes away from them."

"Not bad, Jonas. Not bad at all." Exclaimed Carl.

They went to bring the pipes. Carl asked intel from Agent Six, which side of the building has a blind spot. It was the west side.

"If this works," started Agent Six, "drinks are on me, guys."

The team snuck with the pipes to the wall. Jonas was grabbing one and Carl the other. They put one foot on the wall then nodded to the guys on the other end of the poles. James and Cezar were holding separate pipes. Vera put both poles under her armpits, and they started to push.

Jonas held on tight as the force pushed him against the wall. He put one foot forward. Then the other. Each faster than the previous one.  Soon both of them were near the top. They jumped at the same time to grab onto the ledge.

Carl pulled himself up in an effortless movement and disappeared behind the edge of the roof. 

Jonas miscalculated the weight of his gear. A lot of time has passed since he was wearing anything like this. Exercising in twice the equipment you'll ever carry was the army's way of making people prepared. 

He tried to pull himself up, but his arms just wouldn't move. His fingers started sweating. The little irregularities in the surface of the concrete wall were cutting into his skin. The sharp pain intensified with every second.

"Jonas?" came the whisper from the roof.

"Here!" he tried to whisper, but his struggle made it louder.

Carl's face appeared. He pulled him up. When he was finally crouching on the roof, he saw it wasn't the sweat that he felt. Blood was dripping from Jonas' fingers.

"Are you alright, buddy?"

"Yeah, it's just... I hope we won't get caught red-handed," said Jonas raising his hand in front of Carl's face.

He blinked at Jonas' hands than muffled a laugh, "oh, we are going to be fast friends, buddy! Come, let's finish this. I can't wait to see Robin's face!"

***

Carl left right after they got back to the dorm to go ahead and 'make sure that shrew doesn't take the best table' in the on-campus bar called Vespa. He had the room all for himself the first time since he moved in a week ago. Carl's side was a total mess. Clothes lying around on the ground, empty food bags below his bed. It seemed a miracle that even though Carl had no roommate so far, Jonas' side was relatively clean. 

The beds were next to the wall, and behind the headboard was a wooden desk with a drawer side and some shelves above the desk's writing surface. The furniture was old, but the sheets on the bed looked brand new. There was a wardrobe right next to the foot of the bed on each side of the room. He moved his bags into the one on his side.

He sat down to check the bed. It was more comfortable than he expected. Jonas was tempted to just lie down on his back and take a nap. His phone's text message sound went off. 

Kyra: Hey. Want to meet b4 my shift?

Jonas: Sure. Where & when?

Kyra: Let's meet at Vespa in an hour

Jonas: K.

Jonas threw the phone on the bed and went to shower. He put on his uniform and left the dorm.

He was at the bar in few minutes. It was near the central area. The surrounding trees covered the view from the rest of campus. From the outside, Vespa looked like an oversized, well built wooden shack. 

People were pouring towards the bar. Some cheerful, some limping and some with ice packs on their body. The Academy was used by many law enforcement and military organizations as a training ground. Even though everyone thought of this place as some sort of wonderland, the training exercises must have been punishing for some - maybe even cruel if the military kept up its traditions.

It seemed clear to him that the placement and the design were intentional. People could forget they were in a military compound, even if only for a few hours.

Once on the inside, Jonas took a good look around. Vespa should have been next to the dictionary description of a college bar. It had everything from ping-pong tables and pool to flipper machines. Alcohol and smoking were not allowed on campus, but the air smelled like it was a recent change. The interior had the same wooden design like the outside. It was covered in license plates from all over the world. There was a wall across the bar which was almost entirely covered in the coat of arms of different units who trained here.

The music was just loud enough so people could still talk. But some preferred yelling.

"Hey, Jonas, here!" Carl was waving at him from a large round table set before the wall with the coat of arms. There were plenty of people in military uniform. Jonas walked across the aged, cracking hardwood floor to the roundtable the guys were sitting at. 

"I wasn't sure you'd actually come, you seemed pretty beat up after today's mission," said Cezar caressing his mustache.

He glanced at the clock on the wall, but there was still time until Kyra arrives.

"So where are the others? The A-Team?" Jonas asked, looking around.

"We don't call them that anymore, right?" said Cezar poking Carl with his elbow. "We now call them Robin and her Merry Men!" They all started laughing, except for Carl, who just rolled his eyes.

"So, Jonas," started James, "How come you joined a month late? I thought deadlines were strict." He moved his beanie cap up and down his forehead.

The whole table started looking at Jonas in silence. He wasn't expecting this question, but he knew he should have.

Suddenly Vespa went silent. They looked at each other. The sound of the TV behind the bar was getting louder. A dark-skinned reporter lady was talking into a camera with a lot of ambulance cars in the background.

"...standing here at the scene of the latest Mafia showdown. According to our sources, the Marconis, the Meagevs, and the Thunders, the three most prominent Mafia families ended up in a showdown in the city after a raid by the anti-mafia organization - the Zero Tolerance Unit. 

The raid, however, ended up being an ambush by the Marconi family resulting in the loss of to agents at the ZTU and several police officers. The other two families used the ensuing chaos to strike at the Marconis. The is no telling where the current power struggle will put the most influential Mafia family in Capitol City, but a joint attack by prominent Mafia families is unprecedented. 

The ZTU did manage to take out a some Spectres in the process, but do the losses justify the results? We couldn't get specific statements from the director or the mayor. 

Experts say that with the Specters lost, the Mafia families may get desperate at replenishing their supply of super assassins, which might result in increasing death among children currently implanted with active CURRS chips, as the Mafia will attempt to deactivate them to enable the integration of these orphans to their organization. The mayor suggests increasing security measures around the storage of personal data of Cursed Children..."

Jonas turned back towards the table. His thoughts shifted to Billy and the orphanage. If what the reporter says it's true, Billy is still in the age where he would be worth converting to a Spectre.

"At least this time, it's not strung up parents and kids," said Cezar.

"Or children forced to kill their parents," said Vera.

Silence fell over the table as everybody seemed to be drifting off to horrific memories.

Vera looked at all of them. "So... do you think with the help of Jonas, you guy can finally beat me at arm wrestle?" 

Jonas saw this as an attempt to bring people back to the table from their terrible thoughts, "wait... you mean the three of them can't beat you."

This got their attention. The guys started yelling and jesting with each other. Laughter slowly returned to the table.

His phone signaled he received a text. 

Kyra: You're late! Are you coming or not???

He looked at the clock again then his phone. That shit is late!

"Sorry guys, I have to go," he started backpedaling towards the door.

"Whoa, not cool, Jonas," Carl started to wag his finger. "You got a date or somethin'?"

"Kinda, and thanks to that clock I'm already late." 

They all looked surprised. "You've been here, what, a week and you already have a date? Impressive." The guys gave him a round of applause. "Well Casanova, don't keep her waiting, we'll catch up later."

He rushed towards the door.

***

As Jonas rushed out the door, he bumped hard into someone knocking her over. With a swift movement, he reached around the girl to stop her from falling back. Her head was only a few inches from the ground.

"Nice reflexes, Pretty Boy," said Robin laying calmly in his arms, "I'm glad to see today's training hasn't taken everything out from you," her arms dangled as she relaxed them.

"Sorry, I didn't look."

"Clearly," she said smiling. Robin studied his face for a second then continued. "As comfortable as this may be, I prefer at least one date before going to second base."

Jonas started to feel where his hands were. Her body was thin and firm. He could feel it through the uniform. His pulse climbed quickly as he helped her to her feet. Jonas slowly moved his hands from her cute round butt and her toned back. She kept a mischievous smile going, looking him in the eyes. He didn't feel rushed at all.

"Is everything OK, Robin?" asked a tall, towering figure suddenly appearing behind her.

"Yes, Wolf, I was just getting to know Pretty Boy here," she said without breaking eye contact. "That was a quite a move you pulled today. I guess it came from you, as the others never showed this much imagination before. Shame you are not on our team."

With these words, she walked past him into the bar. As the tall guy walked past him, he gave a short nod.

Jonas looked back as Robin walked inside than glanced forward. Kyra was standing ten feet away from him. Arms crossed, one foot tapping on the pavement.

He jogged over to her.

"Sorry, I got held up."

"Oh, I saw it, Pretty Boy," she said with a raised eyebrow.

He scratched the back of his head letting out a nervous laugh.

"N-not that. We had a celebratory drink. The first time the B-Team won!"

"Oh, OK..." her eyes moved to the side as she lowered her eyebrows, "we can..." she took a deep breath closing her eye until she inhaled, "...meet another time. I just wish you'd sent a text, so I didn't come here for nothing, waiting half an hour for you like an idiot." Her hands clenched into a fist as she kicked away a pebble at her feet.

"Nonono," he shook his head quickly. "I've told the guys I've got stuff to do. I told you to call anytime, didn't I?" Jonas tilted his head in the direction of Kyra's gaze and put on an encouraging smile. She looked back at him, but her facial expression didn't change. "So, what shall we do?" He asked in a cheerful voice.

"Right, that," her face turned into a fiendish smile. "I thought you could help me organize the storage we moved from the observatory."  

Jonas kept the smile going. "Sounds... fun..." 

Kyra started to walk in the direction of the dorms, and Jonas followed. He glanced back at the building and saw the whole B-team stuck to the window, pointing thumbs up and clapping. He was glad they didn't hear the conversation.

***

"I don—" Vera shushed Jonas. He continued in a lower voice as Carl, and the two of them climbed through the corroded ventilation ducts. "I don't get it. She asks me out then it turns out she really only needs help with packing. Which is fine. But then I start a conversation, and she replies with one-word sentences."

"Maybe it wasn't date big guy," said Vera in a low voice.

"That's what I thought, but in the end, she sat down next to me on the floor and brought me a coke, which we shared... that's gotta be somethin' right?"

The three of them reached the entry point, and climbed out. Getting here was easy. Too easy. Even though Jonas' mind was occupied with trying to decode Kyra's actions, it should have poked out everybody's eye they were walking into a trap.

Carl activated the throat microphone with a button on his gloves. His voice was crystal clear in the headset while nothing could be heard in the small room.

"Cezar, are you in position, over?"

"Affirmative"

"James?"

"Guys, this is not gonna work. We need the points. I'm heading around, switching to radio silence."

"No. James. James?" Carl turned towards them. Vera and Jonas shared a look, "We are going to lose again aren't we?"

"Carl, I'm going after James, over."

"Stay put, we can still do this, do you copy? Casar?"

Carl started swearing without making a sound. Apparently, it was a technique their SWAT unit used. Once you get used to it, even if you are shot, you don't make any unnecessary sounds.

Vera was playing with the safety, flicking it on and off. 

"I think we should stick to the plan," she finally said, "strength in unity!"

"What's the point?"

"The point is," said Jonas moving closer to Carl, "is that Vera is right. Do you know why Robin always beats us?"

"She cheats?"

"No... they work as a team. Now we have two choices. We either keep together and stick to the plan, or we start playing free-for-all and fail again."

Carl was searching his face for a second, then glanced at Vera. His nostrils widened for a second then nodded.

"Fine... but I still think she cheats!"

They moved out of the room. The Academy had four buildings like this which could be re-arranged for training scenarios. The structure the exercise was held in today was rearranged to look like a nuclear power plant. A dozen red, blue and yellow colored pipes were running along the wall. A massive silver-colored pipe - one that could fit a man inside - ran above their head. The twelve feet high concrete walls connected to the ceiling with small rectangular windows. They didn't let in much light, but the fluorescent tubes gave enough light they could operate on a cockroach.

The three-man team slowly made their way along the wall to the inner room, where the 'terrorists' supposedly placed the charges on the axial turbine.

Jonas was still feeling they were walking into a trap. There was no way Robin and her team was 'playing by the book'. When the B-team were the terrorists, they failed miserably. Everyone went after their head as expected, thinking they are all one men armies and could take out everyone with a knife. All Robin's team had to do was to wait and pick them off one by one. There were thirty minutes left on the charges when all of them were dead.

"Guys," he said, "I think we are walking into a trap..."

"Look, Jonas," started Carl, "I like your enthusiasm, buddy, I really do, but this plan was made by an Ex-SWAT and the Pride of the Military, so I think it's pretty solid."

"Then why did pride of military abandon plan, comrade?" Asked Vera. Carl opened his mouth, but then his face drifted into thinking. "I say we listen to Pretty Boy."

"Not you too..."

"OK," started Carl, "Whats the plan, then?"

"I think they count on us breaking apart so they can pick us off like when we were terrorists."

"OK, so we stick together."

"No."

"No?" asked Carl and Vera together.

"No. One of us will act as bait, and make it seem like we broke up, and two of us will cover taking out the tangos."

"Ha-ha, I like your brain, Pretty Boy," said Vera patting his shoulders like she was tenderizing meat.

They agreed that Carl is the best bait, as Robin surely wouldn't miss on trying to humiliate him. That meant she wouldn't let him be taken out in an instant.

Vera and Jonas were sneaking around while Carl made his way through the halls like he was invincible. As he moved into the large central area with the turbine, Vera spotted movement on the platform above them. Jonas followed her up the stairs. Two of the A-team was following Carl from the platform. 

Jonas signaled Vera to use the plastic knives as the echo of a gunshot would give away their position. He held his breath in as they moved out behind the cover of a thick silver pipe. He felt the adrenaline pumping through his veins with every step they took towards the enemy. Will they hear them? Will they turn around? A few inches from them they stood up from the crouch and placed the plastic knife on their throat at the same time. They slowly laid down on the platform.

Two down, three to go. Jonas double-tapped the microphone button on his glove to signal Carl to hide until they catch up with him. Two clicks in his ear confirmed Carl got the message.

Jonas looked at Vera, who has been scanning the building. She shrugged and shook her head. They had little time left. Vera and Jonas scanned the building for the signs of the charge. 

"Drop it, Pretty Boy - you're dead. Not a bad tactic you choose here - I assume it was you because... well I think you know," came the calm, cheerful voice of Robin behind his head. Her warm breath on the back of his neck gave him goosebumps. He glanced to the side and saw Wolf holding the gun point blank at Vera's head. "Moreau, place the charge."

Robin walked in front of him and pulled him forward, so he had to lean in a little. She placed her head, so their ears touched. They were defeated. Again. Getting a step closer to complete failure and VIP ticket to prison. Yet, his mind could quickly let it go. He felt aroused by Robin's warm breath on her neck and now her lips. Only an inch away from his. The soft tempting lips were slightly apart as she listened to his earpiece. Jonas' eye caught movement as a Moreau was walking towards the turbine with a large backpack.

Click.

"Jonas, I see someone. That bitch must have started the charges and had it carried around. I told you she cheated! I'm taking him down, cover me."

She turned her gaze towards Jonas. "Hasty fellow isn't he? Wolf, would you take care of him, please. Wait until he thinks they've won," she said with a self-absorbed smirk, studying Jonas' face.

Wolf laid his rifle on the railing. He took a few deep breaths and then placed his eye on the scope.

"What if he shoots Moreau first?"

She turned towards him, rolling her eyes, "It's a game. We are going to sacrifice a chess piece to make sure Carl—" she looked back at Jonas and paused. She wiped the smirk from her face, "learns a valuable lesson."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven: Kyra

 

Kyra was lying in her bed, staring at the ceiling. She was thinking whether she crossed a line having Jonas reorganize and re-pack all the equipment for the observatory as punishment for being late. In the past few days, he seemed distant. Even she could pick up on that. Before, he would ask tons of questions or tell funny stories about the orphanage, Mrs. Hansen, and their adventures with Billy. But now, all he asked about was exercises her class did in their first year. How they worked as a team. She didn't tell him he was barking up the wrong tree, because then there would be nothing they could talk about. Not with her conversation skills.

She turned to her side.

All the small talk Jonas initiated in the hangar, Kyra just answered with a few words. Served him right for making her wait. The only sweet moment was the cold can of soda they shared at the end, sitting together on the floor, side-by-side, shoulders touching. She told him she would still be needing help with the observatory, and Jonas didn't protest.

She turned to her other side, punishing the pillow for her lack of sleep with a few punches. She glanced at the green digital clock above the door. Four thirty in the morning.

Her face started to get hot as she was thinking about yesterday sitting under a tree in the central area of the campus, pretending to read, while observing how people make small talk, flirt or tell jokes. A lot of things came to her naturally but not these. She wanted to get better at it. She wanted to be a pleasant conversation partner for Jonas. 

So far she denied these meetings being dates so she wouldn't feel the need to behave like people are expected to on dates. She sucked at that. However, tonight, when they went to the observatory, she wanted it to be a date. Or did she?

She felt a cramp in her stomach. 

What if she misread him, and he didn't like her that way? Or did but not anymore. That Robin woman seemed pretty interested in him ever since they bumped into each other at Vespa.

What if she failed today and Jonas gave up for good? What if she was not ready for a relationship? Was he really OK with being just friends? Would he go and chase other girls, and forget about her altogether? She didn't need that kind of pressure or drama. It was just another opportunity to get hurt. To lose someone she cared about. Again. 

She shook her head and sat up on her bed. All these fears had been holding her back so far. She promised herself to stay positive. It was time to change. She must. Even if it meant getting hurt.

Snoring hit her ear. She looked at Chrissy who was sleeping soundly, drooling on her pillow. She had no problem doing small talk. Or flirting. That is all she did. She could ask her advice on small talk and how to behave on a date. 

Kyra scoffed. 

She would never hear the end of it if she did. If Chrissy would even help her. Kyra hasn't exactly been friendly with her in the past. No. I need to figure this out on my own.

She couldn't go back to sleep, so she took a shower. After going back to her room, she turned on her computer. Chrissy was still sound asleep. Kyra decided to tackle this problem like any other problem: Doing research before making decisions. 

The browser opened up with her favorite search engine. Her fingers just laid on the keyboard. Kyra wasn't even sure what to search for. Best idea was to keep it simple. 

'How to behave on a date'. After hitting the return key, thousands of hits were listed. Selecting the second link, Kyra pulled her leg up in her chair and waited for the page to load. There was no movement outside. Trees, bushes, flags - all standing still, like she was looking at pictures.

The page loaded. It listed seven steps for women, how to act on a date.

1. Dress to impress

2. Consider wearing make-up

3. Be Polite

4. Have good table manners

5. Ask questions about your date

6. Recognize that some topics are best to avoid

7. Keep it light

Seems simple enough. She took out her notebook and started reading.

***

Her day passed in a blur. She couldn't pay much attention during seminars. How will tonight look like? What could happen? She came up with a dozen different outcomes and prepared replies to possible questions. She even rehearsed jokes in her head. 

Kyra looked up from her notebook to the sound of laughter. The instructor, Agent Six was staring at her. She looked around, to see if maybe it was somebody else. She was sitting alone with no people around her. As usual. Kyra sat up straight trying to make an interested face.

"I'm glad you're still with us. I hope you took notes on remote detonator defusing Cadet Allison, because I'd hate to repeat myself," with that he continued the class, switching the topic.

Kyra wasn't particularly worried. She could live with one subject she was not going to get an A-plus in.

***

After the seminar, she went to the dorm. Their room was a mess. Notes and books everywhere, underwear hanging from chairs, hair ties in the most unexpected places. 

Neither she nor Chrissy was a very tidy person. If Chrissy's friends didn't come over from time to time, they would have to swim through their clothes to their bed. 

She dug up Chrissy's makeup kit from under a pile of clothes. With practice, she started to get better at it. Kyra was halfway done when Chrissy entered the room. The blond girl smiled at her. She started undressing as soon as her bag landed on the floor. 

"Sooo, which date is it? Third, fourth?" She had a smile on her face. Kyra wanted to ignore her at first, but this was a perfect opportunity for practice.

"It's going to be the first," she paused, looked down, and searched in her head for something to keep up the conversation, "I... wasn't sure if the previous ones counted as dates."

Chrissy had a surprised look on her face. Kyra wasn't sure if she was surprised by what she said, or that she said anything at all.

"Well," Chrissy started, while throwing her clothes down in a pile at the foot of her bed, "did you enjoy yourself with..."

"Jonas."

"Right. So did you?"

"Yes, he is very different," Chrissy sat down on Kyra's bed.

"How so?"

"It's hard to describe," Kyra looked at Chrissy. "He seems genuinely interested in what I have to say. Asks me a lot of questions, tells me a lot of stories... well not so much lately..." 

Chrissy pursed her lips and nodded twice dramatic slowness.

"That is good."

"Good?"

"Look, Kyra. You are brilliant, and you make sure people are aware of that. But—" she shook her head, "never mind, I'm pretty sure you don't need advice from me," with a forced smile she was about to get up when Kyra pulled her back. The blond girl's eyes went wide.

"I do," she said it quickly and firmly, but she didn't look Chrissy in the eyes, "I know we are not friends, but I could use some advice," she bit her lip after finishing the sentence. She was sure Chrissy was going to be sarcastic. If this was the price of getting help than be it.

Chrissy sat back down.

"It doesn't have to be that way, you know," she smiled, "I'm not sure about you, but I don't have anything against you. I know you don't value the same stuff as me, but that doesn't mean we can't be friends. Unless if you think I'm just some stupid blond girl, trying to play Cowboys and Indians." 

Kyra smiled. She'd misjudged her as well. Chrissy was totally different than her, definitely not as smart as her, but she had something Kyra didn't. Natural kindness. All this time she was judging this girl without knowing anything about her. Another item to add to the list of things she needed to change about herself.

"Thank you. So what was that 'but'?" Kyra put on a faint smile.

"Right, that," she cleared her throat. "Did you learn anything about him, or were you just dumping everything on him?"

Kyra's eyes widened, and her face turned into a frown. Oh my god. Every time we met, I've been on-and-on about myself. I was so happy with being able to keep up a conversation with more than one sentence, that I never asked him a question.

"How did you—"

"Know it was going to be an issue? I've been living with you for over a year now. I bet you couldn't tell five personal things about me," she searched her face. Kyra was opening and closing her mouth, trying to think of something. Nothing came to mind. "I didn't think so," Chrissy put on a smirk.

"I'm sorry," she said with downcast eyes.

"Never mind. Okay, then! Let's get to work," Chrissy slapped her hand on her knees, "I've seen you prepare for exams in less time, so this is going to be a walk in the park. Think of it as Dating One-O-One."

***

While Chrissy helped her do her makeup and hair, she was hammering Kyra with instructions and conversation topics. She even went as far as showing her some facial expressions to use. Chrissy knew more about her than she imagined. One sentence echoed in her head: Try to be yourself. This guy stuck around so far. You just need to do something about letting him get close, and you'll be fine. And quitting the resting bitch face for a day couldn't hurt.

That was easier said than done. Kyra felt like she did go to an exam. Her stomach was in a knot, and her heart was beating fast as she waited for Jonas outside the warehouse. Last time they were here she wasn't on her best behavior. 

Kyra was twenty minutes early. She decided to take a walk and come back later, but Jonas showed up. As he spotted her, he stopped and blinked for a few seconds. He resumed walking towards her making small adjustments to his uniform.

"Private Hansen reporting for duty!" He did a salute as he stopped before her. Oh boy. According to Chrissy, this should have been the point where Jonas complimented her looks. The conversation she built up in her head fell apart there and then. Kyra fought hard to keep an average person's face. A little Chrissy appeared in her head; Lesson one: Stay positive. Boys often say things they just don't get is wrong, as they have the emotional intelligence of a watermelon.

"At ease, soldier," she deepened her voice. "At least you're not late," she turned towards the door, closed her eyes and regretted the words as she said them.

"So... are we... am I going to take boxes from here to the observatory by foot, because it might take more time than we have."

"I've got permission to stay out after curfew," Kyra waved the paper in front of Jonas and gave him a copy. The smile on his face was disappearing. "B-but, I also have the permission to use that truck," she pointed at the small military truck near the entrance of the warehouse. Jonas let out a sigh. Kyra wanted to ask a question from Jonas, but she hesitated. If only he followed what Chrissy said. The situation was getting awkward as Jonas searched her face, so she turned around, and gestured like a cheerleader.

"Let's pack up, we have a lot of things to do."

***

The renovation of the observatory was limited to correcting the dome structure and some painting, but Williams bought a new telescope. The professor hasn't told her about it. When Kyra first saw the magnificent machinery, her heart skipped a beat.

The dome was partially open, letting in moonlight next to the dim fluorescent lighting. The telescope itself was placed on an elevated platform in the center of the room. A narrow metal stair was leading up to it. There was an over-sized ancient console hugging the curved wall to the left of the entrance. It had a myriad of switches and a dozen CRT screens. It was only there for decoration. It even had the red leather swivel chairs in front of it. There were a few star charts and black metal cabinets placed on the wall. There were stairs at the other end of the room that led to the upper ring where the mechanism to turn the dome itself was placed. 

The new consoles were placed at the base of the pedestal the telescope was standing on. Thick black cables like plastic dreadlocks connected the machines. While Jonas was packing up, she started firing up some of the equipment and set up others as he brought them. The lights illuminated the dust particles that filled the air. She could see the air currents running around the room when the wind outside sneaked in through the opening in the dome.

"That's all, Kyra. Do you need anything else?" 

She felt like she had been slapped. Jonas did think it was just another help session. A chore. It wasn't his fault. She had to do something about it. Then little Chrissy popped into her mind: 'If he seems bored, or is constantly checking his phone ask this...'

"Do you have somewhere else to be?" She asked in a meek voice. Jonas blinked for a few seconds.

"No, I just thought—"

"Well, you could stay and watch me set up the equipment. I'll let you be the first to look through the new telescope," she raised her eyebrows and bit her lower lip, just like Chrissy taught her. Maybe this wasn't the facial expression for this situation, but this was the only one that came to mind.

It must have worked as Jonas babbled something, and sat down in one of the chairs before the old console on the wall. She had to beat him to a question.

"So Jonas," she started while leaning behind a desk to pull up some cables, "how do you feel about your team's chances? Did any of my advice help?" Nailed it.

"It did, we are catching up to Robin. Thanks again for the help! Guess I'm still in your debt, huh?" 

Kyra stood up fast ripping one of the network cables from its socket.

"That's... not why I asked," she was trying to contain her frustration, but it burst out of her. "Look, if you feel this is some kind of punishment, then go," she could see mental Chrissy face-palming. She glanced at Jonas who looked like he had been accused of murdering the president.

"I... I didn't... I just wanted to express how much I appreciate your help," he said in a gentle voice.

Chill girl. Kyra leaned against the table next to her, dropping the cable from her hand to the surface.

"I'm sorry... It's just," she took a deep breath. Jonas still had a puzzled look. She might as well rip off the Band-Aid. "If you haven't noticed so far, I'm not good at this."

"What?"

"Don't play dumb. This. Socializing, small talk, etcetera."

"Well I had a suspicion," he let out a small laugh.

"It's not funny. I'm not used to people sticking around despite me being... me."

"I like that you are being you," he turned his gaze away from her. "I mean you could be a bit more open and friendly sometimes, but I enjoy your company."

She felt her ears getting hot. A warm glow was expanding through her body. Jonas was smiling at her, and all she could do is open and close her mouth. Kyra turned back to the desk continuing to assemble her devices. She tried to think of something to ask. Top list of date questions.

"So, Jonas," she cleared her throat. "I've been rambling on about myself every time we meet, now tell me something about yourself not everybody knows?"

Jonas paused. When Kyra looked back at him, he was touching his head behind his ear.

"Do you know what Cursed Children are?"

She pushed her eyebrows together. Putting her tools on the table, she turned towards Jonas.

"I've heard stories. They are named after the chip that gets implanted in them."

"Right. The Cranial Unobtrusive Remote Surveillance System. What have you heard?"

"That the government tried to put an end to the Mafia snatching orphans by placing a chip in their head so that their location and certain sensory data is sent to a database, so they could track them."

"That is the gist of it," he wasn't looking at her. Jonas was playing with one of the switches on the old console. "But it's not the whole story. Not every orphan gets the chip. They need to have a certain genetic marker. A marker the Mafia is looking for to create their special assassins. You see the marker makes people more susceptible to addiction. So the Mafia uses a certain drug while they are training their assassins to make sure they carry out the mission and never betray their 'masters'"

Jonas stopped playing with the switch and swiveled to face Kyra. She knew he had more to the story, but he was looking down at his feet. Cricket chirping filled the room. She wondered if she should sit next to him. As she was about to move, he continued.

"I... I have this genetic marker. This... this inherent weakness. So, they implanted the CURSS chip when I was given into the orphanage by my 'father'. I'm a Cursed Child as the media calls it. But that's not all," he scoffed, "you know how when you reach a certain age you're no longer a 'prime target' for the Mafia? If you do, then the government deactivates your chip. Well, guess who got the one faulty chip that cannot be shot down?" He put on an aloof smile.

She didn't know what to say. Should she try to comfort him? This wasn't covered in Chrissy's boot camp. Kyra felt paralyzed by not knowing what to do or reply. She had to say something.

"I'm... I'm sorry," she said softly.

"Don't be," he waved in dismissal, "It doesn't hurt or anything."

"So... you are still being monitored?"

"The government says they turned off the tracking. Not that it matters... If there is anything I've learned in the ZTU so far, is that people are being tracked all the time," he paused and grabbed the edge of his seat. "I know it's probably not what you were expecting, I... I just felt like you should know this about me. I haven't told this to anyone other than Granny and Billy."

Kyra saw that this was difficult for even Jonas to talk about. It made her feel warm inside. This was the first time since Natalie that she ever connected with someone on this level. She caught herself smiling. Kyra wasn't sure if it was appropriate, so she wiped it from her face. She turned back to the desk to finish setting up the equipment. 

"Thank you," she said over her shoulder.

"For what?" Jonas raised a brow and tilted his head.

She smiled and turned back to finish the setup. The crickets played relentlessly outside, with an occasional hoot from an owl passing by. Kyra sensed Jonas' gaze on her, but it didn't make her feel uneasy. He was quiet for a while, probably lost in thought.

"So how was your childhood?" he finally asked. Kyra hesitated. After Jonas telling his story, it wouldn't be fair to keep her own secret. It will be the first time she would ever tell it to someone who is not a psychiatrist. She took a deep breath.

"I was raised to be a little princess, but I wasn't interested in princessy things." She turned away from the desk. With hesitant steps, she walked up to Jonas and sat down next to him. She has barely started, but she couldn't suppress his anxiety. The power cable in her hand twisted and turned as she fiddled with it. It was time to open up. "I had a friend, and we were inseparable. She saw this movie about some spy, and she decided we should become special agents as well. Heroes!"

"The blond girl?" Jonas said in a low voice.

"How did you... you saw the picture in one of the boxes didn't you?" Jonas nodded. "Yes, she was Natalie. We decided to become spies. Not exactly a job for a princess. But not just any special agents. No. We were going to clean out Capitol City!" She felt tears coming to her eyes. It had been years since she talked about it. "She was my only friend. Everyone else, even my parents made fun our ambition," she paused.

"I think that is so cool! How come she's not in the ZTU?" he asked. Kyra tried to maintain a smile, but her lips slowly started to tremble. She took deep breaths to try and regain her focus. Falling apart was not an option.

"She was killed when some guys tried to kidnap me. Natalie was always so brave. When they tried to take me away, she stabbed one of them in the calves with broken glass, and they... and they..." She couldn't bear talking about it. It took all her power for years not to see the scene every time she closed her eyes. She twirled the cable around her fists. "The police did nothing. My parents did nothing. And I... I didn't have the power to do anything. The ZTU will put an end to this. I will put an end to this." 

She was pulling her hands apart tightening the cable. A gentle touch on her hands made her look to the side. Jonas reached behind her and pulled her closer. She leaned her head against Jonas' shoulders. Kyra looked at the stars through the opening in the dome. The sadness was slowly fading away. She could feel him breathing. The crickets stopped playing. The silence of the room allowed her to hear his heartbeat. She turned her head to look at his face. Jonas was looking at her. He stared so deep into her eyes, he must have seen her soul. Will he like what he sees? Her heart was racing. If she could hear his heartbeat, it was the same the other way around. With every breath Jonas took, their faces were getting a bit closer. She could feel his shallow warm breath caressing her lips. 

A loud beep. Kyra closed her eyes while she leaned away and stood up. She took a quick breath.

"The calibration is done," she cleared her throat. "So, are you ready to take the first look through my new telescope?" She smiled at Jonas, making gestures TV hostesses do when revealing the grand prize. Jonas took a deep breath and put on a slight smile. What was that? Why did I do that? Was he only giving me pity? Was he just comforting me? I don't want him to do anything out of pity or because he owes me. He should want it on his own.

She wanted to impress him. Jonas walked up to the massive telescope. He was looking at it like it was a Rubik's cube. She giggled. Jonas had a giant smile on his face.

"Yes, I can giggle too," she said playfully shaking her head.

She ducked under his arms which grabbed the side of the telescope and showed him where to look, and how to adjust focus. In that little space, their noses touched. She walked down to the control station set up on the desk and typed on the console to aim the telescope towards a star cluster.

"I do have another dream you know! I wanted to be an astronaut and discover alien life. It won't happen, I know. I've learned to live with that. But this equipment and the sensors I'm working on will help us find proof of extraterrestrial life. I bet this is something you never saw in the orphanage. This should be a huge hit for someone like you!" She was focusing on the controls. There was a sharp beep among the sound of the machinery moving and the hydraulics hissing.

"I'm sorry, but I have to go," he started walking down the ladder. Kyra's good mood washed away in a second. "We could come here another time, and you can tell me all about your project. It sounds fascinating," Jonas was glancing at his phone while he said that. She wasn't sure what just happened. Was I that boring? Did I go overboard again with the me talk? Did he get a booty call from Robin? Then why did... Oh my god! I must have sounded condescending with the orphanage thing. Idiot!

"I'll call you later, OK? I'll take back the truck," he said.

She wanted to apologize, but all she could do was a nod. She turned back to the console and started typing. Kyra glanced back if the elevator was gone, along with Jonas. She leaned on the desk and put her head on her arms with a grunt. I blew it.

The sensor started going mad. Kyra looked up and watched the indicator screens dance in a frenzy of LEDs. The panel was indicating a lot of strange things, and she started calibrating it. Then a message appeared across the screen: 'Transmission Signal Found'. She stood up and kicked the chair out from underneath herself. The recording device was on. She linked up the sensor with the central computer and started the analysis program. 

Her jaw dropped. 

The signal was of alien origin and contained pictures and some sort of text. Kyra double checked. Then triple checked. It wasn't an error, and it wasn't some sort of encrypted message. This wasn't sent by humans.

Kyra jumped up and down, with her fist in the air as she yelled in her happiness. This was a real breakthrough. She immediately took her mobile from her pocket and searched for Jonas in the contacts. Then she stopped. Calling him after this terrible date wouldn't do her any good, but she just had to tell somebody. She fell to her chair. There were no friends she could say this to. No other than Jonas. Then the conversation with Chrissy came to her mind. She looked her contact up and pressed the dial button with closed eyes.

"Heeeey, Kyra. How did it go? Tell me, tell me, tell me. I'm bored out of my skull." Kyra's good mood came back a bit. Someone was still enthusiastic to talk to her. Yet she couldn't shake the question. Why did Jonas leave?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve: Jonas

 

As soon as he got out of the elevator, he started sprinting to the truck. He tore the door open and sat in the rugged driver's chair. The text message was unambiguous:

"You shouldn't go around tryna to steal other people's car dipshit. Be at the orphanage by midnight, or I'll burn it down."

His heart started racing. How the hell did Rick find out it was me? He turned the key, and the engine roared to life. 

This was out of proportion, even for Rick Gallego. Jonas chased away the thought of the burning children trapped inside the building.

He stepped on the gas and sped towards the gate. 

As the last bit of moonlight disappeared behind the clouds, the unlit road melted together with the scenery making the windshield look like it was covered in black tapestry. 

Jonas turned on the headlights. 

A figure appeared out of nowhere.

His muscles tensed. He hit the brakes with all his might. 

Clack, clack, clack. The rhythm of the ABS kicking in sent trembles up his feet. The car tires were screeching, and the smell of burnt rubber filled the driver's cabin. A sharp turn to the left almost made him tip over.

 The truck finally stopped. Two hands smashed on the hood. The figure walked up to the door, cursing in a wide variety of words. 

"Are you listening you dumb son of a— Jonas?" Carl's voice was loaded with anger. "The hell you doin' out here, man?"

"I-I was delivering stuff to the observatory." He was still grabbing the wheel like his life depended on it.

"At warp nine?" He mumbled some words under his breath, looking at the distance. "Never mind, you might as well give me a ride to the dorm." 

Jonas wanted to tell Carl no, but before he knew it, Carl ran around the front of the car and jumped into the passenger seat. He didn't want to raise suspicion, so he decided to quickly drop off Carl and then leave for the orphanage. There was still time.

"You look awfully tense, buddy. Is everything okay?" He had a look of genuine concern on his face.

"Sure."

"Jonas... I have a knack for reading people, but currently, you're broadcasting nationwide. What's wrong?" 

His jaw tightened. His reflection in the mirror was pale and sweating. Carl was right. Jonas slowed down in front of the dorm, his knuckles were getting white as he squeezed the wheel with both hands. Should he tell Carl that he was about to violate a dozen regulations, and get thrown out of the Academy for the second time? Not to mention the rest of the B-Team.

"Remember I told you I grew up in an orphanage right?"

"Yeah," Carl turned his torso to better face him. "My favorite story to this day is the peep-hole story! That always cracks—"

"A small-time local drug dealer named Rick Gallego is threatening to burn it down unless I get there before midnight."

Carl blinked twice, "son of a bitch," he sat back in his chair, "But why? You know what? Doesn't matter!" He fastened his seatbelt.

"Carl, what are you doing?"

"Well, buddy, I can't let you have all the fun. This is exactly what they are training us for, no? Plus, with a face like that, no guard is going to let you out. Let this face handle that for you. I assume you have a curfew permission, seeing that you're roaming about."

"Yeah, but—" Jonas squished his eyebrows together while looking at the odometer. They didn't know each other for that long. Why did he want to help? He was sure Carl thought he knew the consequences, just not the part that the whole unit would fly. 

Jonas took a deep breath. There was no point telling it. He had no choice, and the unit would fly without him anyway - at least Carl increased the chance of success for saving the kids.

"We might need to get some weapons as well." Carl started caressing his chin with his thumb. "Maybe we can borrow from the armory?" He lifted his hands up while shrugging his shoulders.

That would be taking it a bit to far. Jonas smiled and put the truck in gear. "Have I told you about my Granny yet?"

***

If Carl hadn't used his manly charms on the female guard, she would have probably read the permission more thoroughly noticing there was nothing there about an off-campus warehouse facility. Jonas still couldn't believe Carl was willing to risk getting thrown out of the ZTU just to help him. This raised a bunch of questions which they didn't have time for.

Jonas explained on the way to Granny, that she was ex-military and that due to her slight paranoia she stacked up on arms, which they could borrow. 

Ever since leaving the campus, Carl's face became stiff, but his leg was moving up and down like he was drumming. Carl was always frosty, acting like he was invincible. But at that moment he looked like a junkie being anxious to get his fix.

Jonas took the 'road less traveled', going around the outskirts of the city, just in case Zero's hobby would be to monitor the streets. The unlit roads were empty. Moonlight shined through the clouds making it like a scene from a noir movie. 

The Academy was close to the suburbs where Granny lived. No tall buildings here. Only houses. New and old, well built and shacks were next to each other in random order. The amber streetlights gave warmth to treeless streets. No dog barking. People stopped keeping them around when they got poisoned all the time. No one needed the emotional trauma.

They parked the truck on the corner of the street. A few cars were passing by. The lights coming from inside the houses illuminated the road where the lampposts weren't working. A lot of the homes had it on all night as a message: 'I'm up so don't come robbing here'.

Jonas turned the key, and the engine stopped. Carl's eyes were scanning the empty street, but he didn't look at Jonas. Legs still bouncing.

"I know the codes to Granny's storage room. We pack up a few things and then go to the orphanage. Then we'll take out his goons, and I give him to the police while you get back to The Academy."

Carl did an almost unnoticeable nod, then he and Jonas got out of the truck. 

Jonas signaled to Carl to follow him. When he got to the edge of the wooden fence, he peeked above it to see if the lights were still on. 

They weren't. Granny wasn't afraid like the other people.

The two of them stalked up to the gate, and Jonas punched in the code. The gate buzzed open. A smell of wet grass was lingering in the air. They snuck around the house to the makeshift wooden shed. 

It looked like it was built only using wooden doors and a few two-by-fours to hold it together. 

"Is that where your grandma stores her arms? The Hobotel?" Carl whispered behind Jonas. It did seem like something a homeless man would make in the woods to shelter himself.

"Camouflage," he said like it was the most elementary thing in the world. "It's built on a solid concrete foundation, under which there is a safe room with guns and other things. It was a bomb shelter. Courtesy of the previous owner. There will be a keypad inside and a—"

A click and a whine. The sound of a door opening. 

Jonas looked back at the house. Carl didn't seem to notice it. He walked up to the corner of the house while instructing Carl with his finger to stay quiet. He waited for what seemed like an eternity.

Nothing.

He moved back to the shed. 

Carl had a puzzled look, but Jonas waved in dismissal. He opened the crackled, green painted door. 

The inside looked like the set for a documentary on hoarders. It was full of empty paint cans, window frames and barrels of clothes. Not to mention the sour smell and the dust.

Jonas walked without a sound, expecting a trap. He took out his phone to turn on the LED light and shielded it with his palm, to focus the beam and to minimize the chance of Granny spotting them. 

Carl stood at the door while Jonas searched for the keypad. Carl was still drumming with his feet while scanning the garden with his eyes, like a bodyguard.

When Jonas turned back to search in the next pile, there was a thud behind him and then a shotgun being pumped. A chill went up his spine. He slowly straightened up and turned around.

There was a woman with a long shotgun pointed at his face.

"JONAS? What in the name of... What the hell are you... Who the hell is this?" Granny's eyebrows locked together as she switched her glare between him and Carl. Her lips were so narrow they almost disappeared.

He looked at Carl, who laid there unconscious like a human doorstop. Jonas took a step back. "I... I can explain." Jonas lifted his hands like people do in a holdup. 

Granny lowered the shotgun.

"Well, you better!" She knelt down. "Your friend is only alive because I didn't find my knife and bullets are expensive!" 

As she was slapping Carl gently back to consciousness, Jonas explained the situation with the orphanage and Rick Gallego. Granny was listening with one eyebrow up the whole time. Carl was touching his jaw and groaning. He was still sitting on the ground leaning against the door. 

When Jonas finished the story, Granny crossed her hands and let out a sigh. She was tapping her foot on the floor, whirling the dust around her.

"This is all mighty noble of you Jonas, but you... " she stopped the tapping, "you're not really," she scratched the back of her neck, "you know... you're not really fit for a rescue mission if you know what I mean."

He knew what she meant. Still, hearing this put a knot in his stomach. 

"That is why I'm here, ma'am," Carl finally stood up, "I've been doing this for a while." He put his hand on his waist and flexed himself to look more dashing. Engaged the million dollar smile.

"What? Getting knocked out by a pensioner?" Granny studies Carl for a minute. He babbled something, but Granny's wit took her by surprise. "Well, you're definitely better suited than he is," she used her thumb to point at Jonas.

"Uhh... I'm here, Granny, thank you, and I have something you don't," he paused and waited for both of them to look at him. "A plan. I know the place inside out, and I know how we can get in undetected," he raised his eyebrows for emphasis. He'd snuck in a lot when he was in high school. The caretakers wouldn't let him in to see the kids, for God knew what reason, so he always had to sneak in.

Granny looked at Carl, who shrugged. She was tapping on her thighs. "Okay hotshot, let's hear it."

***

Granny tore Jonas' plan apart in the 'armory' like lawyers do unprepared witnesses. They pretty much left him out of the conversation after that. She took a liking to Carl really fast, when she learned he was ex-S.W.A.T. She supplied them with weapons and Kevlar suits. 

Granny didn't want Jonas to interfere as he has no combat experience, and this is something they should be able to handle themselves with Carl. She enjoyed it a bit too much. Deep inside she never retired from the army.

An hour later they arrived near the orphanage. Jonas looked at the back of the truck through the glass in the cockpit. Carl and Granny's face was covered in black paint.

"Sound test, Jonas confirm, over."

"Jonas here, Carl confirm, over."

"Carl here, all seems fine. Becky, let's go."

Jonas' eyes went wide. Becky? Did Granny tell him to call her that? All people ever called her was Mrs. Hansen.

"Jonas, stay put. We'll contact you on the radio if we need anything," instructed Granny.

The truck shook as they got out in the back. Jonas parked in a dark alley across the orphanage. Street lights in this neighborhood were never replaced, so they had pretty good cover in the shadow of the buildings. 

Jonas watched through binoculars as the makeshift infiltration duo climbed up the building through the fire escape. Granny was in surprisingly good shape despite her age. 

He was angry and disappointed that they didn't trust him enough to involve them in their plan. He should be the one saving the kids like he promised he would do. Deep inside he knew it's for the best, and that bothered him the most. There were real lives at stake. Maybe the Covenant will require him at times not to act out of ego for the better good.

If he would have taken his training seriously in the army, he could help now. Then again, he wouldn't be in this situation either. He hit the wheel with his palm.

"Second floor clear," the sound of Carl came through the radio.

"Roger, I've seen two guys at the first floor near the stairwell." Granny's whispering voice responded.

Silence. 

It was killing Jonas. 

He should be there. He was responsible for this mess. Jonas caught himself grabbing the wheel with all his might. All his muscles became tense.

"Granny, are you OK?"

No response

"Granny, respond. Hello? Can you hear—"

"Shush Jonas, they are going to hear the... shi—" Granny's transmission ended with two gunshots and a groan. 

Jonas was breathing faster.

"Granny, are you OK? GRANNY?" panic was racing up his spine, "Carl, do you see Granny? Carl? CARL?"

"Jonas, I got this," came Carl's voice over the radio, "stay where you are."

"Like hell!"

That was it. 

Jonas kicked the door open and picked up an SMG from the back. Gun in hand, he ran across the street towards the building. He didn't give a damn if they see him or not. Granny is the only family he's got.

He moved up the fire escape making more noise than a firecracker in a bean can. On the first floor, he kicked in the window and jumped inside. 

Glass shards were crackling at his feet. The room was dark, but he knew exactly where he was. He pressed the button on the front grip to activate the tactical light. There were mattresses on the floor, and plush toys laying around. Crayon drawings decorated the yellow wallpaper a the height of his waist. 

He had to calm down. Getting killed won't help anybody. He knew the whole place like the back of his hand. 

Noises were coming from the corridor. In an instinctive movement, Jonas hugged the wall. It sounded like someone was being dragged on the floor. 

He slowly moved towards the door, and with a careful movement, he turned the knob. It released the lock without a sound. Jonas pushed the door, to create a small crack he can see through.

Two gorillas were dragging Granny on the red carpet floor in the well-lit corridor. A third gorilla escorted them. Granny's limp body was held up by her arms.

Jonas felt a tight knot in his stomach, and his hands started shaking. He couldn't see if she was alive or not. The radio hissed. In a smooth motion, he closed the door. His hands were shaking.

"Jonas, are you there?"

"Carl, it was my fault. They killed her."

"No, they didn't. She got shot in the leg. We need to move fast. Where are you? Over."

"I'm in the first-floor bedroom."

"Stay put. I'll be there in a minute. Over."

He collapsed at the wall and let out a relieved sigh. Granny is alive. It took a few soul-cleaving minutes until Carl arrived. He snuck into the room and crouched next to him. Jonas showed the text message he received in the meantime.

I know you are here too, Jonas. I'll kill the old woman if you don't give yourself up.

"It's my fault, Carl! They caught her cause I—"

"Leave the self-pity for later. I took out two of the goons. We need a plan."

"Do you know where they are?"

"Yeah, in some sort of diner, downstairs."

"The kids?"

"Didn't see them."

He can do all the self-loathing and apologizing when they rescued Granny and the kids. The adrenalin rushed to his brain, making the cogs go overdrive.

"OK. Here's whats going to happen. Remember your favorite story from the Orphanage?"

***

Jonas moved slowly across the hall leading to the common room. The scratches on the wall, missing wood skirting, large stains on the red carpet floor were all familiar to him. Time has stopped in this place, but this didn't give him comfort. If anything, it made him more nervous.

His palms were sweating. Carl said it was too risky and they should call the cops. Jonas didn't even bother to explain why that is a much worse idea. 

Three objectives: Keep Rick talking. Find out where the kids are. Don't get shot the second he enters the room.

Jonas was counting on the drama. Rick wasn't a killer, he was a drug dealer. Possibly he wants to beat him up bad. But the threat of burning down the orphanage with the kids made him unsure. He was hoping that Carl is as good as he said, and will remember the plan.

He grabbed the SMG tighter and moved it into aiming position. 

"Rick I'm coming in. Don't shoot. No one needs to die tonight."

"Ohohoh, I'll be the judge of that," came Rick's voice through the slightly opened doors.

Jonas swallowed a lump. There was no turning back. Opening the tall, stout door with one hand, he stepped inside. Glancing around as Carl told him he quickly assessed the situation. 

Multiple doors were leading into the room from the kitchen and other parts of the outer corridor. The long dining table was tilted to its side. Its chairs were in pieces piled up in the center of the room. The ceiling was high above them holding a remnant of the once illustrious noble family house donated to charity: a glass chandelier.

Rick held Granny by the throat with a pistol to her temple. They stood next to the ornamented fireplace. The three guards were scattered around the room. Two of them aimed at him. The third one was pouring kerosene around the room. 

He stopped right before the door. Sweat rolled down his neck, as he was holding back the trembling in his leg. His eyes were moving around. He didn't dare to blink.

"Are you alone?"

"Does an orphan have friends?"

"You tell me. It was a long shot that you'd even show up."

"How did you get my number?" Good, Rick was in the talkative mood. That should give Carl plenty of time to get in position.

"Really? Isn't it obvious? The police you moron! You think you can break into my home and get away with it? Now, why don't you put down your gun, nice and slow, so I don't have to splatter your Nana's brain all over the floor?

While keeping his eyes on the guards, he slowly lowered the gun, "and you are going to burn the children because of that?"

"Children? I'm not a monster!" He started laughing, "They are the merchandise, my friend! Some wacko in a robe hired me to kidnap them. Paid up front. The kids are packed in a van outside. The caretakers were happy to say the kids got trapped in the building for some cash, and my friend at the station will make sure the burned bodies are in the report. So, as you might have guessed, for this to go smoothly, I'll have to burn down the orphanage anyway."

He stood up and put his hand on the back of his head. He glanced at the wall to his right. There was a blackboard-sized painting of a knight on a black horse on it. When he was a kid, they found some holes in the wall on the other side and they could spy on the caretakers when the adults locked the room to themselves. Right about now, Carl should be looking through the same holes.

"So what do you want from me?"

Rick signaled to one of the goons and handed over granny to them. Her mouth was duck taped, just like her hands and feet. She let out muffled groans as they moved her around. This was the first time he dared to look in her eyes. He was pretty sure, she'd prefer him to run. That wasn't the right thing to do.

"Oh, isn't that obvious? The arsonist needs to be found in the burned down house as well," he put on a smirk, "I guess this is goodbye," he slowly raised his arm with the pistol.

A sharp sound came from the wall. Granny fell to the floor with a thud, and the goon fell on her, with a gaping hole on his forehead. Rick glanced to the side.

Jonas reached to his back and grabbed the gun taped to it. Watching all those movies paid off. Jonas jerked the weapon forward and took a shot at Rick, as Jonas jumped backward. The bullet drilled into the wall behind the thug. Jonas felt the doors giving way to his back as his full weight busted them open. Without looking he rolled to the side, hitting his shoulder against the wall. Two bullets cracked the floor tile where he was a second ago.

"Get to the van!" Rick's voice was high pitched and shaking. 

Jonas peeked inside. Rick was running towards the kitchen. He got out from cover and aimed again. A hammer hit his chest. The world blurred as he fell backward. He saw the guard from the corner of his eye, taking another aim.

"Leave him. Just light the fire!"

The goon was behind a table, getting fired at by Carl. He took out the Zippo lighter and threw it at the kerosene tank, then he threw himself through the door to the kitchen where Rick provided covering fire.

Granny! He rolled to his side and yelled out in pain. The bullet's impact wound sent disabling signals to his limbs. As if there was no bulletproof vest in him. Jonas fell to the floor and gasped for air. The cramps in his abdomen were amplifying the pain. The smell of burning wood hit his nose, and as he opened his eyes, he saw the black smoke accumulating in the room.

The radio hissed like distant chatter, through the ringing in his ear, "Jonas, I'm coming!"

No! Save the kids! They are taking the kids! He wanted to reach for the radio, but his hands didn't respond.

Jonas saw a figure moving in the room. His steps were confident but careful. The gun was aimed down at sight, moving cover to cover. A professional. Seconds later Carl busted through the door, holding Granny in his hands. Carl laid her gently on the ground and ripped off the duct tape from his mouth. She was coughing from the smoke.

Jonas' ear was still ringing. He heard something about cutting and wrist. He nodded, and Carl ran off. With a wild yell, he forced himself to his knees. He grabbed the knife from his vest and cut the duct tape on Granny's wrist.

She quickly tore herself free and cut the tape around her ankles as well. 

Jonas could finally breathe normally.

"We have to help Carl."

Granny glanced at the room, "We can't go that way, I'll help you up."

Great. The old women with the leg wound will help me out. Can I get more pathetic? Granny grabbed him. The sharp pain was making the hair stand up on his arms. They limped through the corridor leading to the entrance of the house. 

When they reached the door, they saw a van speed away. Carl showed up a second later. He was panting and leaning on his knees when he finally stopped.

"The kids?" Jonas asked.

Carl shook his head. "I'm sorry Jonas. But we'll find them, don't worry!"

Jonas' chest filled with a black cloud. He collapsed. The pain from the gunshot was nothing compared to losing the kids. He betrayed them. It was his fault. 

"Come on Jonas, you know what happens to orphans. In a sense, they will—"

"Billy's going to die..." Jonas said, his voice like coming from the grave.

"I don't—"

"Billy is a Cursed Child, Carl," said Granny. She crouched next to Jonas putting her hand on his shoulders, "they are either going to kill him when they find out, or he will probably die during the procedure to deactivate the chip."

"Why didn't you save the kids, Carl, like we agreed?" he couldn't hold his anger any longer. "Billy's going to die! You could've saved them if—" his voice went away.

"Listen, buddy," he was still panting, "there was no guarantee I could save them. I had to go for the sure target. I calculated the risks. I knew Becky was worth saving first."

"Because they're orphans? Why save future criminals, right? Fuck you!" Jonas wanted to stand up, but he fell back. The sharp pain came back instantly.

"Calm down boys!" Granny interrupted, "this operation went tits up." She stopped, but Jonas knew there was a sentence in there: because you failed to stay put, and follow instructions. "Carl, did you get the license plate?"

"I-uh... no. Shit!" He punched the wall.

"That is a shame."

They sat silently there for a few minutes until they heard the sirens coming.

***

After the three of them got back to the house, they handed back the gear to Granny and took a shower. The impact wound looked terrible on his chest. It was a massive purple patch like his lungs were visible from the outside. It was going to hurt for weeks to come. But not as bad as the image of the van speeding away. 

They haven't said a word to each other with Carl. Jonas was already in the driver cabin. 

"I'll call in some favors, maybe we can get security footage from around here or something. Maybe the trade isn't happening for a while. You boys go back to the Academy, there is nothing more you can do. Getting kicked out would be a big loss," Granny leaned closer to Jonas, "and you thank Carl for the help, dear, he—"

"I know," he said in a low voice, "I'll call you later. Sorry, you got shot."

She waved in dismissal, "mosquito bite," she said with a smile on her face than tapped twice on the metal door. Granny took being shot with a lot more enthusiasm then ordinary people would do.

The roads were empty, only the humming of the engine and the calm tones from the radio filled the cabin. 

Carl was no longer drumming with his leg. He gazed out into the black emptiness as they left the edge of the city. His knuckles were dark red from the punch against the wall. It wasn't for show.

"Carl, I'm sorry."

"Don't be. You were right. I just wished you told me about Billy, buddy. You were shot, and things went to shit. I know you didn't mean it," he was still gazing out the window.

Jonas felt something was off. He wanted to know why Carl was so weird ever since they left campus.

"Carl, is something wrong?"

He let out a deep sigh, "This was the exact same reason I left the S.W.A.T. unit. 'Calculated risks' and 'emotional detachment'. They said 'better save one for sure, then try to save all and fail'. I should have trusted you could get Becky out, and I should have tried to get that son of a bitch like we agreed."

"No, man. You risked your life for me, and you, what? Know me for few weeks?"

He turned toward Jonas, "and when you get a lead, I'll be right behind you again."

If we get a lead. Jonas was fairly sure, he'd never see the orphans again. One of the Mafia families must have been looking for new recruits, and Rick was happy to oblige. The kids will be incorporated into an underground organization, and by the time they find them, they wouldn't want to come back. Who could blame them? After a lifetime of misery and neglect, they are given a chance. That is more than the government could ever do for them. 

But Billy... He was a Cursed Child. Deactivating the chip was not impossible, but far too risky for anyone to try. That was the actual curse. When the Mafia recruited, these kids ended killed. If an orphan died, it couldn't become an assassin, so it wasn't as big of a priority as making sure they don't become 'Specters'. 

Even if he couldn't save Billy. He wanted to go search for the others now. Then the events of the night played again in his head. 

No. 

He wasn't prepared. 

He wasn't good enough. 

He wasn't strong enough.

What could he offer them now, that would make them want to stay away from the Mafia? Nothing. The decision was clear. When he will be fully part of the ZTU, and clean the city of the filth, that is when he would get them back.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen: Jonas

 

Jonas sat up in his bed. The impact wound from the bullet still hasn't healed fully, but the pain was at least fading. A month has passed since the incident. He has never been working so hard in his life. The video memory he had was now used to remember instructional footages, training exercises, books played out in his head as scenes. Kyra gave him a book about the memory palace technique when asked how could he improve more. As long as he recreated those scenes in his head, he could remember anything.

He worked harder than everybody else to improve his physical endurance. This was the first time in his life, he gave all to achieve something.

Carl walked into the room, whistling. He came from the shower, and threw his towel on his bed, pointing finger guns at Jonas. "Yo, Hans! Ready for hand-to-hand combat training?" He punched in the air twice, "you're close to taking me down!"

"Is that an offer to do it now?" 

Carl looked at his naked body than back at Jonas, "you wish, buddy!"

Half an hour until hand-to-hand training. Jonas stood up and changed into uniform.

"Say, Hans, me and the boys want to grab some juice and play pool after classes, what do you say?" 

"Um... OK." 

"Come on Hans, it's Fri— What? Really?"

"I've already told her, I'm gonna hang out with you guys."

"That's freakin' A, buddy!" He clapped his hands together, "We gonna beat those up-tight bunch to a pulp in pool!"

Kyra and Jonas had different schedules, but whenever they had time after classes, they would meet and talk until Kyra started her guard duty. She never brought up the night in the observatory. Jonas found that odd. He was used to girls bringing up things from the past, like an annoying reminder you cannot delete from your phone. Then again, she didn't have a lot of friends, at least she never talked about them. Kyra seemed to enjoy his company, and Jonas wanted to be around her as much as possible. Every small smile or warm look was like a painkiller for his soul. Much needed after what happened.

"By the way, I met the receptionist in the hall, here," he handed over a small package in a fat white envelope.

He tore it open and took the small, elegant leather case out from it. The touch of the box was nice and smooth. He resisted the urge to caress his own face with it and opened the case. The black titanium space pen lay inside a silky gray bed, with the word 'Kyra' engraved on it. 

Jonas smiled. He spent almost all his money on the pen, but this was the first time there was someone he could buy a birthday gift for. But just giving the present to her wasn't the plan. He was afraid of how Kyra would take it, so he decided to leave it on her desk in the weapons lab. There was this guy who knew Carl outside of the Academy, and he worked at the Weapons Lab. Jared should show up tonight at Vespa. He put the leather case inside his drawer.

***

Jonas did his extra rounds on the track. By the time he got back from the training, Carl has left. His body was aching in every possible muscle. His bed was calling to him. Just five minutes. He spun around next to his bed and fell back. A sharp pain stabbed his lower back. He sprung out of bed and flipped the covers. Carl's massage roller stick was under the blanket with a sticky note on it: 'DON'T BAIL!!!!'. Jonas was sure he didn't mean to cause serious injury, but his back was hurting a lot. At least he wasn't sleepy anymore.

He changed into jeans and a blue polo shirt. Friday after classes already counted as weekend according to the rules. In lack of a better solution he put Kyra's present in his black backpack along with the greeting card and his phone. Jonas checked his wallet. There was very little money inside. Still worth it! All he has to do now is convince Carl's friend to let him into the weapons lab just to put the present on Kyra's desk.

***

Jonas arrived in Vespa and instinctively turned towards the loudest group of people.

"Hey, Hans! Pull up a chair!" A loud yell came across the bar from Carl. Jonas walked up to them pulling a chair from a nearby empty table. He was massaging his lower back with his left hand. It was the B-Team, Robin and the Merry Men, and another group of three from the military cadets, and some random people. There must have been a rotation from the specialized groups. Otherwise, the bar was always full. He sat down with the back of the chair in front of him, leaning on it.

"So, Jonas, we have to talk about the elephant in the room. What's the deal with Kyra? You guys going out or what?" asked James with a loud click of his tongue after the question. He was the one Jonas still knew the least about. 

Jonas let out a tired sigh, "she is not—"

"Not my girlfriend, we are just friends," came the chorus from the group. 

Carl took a sip from his orange juice, "dude! We are not in elementary school. Chill!"

"Especially since she has a reputation as the Ice Queen," interjected Robin as she pulled up a chair holding an oversized mug. "The people that started the same year call her freakin' Elsa... Honestly Pretty Boy, what do you see in her?" 

"Who invite you?" asked Vera as she stood up from the table. She was leaning on her heavy hands. Vera liked to wear sleeveless shirts to show 'all the puny toy soldiers' what tru strength was. This didn't scare Robin.

"We're all friends here, right?" she put on a fake smile, "or are you such a sour loser as well, Vera, like our blond friend? The past month hasn't been kind to you guys..."

Carl wanted to stand up, but Vera pushed him back down to the chair. The look on his face was priceless. However, the look on Vera's face was scary. She didn't say another word.

"All right, all right, I know when I outstayed my welcome," she leaned closer to Jonas, "just remember, she is not the only girl on campus, Pretty Boy. If you ever get tired of chit-chat and want some real action, you know where to find me." She winked at him, then left.

Vera sat back down. Her war-face disappeared like it was never there. There were a few seconds of silence at the table. 

"I heard as well that she doesn't socialize much. I doubt she has any friends," said Cezar while taking a sip from his glass, "such a pity for such a cute piece of ass!" 

"Hey," Vera knocked him on the back of his head, "more respect, for our friend's lady!"

They all chuckled as Cezar almost spilled coke on his lap.

Jonas understood how the rumors came to be. She wasn't precisely the mushy-feely type. 

Jonas reached behind to massage his back.

"You OK, buddy?" Carl looked at Jonas' back.

"I found your kind reminder to come," said Jonas pointing his thumb to his back.

"Oh shit, Hans!"

"It's OK," he put his hand on Carl's shoulder, "not like it matters after this week." 

They dropped the Kyra topic and started talking about next weeks challenge against Robin's lot. Jonas called Carl aside to the quiet part of the bar next to the kitchen entrance.

"I need a favor."

"Name it," Carl took a sip from his orange juice not taking his eyes from Jonas.

"Is Jared coming tonight?" 

"He better, he owes me a lot of drinks," Carl frowned, then put on a serious face, "why?"

"I need a favor. I want to get Kyra's birthday present on her desk in the weapons lab." Jonas held his breath expecting Carl to start pulling his leg.

Carl looked at him for a second, and turned serious, "why ask me then? I don't have the codes," he said, looking around.

"Duh, you're not working there, but he is. I wanted to ask him to put it on Kyra's desk."

"Right, let me text him," Carl tapped away on his phone. The answer came in seconds, "tough luck, buddy. He is not feeling well."

He could feel the frown forming on his face. There was no backup plan. For some reason, the only option for the gift to make it's way to Kyra seemed like putting on her desk. A surprise. Jonas wanted to give something back to her. Based on how he knew Kyra, it would have made her really happy. Jonas decided not to give up.

"Can you ask him for the codes to the back entrance? I can be in and out quickly. Promise not to break anything!"

"I dunno, buddy, that place is locked up pretty tight, not to mention the CCTV coverage."

"Yeah, well," Jonas leaned closer and continued in a low voice, "Williams wanted to save money on pest control, and the cables got chewed by rats."

"You're kidding."

"Nope," he smiled, "and the repairs won't be done until Monday, so the CCTV is pretty much offline."

"I dunno, buddy, still pretty risky. Can't you just give it to her like normal people do? If you know what I mean." He winked then chuckled in self-amusement of his double entendre.

"No."

"Ok. Are you sure the CCTV is offline?"

"Positive. One-hundred percent."

"Well, you better be." Carl studied his face for a minute, "wait here," he said without a change in his expressions, "I have to call someone."

Carl walked out of the bar as he dialed a number. A waiter came and went into the kitchen through the door. A helping hand held it open. Then the body attached to the hand came into view.

It was Agent Six.

The blood in his veins froze. What is an agent doing in the kitchen? Did he hear what they were talking about?

"Jonas?"

"Yes, Sir?"

He started shaking his head, "what are we going to do about this?" He lifted his other hand. It had a cigarette in it halfway smoked. Jonas glanced up at his face. "This is the only place I can light up one without the MP freaking out. The owner is a friend. Is this going to be a problem?"

"I don't know what you are talking about, Sir."

"Good. I owe you one!"

Agent Six nodded with the cigarette in his mouth then let the door close. Jonas asked for another Coke at the bar. It wasn't easy to pour it out with shaking hands. The guys were already playing pool and yelling over to Robin's lot, taunting them for a game with 'the pros'. There was one hour until curfew. He started getting uneasy in his bar seat, and his back pain was getting worse.

Jonas felt a tap on his back.

"Got the codes?"

"Better. I got the back door opened for you. It's gonna be open when you get there" he paused and looked at Jonas. "Now Hans, I am no fairy godmother, but you have exactly thirty minutes to get there, find Kyra's desk and get out before the glass shoes turn into handcuffs and the evil director turns you into a jailbird," his face turned grave, "I trust in you..."

"Whose—"

"One of the guards. She has a soft spot for romantic gestures. Don't make me regret this."

"I won't! Thank you! I owe you, big-time." Jonas resisted the urge to hug Carl, and only extended his arm for a handshake. 

***

Jonas ran across half the campus with his aching back to get there on time. Getting the present on Kyra's desk was still possible. He secretly hoped this would spark things back to where they left off at the observatory. She never brought up that date, and he was too afraid to bring it up himself. He felt in the friend-zone again, but the way he left, it was a miracle she still wanted to talk at all. Jonas wasn't sure if Kyra would approve of what they did, nor he wanted to burden her with the missing orphans.

Jonas reached the weapons lab. He walked around the building to find the back entrance. He jumped as the motion sensor light turned on. Jonas instinctively looked around. No one in sight. The door was balanced on the pin. An old trick the eggheads used not 'clock out' when they needed a little 'fresh air'. Williams was watching his employees like the Gestapo. Ironic it's their money saving that now prevents them to do just that.

He pulled on the door and went inside. Balancing the door on the pin was harder than it seemed, but after a minute or so he got it.

As he turned around the halls lit up with a dim blue light. Glass walls ran along the corridor, turning them into half-mirrors as the rooms they covered remained dark. It looked futuristic. He peeked into every room as he walked towards the end of the corridor, covering part of the glass with his hand to see what was inside. Some were completely empty, some had various types of equipment in them. His heart started to pump faster as he reached the door at the end of the corridor. The red LED on the camera above the door was off. The thick metal door opened up to a larger area, but there was no light there. He turned on the LED on his phone. To his left, there was a door labeled 'DANGER! WEAPON TESTING AREA'. He turned to the right and looked for the office Kyra worked in. There were white on black engraved nameplates next each office door. Walking along the wall, he found what he was looking for. Computer System and User Interface Lab. The door was illuminated by the green emergency exit light on the other side of the wall. He turned the doorknob, and it gave way. A noise was echoing through the corridor. He froze rigid. It was a deep sound. Jonas couldn't guess what it was. He waited like a statue for a minute, then relaxed. Must be the rats.

 His stomach was in a knot. He had a bad feeling about being here. If he gets caught, the whole unit could fly. However, even with his hard work, the score balance between the teams didn't look promising. Robin's team did seem a lot more capable than they did. All of his work might count for nothing in the end. Zero will look at the scores and kick out all of them just like he promised. He never admitted it to himself until now. At least if they are out, he can dedicate his full time looking for the orphans.

Jonas went inside. There were four desks inside the room. The green light filtered in through the tinted glass of the door, making the place a dream-like scenery. Kyra's spot was easy to find. All the others had photos of family and friends on them. He walked up to the desk near the window. Kyra's name was all over the documents. 

He took our the greeting card and sat down in her chair. Jonas spent minutes staring at the paper. With Love? No. Kisses? That's what girls write. Best Wishes? I'm not a colleague. He let out a grunt. Why is this so hard?

He already spent more time than he had, so he decided to not leave the greeting card. He put down the case of the pen and his phone on the table and grabbed a post-it. 'Happy B-Day! Jonas' that's all he wrote on the paper and turned around to leave. 

A figure passed before the door, casting a shadow on the tinted glass.  

He turned rigid and started breathing faster like he ran thirty miles. The LED of the phone was covered with his finger.

That ain't no rat. The figure moved along. 

He turned off the LED on his phone and put his ear on the door. Nothing. He opened the door with a slow, careful movement to make the least noise as possible. His fingers were pulsing with his fast heartbeat as the cold metal touched his skin.

With one eye past the door frame, he looked around. There was no movement. He tiptoed out of the room and moved towards the way he came in. 

There was no one he could see. Was it my imagination? I'm not that tired. As he reached back to the central area, there was another sound. He ducked behind the reception counter. His back was still hurting. The sound came from the weapon test area. He waited. He glanced at his phone to see the time. It was already past curfew. He let his forehead drop into his palm. 

The movement got louder. Jonas looked up. A tall man moved towards the door to the hallway leading to the back entrance. The lights were still off. Jonas narrowed his eyes, trying to make out who it is. No luck. 

The man opened the door letting the blue light enter the area. He took out something from his pocket and moved it to his ear.

His voice was muffled like he had a scarf before his mouth.

"An opportunity presented itself sooner than expected. Call me tomorrow after the streets quiet down about where to meet you. Yes, this number is fine. Yes, arrange the trade of the kids as well. Tell father Elias, transcendence is near."

The tape started playing in his head from the night of his birthday. Then it fast forwarded to what Rick said about the robed wacko hiring him. It's the cultists! The kids! 

He jumped over the counter and ran across the hall. The door banged loudly against the wall as he tore it open. A metallic sound echoed in the dimly lit glass hallway as the back entrance door locked in place. 

The tall man was gone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen: Kyra

 

Kyra walked around aimlessly near the boy's dorm. Shadows crawled along the wall as the beam from the flashlight swept through it. She was sick and tired of the night watch duty. A bench near the entrance seemed a perfect place to sit down for awhile. Usually talking with Jonas gave her a boost for the first few hours, but he bailed on her today. All the rooms in the dorm were dark. She was wondering if Jonas was tired of her constant complaining and techno-babble. 

Footsteps. Kyra sprung up from the bench.

"Jonas!?" she exclaimed. Lowering her voice she continued, "it's past curfew, what the hell are you doing outside?" Her anger could be felt through her whisper.

"Kyra," he sounded like he was brought back from daydreaming, "I-I had to go back to Vespa, I left my bag there."

She crossed her hands and felt the heat rise in his chest.

"You said you had something important today... you ditched me for pool and juice right before my," she looked away, "never mind." She looked back at Jonas who had a puzzled face. "What's the backpack for anyway? Did you change in the bar?" she fidgeted with her ID badge while talking.

Jonas opened his eyes wide, then let out a weak laugh. "No, I just hate putting stuff in my pocket," he was glancing at the entrance. This caught her attention.

"Why didn't you call me, to get it for you?" Kyra was searching his face for an expression. It was almost as if Jonas wanted to avoid her gaze.

"I... cannot say," he looked at her feet. Jonas wasn't focused on their conversation.

"Fine!" Kyra exploded on Jonas, "you know what, you don't need to meet me tomorrow, I have work to take care of." 

"Kyra, I... I didn't mean—"

"Go up before somebody sees us," she walked away before Jonas could answer.

She was still playing with her ID Card. She wanted to set up a birthday dinner with him tomorrow, but screw him. As soon as the guys had an event, he ditched her and didn't even bother to invite her. We are friends when I help him with classes to catch up, or when he is bored, or when he violates the curfew, but not good enough to hang out with the cool kids. What a prick! She kicked an empty soda can in her anger. Then walked over to throw it out.

The anger made her wide awake. She was walking around for hours before she sat down at building A. The concrete stairs were still warm hours after sundown. She was wondering what really got her angry.

Maybe the fact they haven't seen each other that much recently. Kyra tried, but since that night she was buried under work with the extraterrestrial signal. She couldn't tell anybody, besides Chrissy who already knew. Jonas seemed busy as well. She never saw him this focused. 

They weren't a couple. Jonas had no responsibility to invite her or to explain why he had to reschedule. No, that wasn't it. What bothered her is that Jonas was hiding something. They could discuss everything so far, so what was it that Jonas tried to hide from her? And why? Was he with Robin? Even if Jonas and Kyra weren't a couple, they were friends. She decided to call Jonas tomorrow with a clear head and talk with him. That is what friends do, right?

***

She woke to the sound of her phone ringing. Kyra fumbled on the floor with the random items she usually left there. Chrissy turned in her bed and put the pillow in her head. Professor Jameson. She sat up and answered the call.

"Good morning, Professor Jameson," she cleared her throat to get rid of her morning voice, "to what do I owe the pleasure?"

"Kyra, where did you lock the Power Core?" he sounded desperate. Kyra's eyes popped open.

"I locked it in the storage room of the testing area, why?"

"It's not there. The equipment in the storage place all messed up... somebody stole it."

Kyra dropped her phone. No. It can't be. This cannot happen. Her vision blurred. She wiped away the tear and picked up the phone again.

"You there... Kyra... hello?"

"I'm here Professor. I think I know who did it."

She felt sick. Her stomach cramped, and she felt the heat rising up from her feet to her head. She put on her uniform and slammed the door after herself as she left the room. Son of a bitch! She ran to Dorm A to confront Jonas. Carl was outside getting ready for a run.

"Do you know where Jonas is?" She was panting.

"Morning, Kyra. Don't know. I woke up today, and all his stuff were gone. No notes and shit. I tried checking with Zero's office, but they don't pick up... neither does Jonas." 

The words hit her like a brick to the face. Jonas used me. No wonder he was so interested in my work. Jonas asked all those questions to get information about my work and the lab. That's what he was hiding yesterday. And I was right next to it. He must have stolen it and put it in the backpack. How could I be so blind? How could I believe someone had a genuine interest in me?

She was shaking and crying still when he reached building A.  Pull yourself together. The people were staring at her as she glanced around. Kyra stormed into the building, right past Zero's secretary, who said something about Zero being busy.

"Trust me he will want to hear this!"

She flung the door open and started talking while still holding the door.

"I know who stole the Power Core. It was Jonas Hansen! He came back to his dorm after curfew and had a backpack which he wouldn't tell me about. He was very interested in my work on the Power Core since he got into the ZTU program," she told it all in one breath.

"Cadet Allison, I—"

"I know you are disappointed, sir. Me too. I didn't report Jonas as he wasn't much time after curfew and wanted to cut him some slack, but you cannot let him get away with it! He used me! He must be working for the Mafia!" She felt the tears coming to her eyes again.

"Calm down, cadet. Jonas didn't do it," he signaled for Kyra to come in. 

She froze rigid as she stepped into the room, one hand still on the doorknob. Jonas was sitting in the chair before Zero's desk, with his luggage next to his chair. Kyra's eyes widened. Jonas looked at her, shook his head while scoffing, then turned his face towards the window, to resume a conversation with a woman in a ZTU uniform. She felt a sudden emptiness inside. A crushing feeling came over her chest like she was miles beneath the ocean. It was hard to breathe.

"Jonas," she whimpered.

"Jonas came to me to admit he violated curfew and entered the weapons lab," he paused and pushed aside some paperwork on the desk. "There was someone else in the building, and Jonas claims to have an important clue about the identity of the person. We are currently negotiating his... terms," one of Zero's eyebrows climbed his forehead. 

Kyra couldn't stop the tears from rolling down her cheek. Zero's voice was like distant radio chatter. Her mind froze as well as her body. 

"Jonas is not the one who stole the device. However in the future, please refrain from making exceptions based on personal preference if someone violates the curfew, cadet. Dismissed." Kyra nodded.

She looked at Jonas one more time and left the room. He was still talking with the woman. 

She collapsed against the wall in the hallway. The secretary came to tell her something in an agitated voice. With no power to argue, she left the building. 

***

Kyra went to Dorm A and waited for Jonas outside his room. She was sitting, leaning against the wall playing with her ID card. Her mind was racing with thoughts. Why? Why didn't I call him? Why did I immediately think it was him? She was no longer crying, but the knot in her stomach was still tight. The people passing by the hall looked at her with strange faces. 

An hour later Jonas showed up at the corner of the hall. He looked at her, stood still for a second, then walked up to the door staring at the floor, avoiding looking at her face. Kyra stood up.

"Jonas, listen. I'm so sorry I..., but you have to understand that evidence was—"

"Against me? Yeah, I'm pretty sure it was," he opened the door to his room and threw in his bag.

"I was wrong, I get it, but put yourself in my position." 

"What exactly was your position, Kyra? Enlighten me!"

"Look, you were clearly hiding something yesterday, you came after the curfew, you were always curious about my work and you... " she bit her lip to shut herself up.

"Say it... I grew up in an orphanage," his voice was calm. Which made it all the worse.

"No! You... " she looked away and took a deep breath, "I never thought of that for a second."

"Sure, your actions today reflect just that." 

"Why don't you listen?" her voice was too loud, but she couldn't control her emotions anymore. "Haven't you ever committed a mistake, and asked somebody to forgive you?" She took a step closer and looked Jonas dead in the eye, "I'm no expert in this, and you know that! I've read about this topic plenty, and I'm pretty sure this is the part where you forgive me!" Her vision went blurry, so she wiped her eyes with her palm. "I said I'm sorry. But I had reason to suspect you, and I know you know it too, you're just too goddamn stubborn to admit it," her clenched fists tightened at the end of her dangling arms.

"Stubborn," Jonas scoffed and took a step closer. Their face was an inch apart. She could feel the air as Jones forcefully pressed it through his nose. Now it was whole lot different feeling than in the observatory, "you betrayed me."

"Only because I thought you betrayed me! You were late after curfew, and you were secretive about why haven't you called me to pick up your bag. We barely meet nowadays... What the hell did you do in Weapons Lab anyway?"

"I... you know what, it was clearly a mistake in retrospect," Jonas made a frown, and turned around to enter his room.

"See, you still talk in riddles." 

"And that makes me a criminal?"

"It makes you suspicious. Friends don't keep secrets from each other."

Jonas turned around, and continued in a low voice, "like that fact they discovered aliens?"

"How did you—"

"Yeah, Chrissy answered your phone this one time, and naturally thought, that as one of your only," he made air quotes, "friend, you told me about it. I was waiting for you to tell me, but hey, seems like I am not to be trusted right? I'll choose my friends more carefully from now on... thanks for the lesson!"

Her vision went blurry again. Something warm rolled down her right cheek. "This is different! I couldn't tell it. Not even to... friends," her head was spinning. She leaned against the door frame.

"Friends, huh? You clearly know nothing about friendships; otherwise, you'd have at least one!" 

It was like a punch in the stomach coming from him. She couldn't believe he just said that. Jonas turned his face away and scoffed. Kyra looked around and saw a little crowd at the end of the corridor. She wiped her face with her arm. With narrowed eyes, she looked back at Jonas.

"You know what? You're right! I shouldn't waste my breath apologizing when you clearly prefer to pout like a kid." She backpedaled a few steps, "For the record, I do know what being a friend is, and don't you ever say otherwise! When you are done pouting and want to talk it out like an adult, let me know. Until then, ask one of your friends to help you out, because I'm clearly not one of them."

Kyra spun around and stormed away. She hated herself for not being able to stop the tears coming. She needed a place where people would leave her alone, so she decided to go to the lab.

There was no one in the building besides the forensics team. Kyra walked into the room where she and the others were usually working. Her body was shaking. She felt feverish from all the emotions that have piled up in her body. Sitting down in her chair she buried her face in her hands. Why didn't he understand? He was such a prick! Did he mean what he just said? Kyra looked up and turned towards the window in her chair. She saw something on her desk which wasn't there yesterday when she left. The whirling emotions stopped. She pulled herself close while sitting in the chair. 'Happy B-Day! Jonas'. Is this what he was doing? She opened the case the post-it was on with shaking hands. The engraved pen glimmered inside the velvet box. 

Her first urge was to swipe everything off her desk. But she had no more strength. Kyra raised her hand to her forehead and started tapping the case with her other hand. Her chest moved up and down. She took deep breaths to stop herself from rampaging in the room. Jonas' words echoed in her mind: 'it was clearly a mistake in retrospect'.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen: Jonas

 

"So what is this Simplex versus Duplex thing again? I keep pressing this button accidentally," asked Carl looking at his radio.

"The little tower icon means its Duplex, as in it needs a tower to communicate. This is set this way so HQ can monitor our chat. It is standard protocol within range of HQ. The lack of tower means its Simplex, so basically, you communicate without the tower. No monitoring unless they know the channel you're on," Jonas explained as he was looking through the night vision binoculars at the ruins of an old theater. 

"And why is it important?"

"It's... not... I can't believe you don't know this from before... besides, I've heard Williams is working on new ones, just for the ZTU. It will work on a completely different principle, so we won't need this simplex-duplex thing. Will be some time before we get it though."

"Shame, I love getting new toys."

They were camped on top of the tallest building in the vicinity of the old theater. The light from the center of the city created an orange dome in the smog that accumulated during the day. The theater was on the outskirts of the town. Every tenth street light was working. This part was scheduled for destruction, so a new, better neighborhood can be built for those who could afford it. That was years ago. But 'Rehab' - as the citizens called it - had no construction work done, only destruction.

"Are you sure this is the place?" asked Jonas from the red-haired femme fatale who was leaning on the chest high railing at the edge of the roof. Zero called her Agent Four, but she introduced herself as Eva. She has been recently recruited by Zero. Jonas always wondered if there was a logic how the agents got their numbers or Zero just threw a couple dices to see what would come up.

"This is what they said to him on the phone," said the beautiful woman, "It's a shame I wasn't even required to pull off nails to get the intel... and I mean, if I can't do that, why do this job at all, right?" Jonas stared at her. The redhead had a wicked smirk on her face, which gave him the chills.

"OK, so why does this guy still have the Power Core and is not behind bars?" asked Carl laying against a chimney, tapping his finger on the barrel of his pistol.

"I didn't want to take chances of spooking the cult. Without Agent Six to advise on what's their MO, Zero agreed to the plan. I am the infiltration expert after all." said Eva.

"So we just gonna let them have it?" scoffed Carl.

"Were you not at the same briefing, Carl?" asked Jonas turning towards him. "Wait for the guy with the Power Core to show up. Infiltrate the compound through the sewers. Once inside stick to what Agent Four says, and don't play hero. Find Orphans, the Cult Leader, and the device. Save Orphans. Arrest Cult. If it goes tits up, we call in the cavalry."

"That's not how I remember the priority order... just saying." Her voice carried cold professionalism.

"Are you sure it will work?" Carl asked. She looked at him with one eyebrow pulled up, "forget I asked."

Most field agents were engaged in other operations, so Zero had limited staff to work with. The rest of the agents were with Zero, waiting to bust in the building as soon as Eva gave the signal.

Carl walked over to Jonas.

"I still cannot believe we are here. You got some balls man, blackmailing Zero into letting us tag along."

"Negotiation. Not blackmailing. Deep down Zero knew he needed more men. You are perfect for this, and me... well, I wasn't optional. I wasn't gonna let them jeopardize the life of the orphans."

"Thanks again for letting me make up for... anyway, we are going to get them out alive, I promise," he raised his fist. Jonas bumped it. "Hey, and sorry about Kyra. That was some lovers spout—"

"I've got more important things to worry about."

Even if that was true, she was in the back of his mind ever since. All those things she said to her, made him doubt that this relationship - whatever it may be - can be repaired. But that was just how the world was. That was just how people saw orphans: potential criminals. 

"I'm not super happy about the lack of backup," said Carl, "Director Zero already proved the worth of this unit. Even if we can't ask help from the police, we could still have asked the army guys, since they are, like, literally in one building with us."

"Zero has beef with the army as well," said Eva while lighting a cigarette, "with the toes he stepped on they would only help if we'd have a global catastrophe on our hand."

Except they did. Jonas still remembered that elaborate machine and the strange hole it created. All that stopped them last time was the lack of power.

He wanted to warn Zero and the others, but he was on thin ice as it was. They wouldn't have believed him either way. They would have thought it's a made-up reason to make sure they are careful as there is a doomsday device with them. It wouldn't have helped his case, and he was sure of it.

"Heads up boys," said Eva raising the binoculars to her eyes, "it's show-time!"

***

The three of them rushed down in the abandoned building. Jonas had the idea to lift the manhole cover before they went up to the vantage point, not to lose time with it later. This earned him a pat on the back by Agent Four.

Eva lead them through the sewers. According to schematics, they will be able to get in through the basement. 

Jonas expected a more ghastly smell, like in the industrial area, but the air was surprisingly fresh. People have been removed from this part of the city.

"This way," said Eva pointing her flashlight forward in the narrow tunnel.

Jonas followed with Carl right behind him.

"I know it's probably not the best time, but I'm afraid of rats," said Carl.

"Well, buddy, I haven't seen one of them so far, so you can rest easy."

It was strange. As Jonas swept the ground with his flashlight, there was no sign of movement. He would have expected at least one rat, but the sound they made must have scared them away.

Metallic rumbling echoed in the tunnel. The metro line was right below them, but the sound came from above. Jonas glanced up at the massive pipes running along the roof. They looked old and rusty. The water droplets around the connections landed faintly on the wet concrete they were walking on.

A loud rumble echoed through the tunnels with a deafening sound. Dust filled the air for a few seconds, and he couldn't see anything. When it cleared, he saw rubble blocking their path.

"Everybody in one piece?" asked Eva.

"Yeah." Said Jonas and Carl in unison.

"We need to find a way around this shit fast. I'll call Zero for—"

"I know the schematics for the whole area," said Jonas.

Eva and Carl shared a look. She pointed her silenced gun towards the other end of the tunnel.

"Lead the way, rook."

Jonas loaded up the images in his memory of the map of the sewer system. It took a few seconds to match it up with where they were. Then like a bloodhound picking up on a scent, he started running.

"There," pointed Jonas a few minutes later, "the ladder to the basement. We need to pick up the pace."

They prepared their submachine guns and climbed up the metallic ladder steps hanging from the crumbling wall. It was a miracle that they managed to get in the basement without tearing a step loose.

There was silence. The room was still full of crates and old props for the stage plays. 

"We are in, starting the sweep."

"Roger that, breach units on standby," came the voice of an agent through the radio.

Eva signaled to put on the night-vision goggles.

The world turned green as the device turned on with an almost inaudible sharp beep.

Eva turned to them, "we start moving upwards, sweeping the rooms. Thermal scans indicate there are some people gathered on the stage, it wouldn't show one or two man groups."

Jonas and Carl nodded. They readied their silenced sub-machine guns, and followed Eva, keeping down. The basement storage room had the smell of old wine cellars as they breathed in the damp air.

Jonas was holding the gun at eye level, grasping it with white knuckles. There was a lot of ways he could fail tonight. His mind tried to list it all. The deep breaths he took didn't calm his nerves.

The storage room opened to a staircase which lead to the lower trap room below the stage. With each step, the squad had to avoid broken glass or tiles.

Eva moved like a cat. She was fast, agile and silent. Crouching at the top of the stairs, she looked at them with a shaking head as they were still tiptoeing around the remains of the fragile decoration.

His legs were already hurting from all the crouching movement. When he finally reached the end of the stairs, Eva moved on, without even looking at him.

The trap room was in even worse shape if that was possible. The machines responsible for all the magic that once happened above were stripped of all their parts, rusting away to oblivion. 

They stopped and listened. If the thermal imaging was right, there should be a bunch of people on the stage. The sound of steps above their head made them look up at the same time. Eva nodded, then signaled them to follow her. 

Jonas grabbed her holster. To his surprise, she froze like she was a cat in a neck pinch. No resistance. He slowly pulled her back and pointed to a wall socket.

He was way to prepared for this mission. In an attempt to avoid the orphanage fiasco, he memorized everything. Even the tiniest details. Such as where the power outlets were. He doubted that someone would have gone through the trouble of installing one recently. 

Not knowing the spread of the beam, they all hugged the wall and slowly moved over to the other side of the outlet, trying to remain as two-dimensional as they could.

The redhead nodded and moved towards the exit.

"OK," she whispered after getting out from the trap room, "we go up to the crossover, then climb to the fly rail, to make sure all targets are there, then signal Zero, got it?"

"What if the orphans aren't there?"

"We'll figure something out!"

His jaw tightened. Jonas wasn't happy with that answer. To him, this meant, that the kids are a secondary objective. A side mission. He had to be prepared to do whatever it takes to save them.

"Jonas?" Eva's voice snapped him back to reality

"Yes, let's go."

Eva looked at him for a few seconds. The night-vision goggles covered most of their face so he couldn't see her expressions. She finally nodded and started to move up the stairs.

It took them to the corridors outside the stage. There were two armed guards next to the door leading to the fly rail. Moonlight filtered in through the torn curtains hanging on the remains of the two-floor windows. The corridor, once covered in beautiful carpet now lay ahead of them like the skin of a sick shelter animal.

Eva signaled to stop. She stood up pulling a second silenced pistol from her back gun holster. After a few careful steps, she started running. By the time the guards noticed her was too late. She fired two perfect shots then lunged forward into a slide on her back like a soccer player trying to tackle. With the legs she pinned one of the guards to the wall, with her hands she caught the other one. No sound. Silent as death itself. Like a ghost.

"Wow," Jonas couldn't help this slipping his mouth.

"Wow, indeed," Carl also sounded amused.

Eva looked at them, "A little help, please?"

They looked at each other and quickly moved to get the two guards. Eva stood up and tapped the dust from her uniform. She put one of the pistols away.

They sneaked through the door, and up to the fly rail going across above the stage. Eva went ahead, and they were right behind her. 

The stage was full of cultists, sitting around the machine, chanting something in a low voice.

Jonas felt a rush of adrenaline surge from his chest. He could barely stop himself from hitting something with his fist.

"They're not here," Jonas whispered leaning against the thin railing.

"Calm down, buddy, we'll find them," came the words from Carl.

"Keep it down, someone's coming," hushed Eva.

They went into a crouch.

A tall man stepped onto the stage. His arms were abnormally long, his legs were making unnecessary movements with each step like sailors do when they go ashore after a long trip.

"His Emptiness," he went to his knee, "I've brought the device, Anderson is hooking it up to the converter in the control room as we speak."

A man stood up from the crowd sitting around the device. He struggled standing up, putting one hand on his back, and leaning on someone next to him for support.

"Excellent."

The tall man looked around, "where is the stone?"

"Patience brother. You know how these people are. We just have to wait. After we have the stone, transcendence will be near. Surely we can wait a little more."

"Are the children prepared?"

Jonas felt a surge of electricity move up his spine, he grabbed the railing harder and leaned closer to make sure he hears everything. He glanced at Eva who was standing near to where the old ropes were tied to the metal frame. Most of them chewed by rats here and there.

"Yes, they are in one of the storage units at the harbor. If the metal checks out, you give the key to the Marconis," he reached into his pocket and handed over something to the tall man.

Jonas felt the rails shake and sway. The next moment Carl was standing next to him, with a hand on his shoulder. The railing slightly bent into a curve as their weight focused in one point.

"Let's go, the ZTU agents can handle it from here."

Jonas looked at Eva, who nodded towards the way they came in. He turned and took a step towards the exit. From the corner of his eyes, he saw a sudden movement. A loud thud was followed by metallic screeching. The railing reached it's limit when the massive sandbag fell right on it.

His leg moved without thinking, jumping off from the rail, grabbing one of the hanging chains beside them. Eva leaped toward him with cat-like movements, but the metal frame below her feet already started falling. Jonas reached out his hands but it was too far. 

Jonas felt a tug on his leg and instinctively grabbed on with both hands. With Eva hanging from his feet, their combined weight caused the chains to slowly start descending.

Carl managed to grab onto the ledge where the fly rail connected to the hard points on the wall. He started pulling himself up.

"Get the Power Core!" the yelling from below mixed in with the metallic clings and crashes coming from the railing.

The tall man started running towards the curtains out towards the chairs. Eva let go of Jonas, and after a ten feet fall, she rolled forward and ran after him.

"Get the leader!" she yelled before disappearing behind the worn red velvet curtain.

Jonas jumped as well, but his landing wasn't as perfect. His shin was hurting, but he pulled the gun. The cult leader was giving way to the others before he moved towards the door. Jonas fired a warning shot. 

"Stop! Put your hands up in the air and don't move."

"Alright, officer, you got me," he slowly turned around, "I humbly accept your arrest."

"You got this, buddy?" Asked Carl.

"Yes, go help Agent Four!"

Jonas slowly stood up, making sure the gun is pointed at the leader's head all the times. He started limping closer.

"Which storage units are the kids at?" He was calm. His hand's didn't shake a bit.

"The kids?" He seemed surprised, "Don't you mean... oh, you must be... well, this is fascinating. Could it be that your name is Jonas?"

"How did you—?"

"Interesting. One of the orphans told me you were coming to save them." Said the leader. He was calm, as if they were having a nice chat. "Billy, I think his name was."

Jonas' heart started beating faster. Billy was still alive.

"Quite frankly I didn't give it much thought," the cultist leader continued, "as you know, nowadays people aren't about helping others. Especially not orphans. What was it the media calls them? Criminal Cocoons?"

"I don't care about what you think old man, where are the kids?"

"Oh they are safe, don't worry. I'll tell you if—" Jonas fired another shot, piercing the cultist's robe.

"Now!"

"Do you think I fear death, Jonas? Like Moses, I'm not meant to enter the Void with our brothers and sisters. My only fear is for humanity. Look at this city. Do you think anyone else cares about these children? Hmm?" He shook his head. His white goatee gave him an essence of wisdom, "I only want what is best for everyone. Look at what all the money and greed gave birth to. In the Void, we will all be equals. No greed, no fear, no suffering," his eyes glanced above Jonas.

A creaking sound. Then a hard object tossing him to the ground. The rest of the fly rail let loose.

Jonas pushed off the metallic frame, but he wasn't fast enough. As he got to his feet, he was greeted with the pistol aimed right at his face.

"I admire you, Jonas, I really do. You possess a certain quality that we'll need in the Void. We will have so many unworthy souls there, we'll need every bit of human decency we can get," he started walking backward toward the door, "think about what I said, Jonas. I hope the next time we meet, you'll see what I've been talking about. Now turn around and lay down on the floor." 

Jones followed his orders. As soon as he felt the cult leader was gone, Jonas sprung up. He memorized the schematics of the building. Ignoring the pain he followed the fastest route out of here, hoping the old man did the same. 

Jonas jumped through doors without looking around. The sound of knocked over boxes came from the other end of the hallway. Jonas ran faster, gaining momentum, ready to jump on the old man. A tall figure ran past the door. As his foot stepped out the door frame, he felt a force knocking him on to the ground.

"Goddammit, Jonas!" she jumped to her feet and started running, "they are heading towards the parking lot!" she shouted activating her neck microphone.

Jonas ground his teeth together as the pain in his legs started to get worse. He followed after Eva, only glancing a flash of her red hair at every corner.

The sound of gunshots and screeching tires. As Jonas reached the parking lot, he saw Eva panting, leaning on her knees, and two black ZTU vans racing past the corner.

***

Jonas stood before the empty storage container, motionless, like a statue. He could hear the chatter around him, but the voices were like a foreign language to him.

His hands were dangling at his side like lifeless ropes. Forensics went in and out beside him. Nobody told him to move. Nobody dared. The note inside was still hanging from the wall: 'I'll take good care of them, Jonas, you have my word.  Let it go. We will unite in the Void. - Elias Shemmy'.

The scary thing about crazy people is that in their own world, in their own logic, they are sane and everybody else is mad. They are the hero, and they fail to understand why others don't see reason. How can we know if we are not the crazies? Elias believed that he was helping. Who's to say he wasn't? Elias could give them a better life than the government, definitely better than the mafia. Should he really just let it go? 

"Jonas?" The hesitant sound of Carl came from behind him, "Zero wants to speak with you."

"Coming."

He turned toward direction of the parking lot. His mind was racing, the world around him was a blur. How would it better for them if I rescued them? Putting them in another orphanage wouldn't change a thing. I can't adopt them, I can barely take care of myself.

He reached the parking lot. Three tinted glass huge ZTU vans were parked next to each other. It was the end of the line. He will get kicked out of the program, and this chance for a normal life, to help the orphans will vanish the second Zero will lay eyes on him.

Zero, Eva, and another field agent were in a discussion over something when Jonas stepped closer.

"We have no clue what it's for. I recommend we take it back to the Academy and get the eggheads at Williams take a look at it," said the agent.

"No. I don't want this technology... whatever it may be given to a corporation. Eva, find someone who we can trust and will tell us what this is. Involve Cadet Allison, she seems tech savvy enough." The mention of Kyra spawned another thought. Since he won't be allowed back in the Academy, chances are, they won't meet any time soon.

"On it, sir," her eyes met Jonas', "come, Jonas," she gestured for him to come closer.

He took a few steps forward but didn't say a word. His eyes were moving between Eva and Zero.

"Cadet Hansen," he let out a big sigh, "Agent Four tells me, you weren't completely useless in this operation."

"Um... Thank you, sir," Jonas didn't really understand why Zero started with this. The thought won't really keep his cell warm.

"We were thinking of piloting a specialized training program, and Eva specifically mentioned that your results in the training program so far show great promise, and after tonight, she requested that you be the first one."

Jonas was blinking for a few seconds before being able to open his mouth, "what? I'm not out? B-but I broke into the lab—?"

"Which shows your talents towards infiltration. Agent Four is the best, as I'm sure you experienced first hand."

"B-but I let Elias es—"

"We all let them escape, Cadet Hansen," Zero interrupted forcefully, "the blame is not your's alone, however convenient it would be for the rest of the unit," he glanced at the agent standing with them, who scoffed and walked away. "Our agreement was no more lies, and you held your end. It took courage to come to my office and confess what you did. I hate to admit but if you weren't there that night, we would have no clue where they took the Power Core, and they may have used this... device," he looked in the trunk of the car, lingering for a few moments. "We don't know what it does, but I doubt its spits out rainbows."

Jonas didn't know what to say. He was confused. It was hard to believe after all the trouble he caused, all the regulations he broke, Zero wouldn't kick him out. Maybe he wasn't as tough as he let on. Perhaps that quota was more important than Jonas thought. Or there was something they didn't tell him.

"I'm sorry sir, I just," he stopped. Formulating what really went on in his head was hard. It was a storm of thoughts and emotions from self-doubt to self-pity.

Zero was searching his face for a few moments. He glanced at Eva before continuing, "do you want to get out of the program Cadet Hansen? You do remember our agreement, don't you? Would you rather spend your time in jail?"

"No, sir."

"Than it's settled. Agent Four will take you back to the Academy so you can discuss details. Dismissed."

Jonas was still under the spell of what just happened. Why was he not in jail, but instead sitting in a ZTU van next to the scariest and most beautiful woman he ever saw, who is going to work with him. Make him become like her. It didn't make sense. Unless. Unless the covenant was still in, and this was the universe's way of letting him know he is on the right track.

"Joooonas," her high pitched voice brought him back to reality. "Are you still with me, kid? That was some grade A work you did there... aside from bumping into me."

"S-sorry about that," he said hesitantly. It felt like he forgot what people do with their hands. He couldn't find his place in the large seat.

"No biggie. So. You and Me," she turned to him, gazing into his eyes while driving sixty miles per hour toward the Academy. She was chewing gum for a few seconds before giving a smile, "we're going to have fun! I'm going to teach you how to become an urban ninja."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen: Jonas

 

"Cezar is out, guys," said Eva in a calm voice over the radio. "If I found out this was because he fell asleep at the briefing again, he'll wish he'd got hit by a real bullet."

 Agent Four was the Big Brother for their final exercise after months of training.

"So that leaves Carl and me, right? How many on Robin's team?" asked Jonas.

"Four," Eva's sharp exhale was painfully loud.

"We might as well give up," said Carl, "last time we had Vera and still lost. If we get captured alive, that's a serious hit to our rank on the leader-board."

"I don't care! I'm not giving up without a fight. Eva, any chance for me to get to the objective?"

"We can try one thing, but it's a hail Mary, kid."

"Lay it on me."

"You're gonna make a run for it alone, while Carl graciously blows himself up, taking the pawns with him."

"It's not realistic... it feels like cheating," said Jonas as he peeked out behind his cover.

"I'm in," said Carl, "I don't give a damn about my score. If we win this, we turned the tables. Anything to turn that smug bitch's smile upside down!"

He was right. They have caught up to the A-Team in score, and if they won, they would have been in the lead the first time since this ever started.

"Just one thing, Agent Four," said Carl, "you wouldn't recommend this in a live scenario would you?"

"If you think I wouldn't then Jonas clearly hasn't told you much about me."

Jonas smiled. Eva was hardcore, but she played it much worse than she actually was. Not that she didn't scare him to death with water-boarding when they were going over 'how to survive torture'.

"Jonas, you know what to do," said Eva. 

He could hear the smile in her voice. Of course, he knew. Eva wasn't just giving empty promises the night they first met. Under her wings, he became much more than he ever thought he could. She made him suffer. A lot. But she also helped him maximize his potential. They developed a bond. It was more than friendship, but not in a romantic way. Eva became the older sister he never had.

Jonas didn't need to wait for cues. He knew exactly what was about to happen. How the rest of the B team will be lured into a corner. How Carl will 'blow' himself up. How Wolf, the only formidable member of the B-Team besides Robin will make the cold move to cover himself with Moreau or Jenkins. How Jonas will finish him off with a shot across the hall. 

Jonas waited for Carl to execute his move. In his mind's eye, he saw the three of them getting covered in green paint. Jonas gave a few seconds for Wolf to push whoever the big guy used as cover off of himself. Then using the opportune moment, he came out from behind cover and squeezed the trigger. The green paint splattered over Wolf's uniform. 

Jonas' body was in motion right after the shot. He started running the moment the bullet contacted Wolf's body. Getting to the computer before Robin and downloading the codes meant they've won. Jonas loaded the map in his mind. Avoiding all spots for a potential ambush wasn't easy, but he knew Robin wouldn't go for the codes. That takes time, and it opens her up. No. Robin was a predator. Patient. Silent. Deadly.

"Jonas, I can't find her," said Eva, "she either gets mentored by Copperfield, or I'm starting to believe what Carl was babbling about."

She wasn't mentored by a magician. Jonas wasn't the only cadet who got a direct mentor. Agent Six was assigned to Robin, and he made an already capable cadet into a deadly weapon. A beautiful and sexy deadly weapon. Carl insisted she was cheating, but he never had proof. Now, on the A-Team's side, Agent Six was acting as the Big Brother.

Jonas stopped as he was about to enter the command center. The computer was right there in the center of the room. It's large screen blinking, waiting for the input. Around the computer were rows of desks placed in concentric circles. Small office spaces were on the two sides of the room. 

No movement.

Jonas squeezed the gun tighter as he took a step inside. He looked down the barrel, making sure if he spotted something, he could shoot it. But there was nothing.

It was too easy. Jonas started making noise on purpose on his way to the objective. There was no way she missed him. What would Eva do? Eva wasn't here, and the silence was his friend now. He did have something nobody else did. Photographic Memory.

Without taking a step further, he loaded up the layouts, scans, pictures of the room in his brain and started comparing it to what he actually saw. He ran the simulation in his head, which required focus, but he seemed to have the time for it. After a few minutes he found it. It was such a cliché that nobody would expect it. 

The shadow on the ground before him indicated the light above the door was covered by something. In this case, it was someone. Gotcha!

In a fluid movement, he shifted his body to the side while turning. Two shots. One from him and one from her. Both missed. Robin had lightning fast reflexes. She pounced to the ground from her position above the door, while taking two more shots at him. They hit the plastic desk separator behind him.

With a roll, she disappeared behind the row of desks. Jonas needed to be fast and smart. Like Eva. Jonas moved to pursue Robin. He stayed out of sight not to get shot. This approach didn't give him an opportunity to have a clean shot at her. But it wasn't the plan. On her last shot, he made his move. 

Robin forgot to count bullets. The surprise on her face said it, as Jonas vaulted over the desk, plastic knife in hand. Her gun did nothing but a click. She managed to pull her knife with inhuman speed. 

Both of them were good in hand-to-hand combat. Pieces of the furniture were flying around from the missed punches and kicks. Without even noticing, Jonas went full out. He no longer saw Robin. All he saw was an objective. From the force of her attacks, Jonas knew she meant business as well. Blocking them straight on with his arms would have its toll for days. But he got her where he wanted. She was taking steps backward, blocking his moves. She had a disadvantage. Jonas didn't need to look around to know whats behind him. She did.

The opening came in a few seconds. Jonas stopped the plastic blade an inch from her eye.

"You're dead, Robin," he said panting.

She had her usual smirk on. It extended to a smile as she leaned closer to Jonas' ear. "You too, Pretty Boy," she whispered.

When Jonas looked down, he saw the plastic blade an inch from his groin.

"It's a tie... I'm not super happy about this, Jonas, and neither will Carl," came Eva's voice over the radio, "we'll meet in thirty for debriefing."

"Goddammit!" Jonas tore the radio from his ear. He sat down on a nearby chair throwing his knife into a corner.

"Got it, chief, over and out." Robin removed the radio form her ear as well. Her face looked indifferent like this meant her nothing. Why would it? The A-Team was still going to win.

He took his gaze off her as she faced him. She leaned forward and put both hands on his shoulders. Their eyes were at the same level. He had a hard time not to glance under her loose shirt.

"This may be a tie to them, but it ain't over between us. We have unfinished business." She closed her sentence with a wink. 

With a pat on his shoulders, she straightened up and walked away.

"I hope to see you at the party tonight, Pretty Boy," she glanced over her shoulder, "Agent Six says it's going to be special!"

***

Jonas walked into the classroom where the B-Team prepped for the exercise. The others were already there. Cezar was holding his hand out, looking terrified.

"I swear to God, it had nothing to do with it!"

"How is that cadet Cezar?" asked Eva with an eyebrow raised.

"I-I," he looked at Jonas, "Hans, tell her they ambushed me!"

He put his backpack on one of the free tables. Carl was sitting in the front rubbing the paint off his face. He licked his palm every few seconds. Like a cat bathing. Vera could barely hold her laugh.

"I, uh, yeah—" 

"I saw it, remember?" interrupted Eva.

"Well, you didn't see Robin now did you?" replied Cezar in haste.

The room fell silent. Carl stopped his hand in mid-air. Eva's scolding face turned into the wicked smile that made the hair stand on Jonas' back. 

"You care to repeat that, cadet?"

Zzzzz. Zzzzz. The sound came from Jonas' bag. He reached in and checked the caller ID. It was Granny. There could have been only a few reasons for her to call at that hour. 

"Sorry, I have to take this."

Jonas ran outside the room.

"This is Jonas."

"I've think I've found them, Jonas. Rick Gallego has been laying low until now, but he now has a deal with the Marconis. He's going to a meeting in some newly built garage. I know it's nothing concrete, but I just feel this is it."

"Thanks, Granny. I'll call you back."

Jonas felt a mix of emotions. Guilt for not thinking about the orphans and Billy for a while. Hope that he can finally get them back.  His strongest feeling was the knot in his stomach for what he needed to do next. He couldn't save them alone. 

Jonas went back to the room and waited until the briefing was over. As the others were walking out, Jonas pulled Carl aside to tell him the news. 

His tall friend put one hand on his shoulder, "let me know when," Carl nodded, then walked away. Jonas knew he could count on him. He proved it numerous times. There was only one thing left to do.

Jonas walked back into the room. Eva was still at her desk, completing the evaluation forms. He stood there in silence. There wasn't much time, but he didn't know how to bring it up.

"Spit it out, Jonas," she said placing a dot on the paper with a big movement. "I know this is something I won't like, so you might as well rip off the Band-Aid."

She looked him in the eyes with an emotionless face. His breathing got faster.

"Eva, I... I might have a lead on the cult."

She looked her dead in the eyes. "By the cult, you mean the orphans."

He looked away. The woman knew him too well. They were close. Too close to be professional about some things. They talked a lot about his life, and Jonas wanted to open up to her. It could have been the loss of Kyra, but he felt a trust between them from the first second. Jonas told Eva things he only ever told before to Kyra. Most people get even more closed up after a betrayal, but he didn't want to live in a world where he cannot trust people.

"Jonas?"

"Yes. Granny has intel on Rick Gallego re-surfacing. It can be that he finally wants to make the trade with the Marconis."

"But you are not sure."

"I... look, Eva, this is very important to me. Can you please talk with Director Zero to lend some forces so we can save them. Please."

Eva had an expression he never saw on her face before. Pity.

"Jonas, I'd like to help, but the cult has shown no activity for a while now. There is a good chance we ended it when we took their device. On the other hand, the Mafia got a lot more aggressive since we are directly engaging them. You saw the news."

He did. The three families were acting like animals trapped in a corner. They went all out and blamed everything on the ZTU. Their message was clear. They were either left alone, or things were going to get much worse. However, Zero had the full support of the Mayor. All the director saw was that they were finally afraid.

"We just don't have enough resources, Jonas."

"B-but you guys are here holding classes, If you would stop and just—"

"Jonas, you know that we are stretched thin. If we weren't holding classes, we would be on the field on other missions. And the reason we are holding classes, so you guys can join the fight! I'm sorry, but unless the Director thinks this is a priority..."

"You... I understand. Will you ask regardless?" Jonas couldn't bring himself to ask Eva to go against Zero's orders.

"Sure. That's the least I can do," she grabbed his hand for a moment.

He nodded. Jonas walked out of the room and headed straight for the dorm. He didn't force the topic more not to raise the suspicion that he was about to break the rules. Again. He had prepared for this. Jonas wasn't nervous anymore. His mind was as clear as crystal.

It was Carl, Granny, and him against the world.

***

Carl was dressed for action by the time Jonas got back to the dorm.

"What did she say?"

"What do you think," said Jonas pulling out a bag under his bed. He started putting on his infiltration gear. It was made from vantablack, the darkest most non-reflective material known to man. Not to mention thermal camouflage.

He looked at his friend.

"You know, Carl, there is only so many times you can play with fire—"

"Save it, buddy. Let's go."

Jonas put on the uniform over the suit. It was warm, but he was used to it. The infiltration gear was state of the art. It came with experimental gadgets, and it collected data about missions. The ZTU was testing its field applications for Williams R&D.

Kyra. Her emerald eyes and black hair came out of nowhere. Well, not nowhere. They met when Jonas went to pick up the suit a while ago. By that time the apologizing messages Kyra left tallied up to a hundred. Jonas didn't respond to any of them. It's not that he didn't want to. He couldn't. He just couldn't face Kyra. She would have been a distraction. Jonas convinced himself it was better this way. For everybody.

But life has a funny way of not letting people avoid conflicts forever. She saw him first probably. By the time Jonas looked at Kyra her face was red. Not the shy blushing kind. It was fury.

He approached her without a plan. Big mistake. He didn't quite remember what he said... or rather, he didn't want to remember what he said. The whole building echoed their fight. At one point Kyra ran off. At that moment Jonas knew he made the right call by not engaging with her. Too many emotions. He didn't have the time to deal with that. Not with the orphans still missing. Not with Billy still missing.

"Hellooo? Buddy?" Carl's voice brought him back to the present.

Jonas looked up and saw they were already in the service tunnel. The dim lights placed every few steps cast overlapping shadows of the pipes and cables running along the ceiling. It was just enough to see where your next step would take you. Carl found it when he wanted to spy on the A-Team to gather evidence that Robin somehow cheats. Turns out, it lead into the park. 

"Sorry, I... I was somewhere else."

"Well, your autopilot was very convincing. Is this something Agent Four taught you?"

"It's not," came her voice down the corner. Carl froze in place. The orange glow of the cigarette illuminated her face as she emerged from the shadows. She came out to the dimly lit tunnel from what Jonas thought to be one of the exits. He wasn't surprised. This was a possible scenario.

"Was this another test? You refusing to help?"

"If it would have been, you'd have failed... miserably. I mean it's easy for me to track you - obviously - but boy you didn't even try to make it hard. And your poker face? I could read you like a book. Like you've learned nothing," she said as she exhaled the smoke. Her voice carried no emotions. An auditory poker face.

The familiar smell of her cigarettes somehow made him calm. He took a deep whiff from the cloud that embraced them in the windless tunnel.

"Eva, I don't have time for this. I'll walk into prison myself tomorrow, but now I need to go. And you can't stop me."

"Or me," said Carl with serious determination in his voice.

"You're both wrong," she inhaled slowly, then blew the smoke in their face, "I can stop you," she threw down the cigarette as she took a step closer. "But I won't. If you are willing to sacrifice everything for these kids - even your friend's career - then I'd rather we have it out of the way ASAP so we can focus on your training. I'm going to help you. Clearly, without me, you wouldn't have a chance of pulling off whatever plan you have without Zero finding out and sending your asses to prison for treason. Then I'd have to interrogate you to find out if you are a mole, and you know how I love torturing people," she said with a mischievous smile, "but you've seen all my moves so it just wouldn't be the same," she added a dramatic sigh to the end.

Jonas wanted to give her a hug, but she was adamant about her reputation. She probably would have tortured him for real if he hugged her in public.

Eva started walking towards the exit. Her footsteps echoed down the tunnel.

"Is she for real?" Asked Carl watching her walk away.

"She as real is it gets, bro," said Jonas with a smile. The covenant was working.

***

Granny was waiting at the exit. She was pleasantly surprised to see Eva come out from the tunnel. Not surprised. Relieved. They've met a few times. The red demon - as Granny called her in admiration - tagged along when Jonas was visiting. It was scary to sit through dinner conversations between the two of them, as they casually shared stories from their missions.

They got in the van Granny packed full of weapons, armor, and tools. The van roared to life. It seemed like she already knew where they were going.

"So Rebecca, what do we know?" asked Eva, who called shotgun as soon as she saw the van.

"This Rick Gallego kid," started Granny, "he disappeared for a while. He promised to deliver a spectre on a trade, and he couldn't deliver. The Marconis don't like to be yanked like that, so they ordered a hit on him. Lucky for him the ZTU is pretty much keeping the Mafia families occupied. But as my contact at a local precinct tells me, the hit on Rick has been canceled by the Marconis. So they either became very empathic..."

"Or Rick is now able to deliver the goods," Jonas finished her thought. She looked him in the eye through the rearview mirror.

"Bingo."

Jonas and Carl who sat in the back were yanked left and right by the high speed turns Granny was taking.

"I don't get it... why would the cult keep this loser around?" asked Carl as he started placing a myriad of weapons in the tactical slots of his commando gear.

"The cult doesn't want to raise suspicion or awareness to themselves," said Eva lighting a cigarette, "Rick's name and motives are clear for the Mafia so they won't start digging who they make the trade with. It's as simple as that."

The van stopped. The ratcheting sound signaled they arrived at their destination.

"Is he ready?" asked Granny in a low voice. There was a short pause.

"Trust me, he is," said Eva with pride in her voice.

Jonas dropped out from the back of the van to the pavement. He could see the construction site of the parking lot. Granny was supposed to stay behind. That leg wound didn't heal like it would have twenty years ago. One of the front doors was shut. 

"Plan?" asked Eva, as she stopped next to him.

"Probably minimum security at the construction site. This being a high-value trade there will be guards at the exit paths, and of course, the trade itself will be heavily guarded. I've memorized the blueprints for the building. The lower levels are shielded so no wireless connection with the outside world. Highest probability of trade location. We sneak in, interrupt the trade if possible and get out with the package. If not possible, follow the package to its destination and either ambush or steal when they think it's safe." Jonas told that with one breath.

"That's my boy," said Eva as she pat him on the shoulder.

"Holy crap, Hans," exclaimed Carl, "no wonder you've climbed to the top of the leaderboard!" Jonas couldn't help but smile.

The three of them approached the site without making a sound. There were fewer guards than they anticipated. The exits paths weren't guarded. The ZTU's war with the Mafia left them weakened. Zero must have been proud.

The Marconis either didn't think the trade was real, or they had no man to spare. If Jonas could have asked for the help of the ZTU, this would have been over in minutes. But they couldn't. Not even Eva. He wondered why.

Jonas welcomed the cold breeze of the night on his face. The air felt clean of the usual dust and smell. They were in the outskirts of the city. The parking lot wasn't finished, but the building was already the tallest of the surrounding ones. Once inside the well-lit construction site, they made their way downstairs without bumping into anyone. Jonas started to feel like they were walking into a trap. He explained his thoughts to Carl and Eva, but neither of them shared his concerns.

His heartbeat rose steadily. The suit started to become uncomfortable. Too small even though it was tailor-made for him. Soon all he could think of was Billy.

They were in the second basement level. The trade should happen on the third - the lowest. Staying hidden wasn't simple. The basement levels were almost finished, so only the bare walls and pillars provided cover. The sour smell of fresh paint filled the air. They needed a spot where they could see the trade but wouldn't be noticed. The elevator shafts were the only choice. It was great in case they needed a quick escape. Jonas and Eva rappelled down on the opposite sides of the level.

Jonas listened. There was no movement in the vicinity. As slow as humanly possible he moved the elevator doors further apart after he cut the power cords. An inch was all he needed.

Jonas slid the fiber optic camera between the doors. He pulled the small tablet from the back of his infiltration gear and turned it on. The whole level had empty, white walls, dangling electric cables and construction lights placed all around it. He saw four cars. Four black SUVs. At least eleven men armed to the teeth.

"Well, so much for getting the package on the spot," came Eva's voice over the radio. 

He sat down on one of the steel beams stabilizing the bumpers on the bottom of the shaft. His suit became more uncomfortable. With unconscious movements, he kept adjusting the arm of the suit.

Where are they? Did Rick bail? Waiting was never his strong suit. He failed a lot of training exercises due to lack of patience. Eva told him that infiltration involves a lot of sitting around and doing nothing. He either adjusts to that, or they were just wasting their time. Jonas wondered if today was going to be a waste of time. 

"Movement!" The low but excited voice of Carl sent an electric shock down his spine. 

Jonas stared at the tablet. The well-dressed thugs started forming a line. Weapons in hand. Ready to kill. Two cars rolled up. Rick's prized car, and a large van. 

Jonas' heart was racing. The back of the tablet became slippery from the sweat of his hands. Sitting no longer felt right. 

The directional mic on the camera wasn't the best, but it was enough for Jonas to hear the conversation.

"Rick fuckin' Gallego. What rock did you hide under all this time?" said one of the thugs.

Rick closed the car door, then scoffed, "wouldn't you like to know? Speaking of rocks, have you brought the merch?"

There was a moment of silence while the thug measured Rick from top to bottom. 

"Aye, it's here. Have you brought the Cursed Child?"

Jonas' breathing stopped. His fingers held the tablet so tight it almost broke. 

"I did, and even something extra for the long wait!"

Rick walked to the back of the van and came back with Billy. Hands tied, but he looked unharmed.

"Jonas," came Eva's voice on the radio, "I know how you must feel now, but please don't do anything rash."

Deep breath. "Don't worry Eva, I won't screw up saving him this time."

The thug snapped his fingers. An old guy in a suit stepped out of a SUV with a suitcase. He knelt down next to Billy.

"Hey, little fellow. This will only sting for a minute!"

The old guy took a sample from Billy's arm. They wanted to make sure he had the genetic marker. Billy didn't even flinch, just kept looking the old guy in the eyes. Brave kid. After a few seconds, the old guy nodded towards the thug and went back to the car.

"My associate told me that the CURRS chip was already deactivated. I wonder how you managed that? You know everyone is going to be in the market for that now."

"My associates were in the CURRS program, so they know how it works," said Rick while extending his arm, "may I?"

The thug nodded to another one, who handed a silver briefcase to Rick. His car door opened. Elias Shemmy stepped out of it.

"Is that who I think it is, kid?"

"Yes."

Jonas wasn't sure if the cult was still involved with Rick, but this made it certain. Elias opened the case and reached inside. After a few seconds, he pulled out his hand and took the briefcase to the car with him.

"We can't risk losing him, Jonas," started Eva, "I go after them, and you go after the kids."

"Roger, take Granny and the van, Carl can find a ride for us."

"No!" The fast response from Eva startled him. "I go alone. You guys need the van more than I do. I'll go up and find a ride. You stick with the kids."

Jonas learned not to argue with Eva. One last look. Billy was taken back to the van, as Rick handed over the keys. Time to go.

***

Following the mafia with Granny's van unnoticed would have been impossible. But Williams put all sorts of gadgets into the suit. Like a tracking device. Jonas managed to shoot one onto the van with the kids. The three of them were tailing the convoy a few streets behind. Eva's quick answer bothered him. He was so prepared for the missions. What he suggested was still the best plan based on everything he learned. Did she prioritize the kids over the cult? Now wasn't the time to start doubting himself.

"Why did they stop?" asked Granny staring at the tablet Jonas held in front of her.

"Red light maybe?" said Carl. Granny shot a look at him.

"It's under a bridge according to the map, so doubt it," said Jonas.

"They discovered the tracking device?" came the next idea from Carl.

"Doubt it. It's more likely they ditched the van, I'll ch—"

"They are moving," said Granny, putting the van in gear.

A thirty-minute cruise later Jonas already knew where they were going. The docks. There were a couple of warehouses there that were presumably tied to the Mafia. Jonas read the ZTU reports. All ZTU reports. It allowed him to connect dots others couldn't. 

"Warehouse C, that's where they are going," said Jonas. He tapped away on the screen. The schematics of the building were loaded to the tablet and his mind a minute later. "There," he pointed to the map, "park the car there. We'll jump over the fence with Carl, and arrive before they do."

Granny nodded. She floored the pedal, pushing Jonas into his seat, and Carl to the back of the van. Jonas accessed the nearby cameras so Granny can act as their Big Brother. 

The van didn't even come to a full stop, but they jumped out and ran towards the fence. Jonas wanted to climb it, but his friend pulled him back. From one of his pockets, he drew a laser wire cutter. They were on the other side in seconds. 

Sneaking their way to the building proved to be difficult. Some ship must have arrived late, as the dock workers were unloading foul smelling crates. They wouldn't have blended in with their tactical gear, so they needed to make sure not to be seen.

"Carl, you have to stay here."

"Wha- why?"

"They will have a hard time spotting me in my suit, but I need a diversion so I can climb in there," pointed Jonas to an open window high on the wall of the old warehouse. 

"Got it." Carl moved over to a large stack of boxes. A thick rope was keeping the tower together. As soon as he cut the lines, it fell down like a tower of cards. The dock workers stood around it, holding their heads.

Jonas made a run for it. These old buildings were still built from bricks. Durable, but not everlasting. Just enough so that no one ever renovated the outside. The irregularities on the wall were perfect points for him to place his feet, and climb up without effort.

Three jumps were all it took for him to get in the window and climb to the center of the steel frame stabilizing the roof. The lamps were all below him, which made him practically invisible.

"They are here," came the voice of Granny.

"I'm gonna look for an alternate way in, buddy."

Deep breath. In. Out. In. Out. It didn't work. Jonas' heartbeat would have made a cardiac monitor sound the alarm. This wasn't good. He was too close to blow it now.

The large metal doors of the warehouse opened slowly. A light breeze moved the cluttered paper and dust around the floor. There was nothing in the building. It was just a big empty space and a small office building on the far end.

A van rolled in and the massive doors closed again. The SUV stopped in the middle of the empty building. A thug stepped out.

"Fuckin' sobbing brats," he said under his nose. Then he turned towards the back of the rusty van, "you're gonna thank whoever sold you to us when we give you the opportunity no one else would, you little shits."

Two thugs walked in. "Johnny will pick them up in few minutes," said the taller one, "you cool to play nanny until then?"

"Yeah, yeah," said the driver with a wave, "just gimme a cig, will ya? Whenever I see that Amanda bitch, she gives me the chills. I mean what's with those eye tattoos, man. It's just not natural."

The other one tossed him a pack. "I know what you mean. Last time she got mad at the hostage and literally skinned him in the trunk of her car. I heard some of the elders are creeped out by her as well."

"Can you blame them?" Said the third. "Ugh... you know what, we'll smoke one with you."

"Granny," whispered Jonas, "how many outside?"

"Cannot see," came the quick answer.

"Hans, this might just be our lucky day," Carl's voice was cheerful, "two SUVs left. Only one remains!"

One? It should be two. Wasn't there four in the basement? Maybe it was all the adrenaline. He needed to focus.

Three people. Smoking. Machine guns hanging from the straps. He can take out two from this height with one jump, but the third is problematic.

"Carl, I need another diversion."

"Like it's that easy...You want me to knock on their door," said Carl with a sarcastic tone.

"Yes. I want you to do exactly that."

"Buddy, it was—"

"Now!"

A few seconds later three loud thuds echoed in the building. The thugs looked at each other. Two of them went to the door with the machine guns in their hands.

Jonas rappelled down slowly just above the third guy. He had enough time. No need to rush. His legs were trembling as he used only them to descend. In his hands his favorite toy from Williams: the Shock Rod. A few feet above the thug's head he let go. His landing was silent. The neck was the best point for a quick knockout. 

As the thug collapsed, he held him in his arms, placing him on the floor without a sound. Two left. With each step slightly faster than the next he closed the distance between him and the two thugs. They were about to reach the door.

Zap. Zap.

The two bodies collapsed on the floor.

"Clear," he yelled into the radio. 

This was the point until Jonas could hold it. Dropping the Shock Rods, he ran back to the thug and grabbed the car keys. With shaking hands, he opened the back of the van.

"Jonas!" came the yell of all the kids from the back. They jumped at him, knocking him to the ground. They were all hugging him at whichever spot they've found. A tear rolled down his cheek as he laid on the dusty floor. It took all his might to just sit up.

Carl was leaning against the van, smiling. "You did it, buddy!"

Jonas looked around. He was searching for one particular head he wanted to rub. That head was nowhere to be found. He pulled the little girl from her back.

"Sarah, where's Billy?"

Her smile turned to a frown. "The devil lady took him."

***

"Amanda 'The Ripper' Marconi," Eva said her name with disgust. She was drinking from her usual mug. The one she almost broke the first time they visited Granny together. "She... she is the Marconi family's bogey-man. Well, technically bogey-woman. Her whole body is tattooed, and she has those—"

"Eye Tattoos... yeah, I've heard the thugs talk about her."

"I've heard that she wanted to start her own family. The war with the ZTU made the Marconis vulnerable. I don't think this is the last Spectre she will get." Eva took a sip from the mug.

"That gotta be why there were only three SUVs at the warehouse, and why they stopped under that bridge," said Granny.

"I'm sorry, kid. I really am," said Eva grabbing his hand. 

Jonas stared at the floor. There was no one to blame. He lost Billy again. Now, to an even worse fate than before. There was nothing he could do. The 'Ripper' was even more elusive than the cult. She appeared out of nowhere and then disappeared. Rumor had it that she received Spectre training. A Spectre with free will. 

 Granny's face appeared in front of him.

"Jonas. You did well today. Look at all the kids you've saved! I understand that Billy is not among them, but now we know where to look for him," she smiled, "you did the best anyone could. Don't act like saving all those other kids meant nothing!"

"It's not worth looking for her directly," said Jonas. The others shared a look. "If she wants to start her own family, she will need time and resources. She knows the cult can deactivate CURRS chips so she will be in contact with them. The sooner we find the cult, the sooner we get to Amanda. The sooner we get Billy back."

Jonas wanted to believe this. He had to believe this. Still, that feeling in his stomach didn't want to fade. You failed him again. You should have known something was up when the van stopped. 

"So," interjected Carl, "good thing Agent Four tracked down the cult, right?"

Jonas lifted his head to look at Eva. Her cheeks became pinker.

"I-I've lost them," she said taking another sip.

"You're kidding, right?" asked Carl. 

"No, and don't gimme that look!" she pointed her finger at him. "They... I don't know... vanished."

"Like Robin?" 

Eva smashed the mug on the table and stormed outside.

Jonas looked at Carl and shook his head.

"Are you guys coming?" yelled Eva from outside. "If you miss tonight's party, I'm sure someone will get suspicious."

He gave a hug to Granny, then walked outside. There was one more challenge for today. The Party.

***

"Pretty boy!" exclaimed Robin as Carl and Jonas walked in the door. She started making her way through the crowd.

The place was full. People got word that Zero decided to turn a blind eye to Agent Six bringing in booze. The ZTU had many things to celebrate. Gabriel - Agent Six - brought all kinds of stuff.

"We," she started and pointed her finger back and forth between herself and Jonas, "have unfinished business! Ha-ha!" Robin wasn't her usual self. She was loosened up.

"I'm gonna go get a drink, buddy," said Carl, then he walked to the large table with the ice buckets on it.

"Hey! Stop ignoring me, Pretty Boy!"

"Robin, sorry, I'm not—"

"I don't give a shit about your mood. We decide it now!"

"Decide what?" asked Gabriel as he appeared next to them out of nowhere.

"The tie... but how," she said, as she dramatically caressed her chin, "oh I know! A drinking contest! It's a one of a kind opportunity Pretty Boy, what do you say?"

Jonas looked at Agent Six for help, but he just raised his hands, "I'm just a regular customer here tonight, Cadet. No police, no law!"

 Gabriel went on to chug the rest of the beer in the bottle he was holding, as to reassure Jonas that he meant it. A loud belch came out from him, which was greeted with loud applause by the crowd. Agent Six was a rock star today.

Jonas still wanted to refuse. It didn't feel right. But maybe. Maybe the alcohol will fade that feeling in his stomach.

"I'm in."

Robin blinked a few times. Then ran off, returning with a bottle of vodka. A few seconds later they were sitting at a table, and the whole room was watching them.

She poured the first round. Then the second. Then the third. Jonas felt numbness in his tongue and gentle buzz in his head.

"How did you vanish?" Jonas asked as he poured the next round.

"Oh that. I'll tell you if you win! Ha-ha!" 

They downed seven more rounds. Then he stopped counting. At some point, the crowd's interest faded, as they saw this is not going to be over soon. And it wasn't. Gabriel had to stop them. He said something about Zero cutting his head off.

The next memory Jonas had was standing outside. Leaning on his knees. He looked to the side. Robin was there in a similar pose.

"Remember, whoever pukes first, loses!"

Jonas managed to hold it in. The fresh air helped him pull it together after half an hour. 

Robin didn't give up. She wanted to win so hard. Jonas didn't understand why. There was no real tie. Her scores were above his. She came up with a few more contests throughout the night. None of them were conclusive. 

The cool grass was caressing the back of his neck as he watched the stars. Jonas just wanted to lie there until morning.

"OK! Last contest! Promise!"

"You said that an hour ago, Robin. Just drop it! I give up! You already won, why the struggle?"

"No. I have my reasons... This is the last one. Pinky-swear!"

Jonas stood up from the fresh grass. Robin's face was few inches away. They were behind Vespa. It was already closed, and people went to their dorms. They still had their buzz.

"Staring contest. Go!"

Jonas felt compelled to follow her instructions. He stared into her mischievous eyes. Then at her lips. Her breath became faster and shallower every second. The residual smell of alcohol just made her more intoxicating. Jonas tried to resist, but it was no use. The impulse came, and he couldn't stop it. He grabbed her neck kissed her. A sting. She bit his lips. Jonas pulled back but then felt her weight on him, and two legs locking behind his back. He lost balance and fell back. Their lips separated. Jonas felt her shallow breath on his face slowly fade. He opened his eyes. Robin was sitting on him, taking her uniform off.

"You lost, Pretty Boy, now you're mine!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part III 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen: Zero

 

Zero was sitting in his old chair in the new building. From the top floor of the main tower he could see the sun rising over the horizon. Zero was down, to the front office building, which was hugging the tower like an arc.

The main tower was still unfinished. The Mayor had grandiose plans for the ZTU headquarters. An almost thirty story building. A round building. 

He didn't know why the idea of a round building bothered him. It just wasn't the natural way buildings looked like. Or maybe it was just the last drop. 

Ever since the growing success of the organization, Mayor Nelson invited him to PR meetings, where he had to sit with experts for excruciatingly long hours where they talked about the image of the ZTU. It was in one of these meetings where a small guy with a mustache pitched the idea of 'The Pillar of Hope' as the thought behind the new building. Needless to say, the Mayor was a sucker for it.

  The ZTU moved in three months ago, so real operations could actually begin outside of the Academy. The unit proved his worth by decreasing crime and putting two prominent Mafia families of Capitol city behind bars. 

The interior of the building looked like something out of a futuristic movie. Everything white and decorated with glass. The mayor put his money where his mouth was. Or rather, the Mafia's confiscated money.

The police became the secondary law enforcement organization six months ago, and as promised, money was siphoned to the ZTU. Touchscreen panels everywhere, even in the toilets. The unpolished white walls were given color by the mood lights placed at different points around the building. It was comfortable. Like home. It annoyed the hell out of Zero. This was not the natural way of things. If it were up to him, they would have been in an underground bunker somewhere outside the city. Back in the old days a functioning radio and radar were all they needed. 

All this tech was bound to break down at some point. Some of it already has. Zero kept receiving reports and requests to authorize repairs on systems that were supposed to be already in use. It was no surprise really. Out of the twelve floors were built, only three or four of them were actually complete, the rest was still 'in progress' concerning wiring, air conditioning, security to only name a few. The planning was terrible, the contractors even worse. Shipments went missing. Not just the building materials. Shipments of enforcer gear, weapons, gizmos, and most importantly coffee seemed to get lost in the Capitol City Triangle.

But the 'kids' went crazy when they received their own R&D department. Toys. Useful toys, but still only toys. However, it did help them become isolated from other government units. No need to go to other departments to get samples analyzed was a significant advantage. That is why he had the machine the cult build here. No one was able to find out what it did, but at least here, it was safe.

All this money could have been spent on better things, but Agent Two managed to convince him, that being 'hip' and 'cool' will bring more people to their cause. 

His face went stiff when he remembered the next 'tour'. 

The mayor put more secret clauses in the contract than Zero noticed. Now that customer-facing offices were ready in the building in front of the tower, they had regular tours to show children and their parents where taxes went, and to show people they can lead normal lives, as the ZTU Watchdog was never sleeping. 

It took all of Zero's might not to punch the Mayor, when he came up with the mascot. A dog... a 'watchdog'. 

He turned his head, and from the corner of his eye he measured the tall figure hanging from the wall.

The mayor's PR rep had a costume made. It stood in Zero's office, mocking him. A reminder to read contracts more carefully in the future.

He chased the thought of the mayor asking him to hold press conferences in the mascot costume and stood up to go to the mess hall to make a coffee for himself.

A quick elevator ride later, he was in the lobby, slowly walking toward the echoing halls to the canteen. It was empty now.

From the recruitment and the cadets from the Academy there were now thirty field agents working for the ZTU, not counting the Enforcers and the Patrol units gathered from volunteers from the police and military. 

The ZTU program was such a success, that the government extended their contract. They were only operating domestically, but at a much broader spectrum. The mayor was now using the victory for his campaign to become President. Anyone was better than the current one. It wasn't the president's fault that the Mafia families got this out of hand, but he didn't do much to prevent it either.

Zero searched for his mug for a few minutes before he could start making coffee. The cleaning detail amused themselves with always putting the mugs in different cupboards every day. At least that is how he imagined it.

He took a sip from the black piece of art the overly expensive espresso machine produced. 

The canteen started to echo metallic clinking and chopping noises as the kitchen crew began preparing breakfast. The room could fit at least a hundred people comfortably. 

He glanced at the clock at the other end of the mess hall. Ten more minutes until the new field agents arrive. 

Until Jonas arrives.

Zero pushed his eyebrows together with his fingers, and brushed them a few times. He still wasn't sure. Two years have passed since he met Jonas during the boy's attempt to infiltrate the Academy. Now he was a graduated ZTU agent. The events around Jonas still bothered Zero. Was the boy a victim of the consequences, or was he a spy for the Children of the Void?  He needed to know.

Knock-knock. Zero turned to the right to see a silhouette inside the door frame. He could recognize her anywhere. As she stepped closer inside, her shape started to fill with color. Her red hair and blue eyes were just the cherries on top her perfect figure. No ordinary man had a chance if she wanted something. Partly because of her looks, partly because how ruthless she could be. When she talked about torturing people, it was if she was talking about her hobby. Like it was the most natural thing in the world. It scared the shit out of Zero.

"The rooks will be arriving soon, boss," she said while walking towards the coffee maker, not breaking eye contact for a second.

"I know," said Zero with a low monotone voice, taking a deep breath. "Strange. When I started this show, I thought I'd be fighting the Mafia day and night. Now, with more and more reports of the cult coming in I'm playing chess with an unknown enemy, not even knowing what their endgame is." He paused for a bit. "Is the cult really that dangerous? Is my focus on the right thing, Eva? Should I be more concerned with the increasing number of Cursed Children being abducted?"

"I think the Mafia is a lurking danger, but their only endgame is being rich and powerful. The cult... they are scarier as we still don't know what they want. We still don't know what that device does. Or if they were able to rebuild it. That makes them a priority in my book. The Cursed Children thing is sad, but if these people have created a weapon of mass destruction, it pales in comparison."

Zero nodded to himself, "my thoughts were along the same lines."

"Have you decided about Jonas?" She started grinding the coffee.

"We will put him on surveillance duty," Zero gave a slight nod, as to reassure himself.

"I feel like I'm betraying him... again..."

"Well you've been doing it for awhile now, I'm sure you got used to it," he didn't need to glance at her, to know she was staring daggers.

"You're the boss," she said after a minute of silence.

Agent Four was never one who put up a lot of arguing. But Zero knew her. The way she looked at him meant 'I don't agree with you, and you should think about it more.' 

Zero did think about it. A lot. Jonas had no suspicious activity ever since the incident, and all feedback and evaluation from his peers told he was going to become an excellent field agent. But the information was still leaking out to the cult. It had to. No one is that lucky for so long. The cult was always one step ahead. He investigated others as well. All agents were re-vetted. No results. Zero clung to the idea of Jonas being the mole. It wasn't an obsession. It was merely the only lead. Occam's Razor.

Agent Four held her pink mug with the puppy paw prints on it in both hands, and leaned against the counter with her back so she could see the clock. Then she periodically glanced at Zero, who was standing next to him, as she took small sips from her coffee.

"No, Eva, I've made up my mind."

"What if you're wrong?"

"If all goes as planned, we'll know soon enough," he said raising his head, "If I'm wrong, he'll be bored for a while, maybe even angry," he turned towards her, "but what if I'm right?"

She didn't say a word and just looked him in the eye.

"I've worked too hard for this. We... We worked too hard for this. Look at what we've achieved in such little time. I know you think you feel some kind of connection to him, but he could still be the mole."

"If he is, he has to be the best."

"You've seen his results, hell, you wrote half of the reports on him. Would you be that surprised if he was?" She didn't respond. Zero put down the mug, turned towards the counter and leaned against it. He let out a sigh while he closed his eyes, "I've made my decision. I promise to give him whatever assignment he wants, if he is clean. If I'm wrong, god knows he earned it."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen: Jonas

 

"Isn't this exciting, Hans! We're finally becoming field agents!" said Carl grabbing Jonas' shoulder and shaking him from the seat behind.

"Yeah, well, keep it in your pants for a few more hours, until we are done with orientation."

This was all Carl could talk about for weeks. 

They got out of the truck in the area behind the tower surrounded by the high walls. The yard was still full of construction materials, steel beams, vehicles, and cranes. The construction crew was having their early morning coffee and cigarettes. The massive walls around the building were as high as the one around the park.

Jonas looked up at the tower in progress. Half of it was already complete. It was easy to measure. As an elegant solution to the thirteenth-floor problem, it was skipped entirely with just the supporting structure built. 

It reminded Jonas of triple-A battery, the size of thirteen stories. And according to the plans he saw, another 'triple-A battery' just like the first thirteen will be built on top of it by the time it's finished. The skeleton of it could already be seen. There were two other buildings under construction to their left and right. One would be the barracks and the other the temporary holding cells.

A heavy duffel bag to the chest woke him from lingering at his surroundings. Carl just finished unpacking from the trunk. The driver put the truck in the large garage next to the gate as the B-Team went inside the building. 

The lobby was huge, at least two stories high, supported by thick unpolished white columns placed scarcely in a circle shape. There were couches and flowers set around the columns. The big walls of glass let a lot of light inside. Opposite to them was the hallway to the front office, where the enforcers - Zero's re-imagined police unit - dealt with the public. It was intended to replace the police and it was a great success. 

Jonas went by the building with Carl the day before. The front office was welcoming. No walls around it. Fountains and green grass made it look like an expensive hotel. Zero must have hated it. The front office divided the square block diagonally. Splitting the area into the welcoming front office with the tower behind it, and securely guarded are surrounded by the walls. Like Yin and Yang. 

People felt safe within the walls, knowing they are in ZTU territory. The clerks filed everything in the central system and then Triage sent it to either the police or to the relevant ZTU department. 

In the center of the lobby was the glass tube of the elevator. See through spiraling stairs were running along the side of the tube. As they looked up, they could see the corridors of the other floors in the hollow building. Wide, see-through catwalks connected the elevator with the different levels, slightly tilted on every floor. Each level had its catwalk slightly turned with a few degrees, which gave the illusion like they were also spiraling. A massive skylight on the top was letting in enough light, to make the white walls glow. Or maybe it was the dust from the construction. Jonas took a deep breath with his hands on his hip. The new paint smell tickled his nose.

The white marble floor had the insignia of the ZTU etched in it in the size of a truck. A shield with a wolf's face on it. It was designed by the mayor's PR rep. 

The B-Team slowly proceeded towards the elevator in the middle of the circular auditorium. Every head was spinning like they were in an amusement park. 

There was a loud yawn echoing from the walls. All of them turned around.

"Sorry!" Cezar was looking terribly sleepy. 

Jonas wouldn't have minded a coffee himself. He had a strange mixture of alertness and the urge to just lie down on one of the comfortable looking leather sofas placed around the columns and sleep a few more hours.

"I hope I get some juicy assignment like a drug cartel busting!" said Carl, with a hint of madness in his eyes.

"As your first one? Doubt it," Cezar ended the sentence with another yawn.

"Why not?"

"Cause the juicy cases will all be assigned to me," said Robin from who appeared behind them out of nowhere, "I may even get other juicy things assigned to me, ain't that right, Pretty Boy?" she said with her usual smirk, slapping Jonas' butt. 

"I'm not the one having to keep it in his pants, buddy!" said Carl, patting his shoulder twice.

She turned around to check on her Merry Men entering the building. 

After the first year, the instructors mixed up the groups so that the rivalry wouldn't get out of hand. Except for Carl and Robin. They were a volatile mixture. He knew it was killing Carl that they could not boast about them having the first official ZTU mission.

On the other hand, Robin and Jonas was the perfect mixture. Too good. During that night where Agent Six smuggled in some alcohol for them, he got a taste of what was really under her uniform. Her passion cost him two broken ribs. She never wanted anything more than casual, but Jonas saw enough people succumb to drug addiction to never give in to the temptation named Robin again. He had several holes in his heart, and this girl was like pure heroin.

Lost in his thoughts he didn't even notice the bickering starting between Carl and Robin, but the clicking sound of high heels interrupted them before it could escalate.

Agent Four was coming from the front office. When their eyes met, he saw a glimpse of a smile on her face.

Jonas and Eva became like brother and sister over the past year. She was spending a lot of her time on campus teaching, training, and planning operations. 

The guys were of course super jealous of him. When Eva showed up, all they could do was drool. This didn't change.

"Alright ladies and gentlemen, if you were to follow me to orientation, please." 

They started walking up the stairs around the glass tube.

"Welcome to the Pillar of Hope, rooks! Don't be surprised about the emptiness of the building, as it's still under construction, and our recruitment process for non-operatives was painfully slow so far. Director Zero agreed last week to remove the stress interview - which left a few people with severe mental trauma - so this place should be more lively soon. After orientation, someone will take you for a tour of the premises. For not only field agents and supporting staff are present in the building, but as more floors and the barracks become finished, the enforcers will move in," she reached the top of the stairs and led them through the catwalk onto the circle corridor. Her voice echoed off the walls. "So far we have twelve floors, not including the R&D Lab below ground, which is off limits without proper security clearance. You can easily know that you try to go where you cannot by the loud beep followed by Access Denied!"

People started murmuring, but all Jonas could focus on, was how stunning the building was from the inside. They went into a large room and sat in the same chairs they had at the Academy. The ones that had the little folding table on them. The back-breaker. 

It was designed to be impossible to sleep in. That never stopped Cezar from doing it though. 

The whole building was covered in windows, which let in a lot of light, and were also potential points of entry. Jonas was wondering how Zero agreed to the design. He chose a seat near the window. The furniture still had that new smell. There were no marks on the white walls, and no scratches on the folding table.

Eva started talking on the podium before the giant screen at the end of the room near the door. She was telling them how proud the ZTU is of them, and that they will get their assignments according to their skills, and the positions required. On the podium lay a large stack of files. At the moment she reached for the first, the door swung open. 

Zero entered in his usual black overcoat, combat boots, and utility belt. Always ready for anything. Jonas could feel the pressure building up in the room, as all eyes were focused on Zero. 

With slow steps, he approached Eva and signaled for her to step aside. She raised an eyebrow, then walked to the window. Crossing her hands in front of herself, she leaned against the glass wall.

"You all know why we are here. The true challenge starts now. Remember, you are still rookies in this organization, and it will take time to get assignments like the Big Guys," he scanned the whole room with his eyes. Jonas imagined how his gaze is a scanner, and if he spots anything he doesn't like, their career just ended in this room. "But from now on, unless you're undercover, you will come to the briefing with the rest of the field agents."

Zero started reading the names, and assignments, putting files from one stack to another.

Jonas felt a lump in his throat. Eva told him that she is being replaced at the Academy, so he was hoping, he could get an assignment with her. A real one. Chances were slim though. Most likely he would get intel gathering missions.

Carl and Cezar got assigned to Agent Eleven to bust a drug cartel.

"HA!" yelled Carl as he turned towards Robin. 

"Anything of value to add, Mr. Finn?" said Zero, tilting his head.

Carl cleared his throat, "No, sir," then he turned to Cezar, and they did their weird handshake thing, grinning like idiots. Jonas drifted apart from the team because of the direct coaching. But it was a price he was willing to pay.

Well, he got what he wanted. Jonas crossed his fingers behind his back. Come on universe... I've held myself to the Covenant, now is your time to pay up!

"Jonas Hansen, new designation Agent Thirty-Two; Solo mission," his heartbeat rose quickly, "Surveillance of the Park for suspicious activities."

What the hell? Was it a joke? It was the job of the Patrol Units. They were the show the ZTU put on so citizens would feel safe.

"Ever since people aren't shitting their pants after dark, thanks to us, they've been spending more time in the park. Now they are afraid again. People claim seeing an 'invisible man' walking..."

"How could they see if it's invisible?" asked Allan from the Merry Men.

"Well, that's what we need to find out!" Zero's emotionless face was staring at Jonas. 

"Don't forget your Proton Pack, Venkman!" said Robin in her raspy voice. The room started laughing.

"Is this amusing for you Ms. Quirk? You wish to take over the assignment maybe?"

She coughed, "No, sir! Sorry, sir!"

The rest of the rookies got assigned to ongoing cases with a mentor, two even got undercover missions.

Jonas looked at Eva, but she was busy looking out the window. 

She was avoiding his gaze. Something was wrong with all of this, but Jonas was too afraid to ask directly from Zero. He would wait until the end of the briefing and clarify things with her. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen: Kyra

 

Kyra was sitting in the canteen looking at her coffee. Another boring day is about to begin. She noted yet again that she should buy a mug and not increase her carbon footprint by drinking from these cheap plastic cups.

This is not what she had in mind when she joined the ZTU program. 

She glanced at the clock on the wall. There were few minutes left until the mind-numbing data mining begins. Natalie would think she's a disgrace.

She prepared yet another re-assignment request, but she already knew what will Zero's answer be. The same as the last three times.

Kyra was assigned to be an intelligence analyst. What this meant is that she analyzed data and handed it to the Big Brothers during or in preparation to missions, and the Big Brothers fed the intel directly to the field agents. 

What it really meant was looking at screens for nine hours interrupted by some forehead banging on the keyboard. It was a waste of Kyra's abilities. Not that someone could have done it like her. But still. This was not what she worked so hard for. This wasn't the dream.

Zero told her agents that in the first year of service they will have to prove themselves, but she expected a bit more action. The only thing that kept her from leaving was her promise and that the R&D unit was set up a few month ago, and they allowed her to join in on projects. Just not the project she wanted - the one with the alien signal she discovered. 

Although the eggheads weren't able to make sense of anything, it was still the discovery of the century. This was her biggest achievement. She showed everybody what she was capable of using her brain. This also was what made sure she would never get out of Intelligence Analysis type if jobs.

Kyra scoffed and pushed the cold coffee away with her finger.

She didn't tell anyone about her little trip to the park though. Jonas' lie saved her that day, and she didn't want to ruin it, at least in the beginning. Alien signals are one thing, but an alien being here on Earth, that's completely different. Kyra doubted they would have taken her seriously if she came forward. Or they would have, and locked her up somewhere. No thank you!

There was only one person that she could have talked about these things with, but since they had their big fight with Jonas, they haven't talked at all. All the efforts she put into her social skills slowly evaporated, and she went back to her old self. Chrissy remained her friend for a while, but she gave up after a few months of trying. Kyra didn't blame her. Chrissy became a great field agent. Rounding up bad guys like handing out parking tickets. This was honestly a surprise for Kyra. It made it clear to her that she is a terrible judge of character. Not that she needed reassurance after the Jonas incident.

She was just better off alone. This must have been part of the reason she had to sit in front of a computer all day long and analyze data instead of catching bad guys. Probably her file said 'Lone Wolf', 'Not a team player' or 'Will die alone in a house full of cats'. 

Would it have gone different, if they remained friends with Jonas? Would Jonas help her get social and make more friends? Would he have talked her out of buying that motorbike? Would she have been cool enough without it? Would they have become a couple? But the end of this train of thought was always the same: 'Fuck Jonas!'

"Mornin' darlin', can an old man share your table?" 

Professor Oerult was the closest thing she had to a friend at HQ. He was the lead scientist in the R&D department. Her only contact to the project working on the alien signal. She was in a 'consultant' state, as they were still using her confiscated sensor to study the transmissions.

Whatever little hair he had left, accumulated near his ears. He was old. Kyra wasn't sure how old, but his face reminded her of a Shar Pei. Especially his lack of eyebrows. He was fumbling in the chest pocket of his white lab coat. Finally, he pulled out a spoon.

 She tried to force a smile, but her performance wasn't even convincing when she was in a good mood. It wasn't a surprise the Doc saw through it.

"Somethin' botherin' you darlin'?" He said while slowly sinking into his chair. He had a bowl of cereal in his hand filled to the brim with milk.

"Nothing... it's just..." she took a deep breath, and closed her eyes. The smell of eucalyptus coming from the Doc was calming her nerves, "it's been one year since I started, and the others already got their real assignments, and I'm still in my rookie seat. I thought life wouldn't be so boring here."

"I bet nobody else has a team to boss around from the fellows you started with," he said before putting the first spoon of what Kyra assumed to be bolts and nails in his mouth, and started grinding them with his teeth. 

It was true. The Big Brothers all reported to her, but still.

"I never left this building on official business, Doc. It's like they are afraid I'll screw things up."

She opened her eyes and looked at the Doc. Professor Oerult was always kind and patient with her and always offered sound advice.

"Well, darlin' I dunno what to say. I'm sure as soon as the new recruits settled in, they'll let you do more of what you want."

"We'll see..."

"But why today?"

"What do you mean?"

"Well," he started, with his mouth half full, "it has been like this for a while, so why you get to this point today? Something else must have happened."

It did. Kyra was asked to help set up the access of the rooks who started that day. Jonas was among them.

"Nothing in particular," she said while playing with her badge. 

She glanced at the Doc again. He had a frown on his face. When he finished chewing, he put down the spoon on the table. 

Kyra couldn't help but think how unsanitary that is. If he goes through the trouble of having his own spoon, why the hell does he put it down like that?

She straightened up when the Doc leaned in close to her. He was looking around like he was about to steal something. Once the shock was gone, she felt compelled to look around and lean in as well. Whatever magic cream the Doc used, at this distance, it was burning her nose.

"I'm not supposed to tell you, and you must keep it a secret... promise?"

"Of course!" She said, trying to let out as little air as possible.

"You know the alien transmission we have been studying?" Kyra's eyes went wide while she gave a slight nod, "their origin is not from space, it's from earth."

"YES! I KNEW IT!" She slammed her fists on the table, spilling half of the Doc's cereal and the rest of her coffee. 

The Doc fumbled to keep the spoon from falling off the table. She looked around and saw few people in the canteen look at her, then shake their head.

She leaned forward again, and continued in a low voice, "did you manage to pinpoint the origin?"

"No, it would take weeks, even if it was stationary. It uses some weird principle to transmit. Our equipment is not designed for this," the professor put his hand on her fist, "listen, you cannot tell anybody about this."

"Sure thing, Doc," she said. A spaceship did land back when she saw it, and the extraterrestrials are still here on Earth! "You have to let me in on the project! Please! You know how good I am with this! I'll... I'll even teach everyone how to properly configure my scanner!"

"I'm sorry darlin' but this is a level five project. Something you wouldn't even know about if it wasn't you discovering the signal in the first place," Kyra used the only useful thing she learned regarding human interactions, the 'puppy eyes'. "Please don't put me in this position," he raised his arms. His lab coat was dripping milk. "Look at what you've done..."

Milk was pouring to the floor. Kyra jumped up and told him she will get paper towels. She walked across the room to the fridge and saw a bunch of loud people go past the door.

"And this is the canteen... no Mr. Hernandez, we don't have time for a quick bite."

They are here. Jonas is here. She took a step towards the door and stopped. With the paper towel in her hands, Kyra stood there like a statue, looking at her black boots. Seconds passed, and she was motionless. Her black hair was cutting off her vision to the sides. The heat rose in her cheeks. 

No. I tried apologizing enough. Fuck Jonas! Kyra spun around and went back to the table. She was trying to get Jonas out of her head, and focus on the good news. 

There is an alien on this planet. She had to be the one to find it. Kyra already knew how she will do that.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty: Jonas

 

Eva went out of the briefing room as soon as Zero finished with the assignments and handed out the files. A middle-aged lady came in with huge glasses. She wasn't in uniform, so she had to be part of the non-operative staff. Her name was Matilda.

She took them around HQ, showing where are the facilities. 

They went back and up to the third floor of the tower, and Matilda showed them to their desks. Everybody received the same setup. A laptop, a desk lamp, and an IP phone. His desk was facing the windows.

Carl's desk was across his. Agents were set up in pairs, facing each other. In this area were ten pairs of desks. Some of them already had clutter on them in the form of files, coffee mugs, and chewed stationary.

Robin walked over to him from her table. Hands behind her back, lips pressed together she knocked him with her shoulder.

"Hey, Jonas, I'm... shit... you know I'm not good at this... I didn't—"

"It's OK Robin, it wasn't you who assigned me to this case," said Jonas showing air quotes.

"Don't be so sure..." came Carls low voice from the other end of the table.

She frowned at Carl with her tongue out then continued, "I'm sure they just want to keep you ready for some A-class spy shit," her faint smile felt reassuring.

"Thanks, Robin. One can only hope."

She leaned closer to whisper in his ear, "and you know, if you ever get bored in that park, I can join you to make it more interesting."

As she leaned away, she moved her eyebrows up and down, before she returned to her table.

"All of you, please proceed to the first-floor armory. Except for you dear," the woman pointed at Jonas, "you can come in after the others finished. You'll be on watch from midnight, right? Go home, dear, get some sleep, this takes a while until all the paperwork is done, don't wait it out."

Matilda lead out the rookies from the room. Carl stopped next to his chair on the way out.

"You okay, buddy?" Carl's voice was somehow apologetic.

"I'm... fine. I'm lucky to get the least dangerous job, and still get all the ZTU benefits, right" he lifted his ZTU branded mug in the air.

"Hans, listen—"

"I'm fine, Carl, really. It's a rookie assignment. I'll just have to prove I'm good at surveillance before I get to be her majesty's most dangerous weapon."

"Whatever you say, Hans. We're gonna grab a beer after work with the guys... you know to... uh..."

"Celebrate."

"Shit... If you don't want to—"

"Love to, but can't. You heard the lady." Jonas smiled at Carl and swiveled his chair towards his desk.

"Whatever you say, buddy."

Jonas was staring at the file, waiting for everyone to leave. His anger was long gone, and disappointment took over. He closed the file and dropped it on the desk, then buried his face in his hands.

Eva said I had a talent for this. Was she lying? Was she being kind? She was talking about joint assignments, making sure Zero will allow Jonas to work with her from day one. He put everything he got into it. Was it not enough? Was he that bad? Did she let her pass due to pity, and because he looked like his dead little brother?

No. Not after all that hard work. It had to be something else. Something that would make Zero distrust Jonas. Even if Eva was against it. 

Replaying her facial expressions in his mind wasn't conclusive, but her body language suggested she wasn't comfortable with the situation. Turning her face away as if she didn't want to see Jonas' reaction. Or was it another one of her tests? She was merciless when it came to tests. Never refraining from pushing Jonas to the edge of a mental breakdown. All in his best interest of course.

A shiver went down his spine remembering interrogation training. It was Eva's firm belief every agent should experience it first hand. To her it was Christmas. 

Jonas shook the terrible memory of being waterboarded.

If it's a test, then what for? What else could they possibly test? Loyalty? Obedience?

He had to know. He deserved some answers.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One: Kyra

 

After ten hours of eyeball-melting data mining, Kyra leaned back in her chair. Today's brilliant assignments were Mafia communications, comparing reports from field agents, and the risk analysis of the upcoming Boundaries of Science Expo, which was secured by the ZTU. She would usually be done hours ago, but her mind kept focusing on what the Doc said in the morning. There is an alien on this planet, and it could be the one who landed in the park.

The dark room was illuminated by the six huge monitors above her table. Intermittent mouse clicking interrupted the silence of the room. A few guys were hanging around. As she turned around in her chair, she saw skalps behind monitors. It was almost as if a blue halo was covering them.

There were no operations scheduled for today, so he sent the staff home. She looked out the glass wall behind her setup. The sun has gone down long ago. The room was on the eleventh floor just below Zero's office and had a beautiful view of the central train station. The only perk that came with the job was this room. There were no other offices on this level. The Big Brother room took half the floor. The other half was divided between small meeting rooms and relaxing chambers. 

Kyra picked up the plastic water bottle next to her chair from the teal carpet flooring and drank whatever remained in it.

The pinboard to her left was full with takeout menus and the printouts of the first alien transmission.

No one could read or decipher the text so far. The only thing the eggheads managed to do, was to make the visual encoding compatible with the ZTU's operating system and thus print the 'text'. There were probably images as well, but they couldn't match the algorithm to decrypt it.

She was playing with her badge as she examined the strange characters the text was written in, but her mind was elsewhere.

I shouldn't do this. If I get caught, I'm not just out of the ZTU, but probably facing some jail time as well. But then again, if my life is going to be like this, they might as well just kick me out. This is not the 'spy' life I had in mind.

 Kyra used her security clearance to access some protocols which were harmless, but would allow her to act from another terminal. She used the Doc's password, which she glimpsed a month ago to log in through a remote terminal in the R&D lab. The rush of being so close to discovering the first alien suppressed her guilt of betraying Professor Oerult's trust. Don't worry, Doc, I'll only check what you have clearance for anyway.

Kyra looked around for a couple of minutes before she found the report. A copy of the data was downloaded to her personal tablet. Now all she had to do was remove her trace, and analyze it. She had plenty of practice in that. 

Algorithm after algorithm. Kyra tried everything. It was taking slower than expected. She was thinking about the first signal she encountered the day of her date with Jonas. Jonas.

She looked around standing up to make sure everyone left the room and pulled up Jonas' file. 

As she read through the report, she found that Jonas being a Cursed Child has been added to his file, by Eva two month ago. 'I'll choose my friends more carefully from now on', idiot. Is Eva your best friend now? Did you know she is writing a report on you?

She was about to close the file when something caught her eye.

A beeping sound interrupted her. The triangulation was complete.

"Gotcha!" She yelled, "weeks my ass!"

Kyra grabbed her motorcycle's key from the desk, and shot the computer down.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two: Jonas

 

Jonas didn't sleep well. He had weird dreams about Zero assigning him to guard the ZTU toilet.

He looked out the window of the small apartment. It was already dark. The time on his phone showed seven PM. Carl wasn't home, probably already out celebrating with the guys.

He looked around and decided not to search for new clothes. Carl and Jonas got the place a week ago, and everything was still in boxes.

After a quick shower, Jonas grabbed his duffel bag and went to the ZTU HQ. On the bus ride to the tower, he was wondering if Eva was still there.

***

He walked through the massive gate into the courtyard. His badge was already active as Matilda promised. It was a completely different scene than in the morning. There was no one in sight except for the enforcer patrol on the wall. Construction machines appeared to be left where they were when the bell rang signaling the end of the shift.

He went inside using his badge. The building was empty. Only the mood lights provided a faint orange glow on the walls and reflecting from the glass surfaces. His steps echoed in the lobby until he started walking up the stairs. Checking the empty dark office rooms on the first floor, he accepted Eva must have gone home already, and this is not a misunderstanding.

"Alright gentlemen, we can..." came the quiet voice of Eva from above, slowly fading.

Jonas looked up and saw light coming from the twelth floor. Maybe he was lucky.

The elevator was offline. Jonas went to the stairwell and ran up two steps at a time. 

Even though his rigorous training, by the time he reached the twelfth floor, he was beat. Sweat was rolling down his forehead. He leaned on his knees to catch his breath.

The light was coming from Zero's office.

Barging in and demanding answers would probably provoke an undesired effect, so he decided to wait outside until they finish. 

As he got closer to the room, his steps became more careful, sneaking the last few steps towards the office. It became second nature. He realized getting caught now would probably raise questions.

The door wasn't closed shut. Jonas placed the duffel bag on the floor. The words became clearer with every step. 

On the tip of his toes, he snuck up to the edge of the glass wall of the room. The voice of Zero came from inside.

"Alright people, Agent Six has been working on this case since the beginning, with Agent Seven and Eight helping out, but it seems like we need to involve more people to wrap this up fast. Agent Six, can you fill in the others?"

"Sure thing. So the Children of the Void is essentially a fanatic group that - in their words - try to rid humanity from the burden of the material world. We've been trying to locate them for the past year with no luck. They are responsible for stealing the Power Core developed at the Academy. We are still unsure what their machine does exactly, but it requires an immense amount of energy."

"So it's not a bomb?" asked an unknown voice.

"Not that we can tell. We analyzed the parts and materials they need to construct a new one and have been monitoring the market, but there were no definitive leads. They are very elusive. I haven't been able to catch a member alive yet, they all shop at the same cyanide candy store." 

"So far we suspected that they have a mole in the ZTU," said Zero, "but now we are sure. We found traces of a message sent to them in the logs. We put together parts of it. It reads: 'Getting close. Time is of the essence. Transcendence is near."

"What does this mean?" asked another unknown voice.

"It means they are planning something soon." There was a minute of silence, a sharp thud and the creaking of wood, "gentlemen, at this point, I'm willing to promote the shit out of anyone, who gets their home address on my table," said Zero sounding dead serious, "use whatever resource necessary. Pull agents and rooks out of current assignments, I don't care! I want them in the holding cell by the end of the week!"

The sound of chairs moving around inside was the cue for Jonas to sneak away from the room. He went inside the nearest office. It was unfinished. He hid behind one of the big toolboxes.

I might get to do Agent work after all. I'm sure they are going to pull me from night duty as well. But what if they don't? 

A dark feeling came over him. 

What if they catch them, and they all kill themselves. I'll never find out where Billy is. I have to be part of this. And the only way is me finding them first.

 

***

The temporary armory was on the second floor. Here the walls appeared the same, but Matilda told them, they have been re-enforced, but once the barracks are ready, the armory will be moved there. After that, they will have a very secure shower unit and changing room.

Opposite the elevator was a massive metal door with a laptop size LED panel next to it. The screen was off. Jonas tried tapping it a few times, but there was no response. He knocked on the door.

"Come in it's open! ... piece of shit." said a guy in a croaky voice.

Jonas opened the thick door. On the inside, it had an intricate mechanism with hydraulic pipes and cylinders as thick as his arms.

"Useless piece of shit."

"Sorry?" said Jonas, and then looked at the man. He was short, bald-headed, wearing a white tank top. He was standing behind a bulletproof counter, like a teller in a bank. There were endless shelves of guns in the room behind him. 

"The door? All this metal to make something explosion and bulletproof when all you need is a little spark, and boom the system fails. Like many things in this building, this is incomplete as well. But if something goes missing, who are they going to blame? Me, of course. Things like these make me question whoever is in charge here, right?"

Jonas wasn't sure how to respond to that. He looked around the small room. There were a few tables and chairs inside, with another door probably leading to where the guy was. One of the tables had a black duffel bag on it.

"You Jonas, right? I'm Phil. Your 'starter pack' is over there," he pointed at a bag on the table, "grab it, sign it here, so I can go home. If they think I'm not gonna come later because of the extra hours, they are going to be surprised!" He put a paper and a pen on Jonas' side of the counter

Jonas shuffled over to the bag. He took a look at the contents then signed the document.

He waved goodbye to the angry man, who swore something under his nose and went to the locker room adjacent to the armory. As he was dressing in his black uniform, he had second thoughts about going looking for the cult.

Maybe this is the exact reason, I wasn't given real duty. Zero doesn't trust me after what happened at the Academy. He collapsed on the bench and started massaging his elbow. He was thinking about how long will it take for him to get a real assignment, and whether someone would need his help. Eva apparently didn't. Otherwise, she would have fought for them to be assigned together like she told him.

He put on his boots and stood up. The uniform was comfortable, but a bit warm. Not as warm as the vantablack suit Williams gave him. Jonas was disappointed when Williams took it back for analysis.

There was a mirror at the end of the row. Jonas walked up close and took a good look at himself. 

He became a field agent. Does he really want to throw it away? After all, he did show an orphan can be valued member of society?

His thought shifted to Billy. The first night he arrived at the orphanage, Jonas was sneaking back through the window. Billy thought he was a burglar and tried to stop him with a wooden sword and shield. The little guy wasn't afraid. He would have fought anyone to protect his new friends.

Jonas put his left hand on his chest. The wound from the bullet was long gone, but the pain remained. A reminder. He didn't find Billy, nor did the ZTU. His hand dropped and turned into a fist. Jonas was ashamed that he was thinking of his career before he was thinking of Billy.

Whatever the cult tries to do, according to Zero, they will do it soon. It's not about me and my career. It's about finding the cult. Finding Billy. Even if Zero doesn't think I'm able to do it, that is the right thing to do.

Then he realized something. He knew the perfect place to start his investigation. The park, where he first saw the ritual. As luck would have it, that was his exact assignment for that night. While he looks for leads, he still has time to decide whether he will involve the ZTU or not.

***

An hour later, he was at the park. Technically he didn't break any rules yet. He was sent here on duty. Besides, textbooks said, start every investigation at the earliest known location of a crime. 

The park hasn't changed a bit. The funds were still needed elsewhere, and maintenance of a park this size must have cost quite the sum. Without landscaping, the park was like a labyrinth, unless you came with a machete. Unfortunately, it wasn't part of the 'starter pack'.

Jonas retraced his steps by playing back the video-memory from the night he first saw the cult. After a little wandering around, he found the building. The spherical shape a was still a bit odd. It was in the same condition. Abandoned. He was moving carefully, not to be seen by anyone, even though there were no people around. His training by Eva was rigorous, and not often rewarding. It made certain habits form so hard, he couldn't do things otherwise even if he wanted to. One of the lessons was, always expect company. He dug through his bag but found none of the useful gadgets he got to play with at the Academy. Good thing Eva only let him play with them once he could operate without them. He hid the bag with the rest of the items in a bush near the building.

Jonas went inside the building. As he entered through the main door, there were waist high remains of stone columns to his left and right, illuminated by the moonlight coming in from the holes of the collapsed ceiling. The same roof where he first witnessed the strange ritual. 

Jonas took the flashlight from his belt and started looking around for clues. He knew it was a long shot, but what better place to start.

He started looking through the rooms outside the main chamber. The corridor wrapping around the circular room was like a ring. You could walk around the whole main chamber. As he was scanning the walls with his flashlight, there were no ornaments, no remains of statues or paintings on the wall. Only uneven surfaces of the large stones that made up the building.

The rooms were empty. Jonas walked back to the columns. The large metal door's hinges were thick with rust. Dust was coming off the ceiling accompanied by a deep shrieking sound as he pried the door open just enough so he could squeeze in.

The main chamber was pitch black. Jonas remembered the torches burning inside on that night. The flames made the shadows of the columns inside the chamber dance that night. Now with the flashlight, the room seemed stationary.

He immediately identified the exit strategy, should somebody come knocking down the door. Even if it was utterly useless. It became second nature. There were holes on the ceiling. One of which through he first witnessed the ritual. After a quick scan with the flashlight, he identified the unstable columns as means of escaping.

He started searching. Maybe they left something here last time. The tiniest bit of clue would be a sign that he did the right thing coming here. 

Nothing. 

It was time for a different approach.

He started reconstructing the scene in his mind, seeing in his mind's eye like he was in virtual reality. More like augmented reality. 

Slowly the room filled with the same dancing lights. Then Jonas added another layer: objects. He carefully placed every object where it belonged. Including the elaborate device.

It was a lot harder then just playing back memories. It required imagination and focus. But the thing that always creeped him out was the things he didn't see initially. Which weren't on his mental footage. These details, or rather the lack of it, were just hovering like black clouds. Ghosts that would swallow him if he stayed in the memory for too long. 

There was one last layer: The people. Jonas created the extras first, then put the main characters on the scene. He walked around the room like the objects, and the people were there. 

Jonas developed this technique on his own to finally beat Eva's ridiculous exercises. Once he could think in three dimensions, it opened up a whole new world for him. Unfortunately, it still required a tremendous amount of concentration. 

Jonas started playing back the scene frame by frame. He never did examine this scene in his mind since. It reminded him of what a coward he has. But that was behind him. He changed. At least he believed he did. And so did Eva. Or did she?

The chamber was, in essence, a theater, with the stage being the center of the room. Like in a colosseum, people would sit in a circle. There were four concentric rings each at a lower level than the previous one, the stage being the fourth and lowest, to allow everyone to see whatever they did in the center. 

He took the steps down to the center and sat on the stone, where he saw Elias stand up and start the ceremony that day. Walking in the memory, he noticed something. Something that wasn't part of the past but was there with him in the present. His flashlight was still on. The sea of dust particles in the light all seemed to move towards the center of the room. Once they got there, they flew upward and downward, just to get to the end of the stream. He walked to the center. Waving his hand, the dust particles scattered. The place where all the dust particles converged was marked by something in the memory as well. In the exact same spot. It was that hole the device created. He remembered the sound it made. He could hear it. Then it turned into something real. 

Someone was prying the metal door open. Jonas' pulse climbed as the augmented reality evaporated around him.

In an instinctive movement, he killed the flashlight.

"Open the damn thing!" came a yell.

A shock went up his spine. He took a deep breath. 

"It's stuck! Bring me a crowbar," the loud voice echoed inside the chamber.

Jonas moved towards the nearest column. It didn't feel stable, but he had no other way out. Jonas removed his belt. Whirling it around the column, he started climbing up. The column made a crackling sound, signaling it would soon give in to the ages. He had to speed up. 

As Jonas reached the top, a long, metallic shriek filled the room, as the crowbar forced the door open. Jonas counted down and then jumped with two hands reaching for the edge of the hole. 

One of the stones in the wall gave up and fell down making a massive thump sound. He could feel it in his lungs. The belt slipped between fingers. Calmly he caught it with his foot.

"The hell was that?"

He held on with one hand, hanging like a wind chime. Finding the rhythm, he kicked the belt up and caught on with his other hand while reaching for the ledge. The irregularities in the stone were cutting at the flash in his fingertips. A deep breath. He came far since the time Carl had to pull him up so he wouldn't fall. In a swift movement, he pulled himself up and outside the wall. 

Jonas found a place for his feet on a large stone and stabilized himself.

He heard steps coming towards him.

"It was a stone that fell. This place is falling apart so better hurry."

"This thing is really heavy," said someone with a lot of struggle in their voice. Jonas still couldn't risk being seen.

"Shut up and move!" Said another with the same struggle in his voice.

With one hand, he fumbled for the fiber optic camera so he could see what was happening inside.

Jonas didn't believe his eyes. Of all the days, they could have come back, Jonas hit the jackpot. 

As they lit the torches, he saw several other openings on the wall, some of them closer to the ground so he descended with precise movements and snuck around so he could observe them better. His fear and hesitation were gone. Eva killed it. He was what she promised to make him. An urban ninja.

The two guys who brought in the device were followed by a bearded man. Behind him, thirty other cultists walked chanting something. It had to be Elias, but there wasn't enough light to confirm until he heard his voice.

"Brothers, we are now ready to engulf humanity in The Void. Turn on the artifact."

Somebody stepped up from the crowd and switched the machine on.

Shit. I have to ask for backup. Jonas fumbled with his hand and took almost a full minute to get the communicator off of it. He moved to the nearest room. He could hear the cult talk in unison.

"We who want nothing, ask the nothing to accept us. Remove our sins and past, erase who we were and let us become one."

"This is  Agent Thirty-Two. I have found the Children of the Void, repeat, I have found the... what the—?"

The communicator was giving off static. Something must have been jamming the signal. Is it the walls? Shit. He had to get reception. Every second was a waste, so he started moving, trying to make as little sound as possible. 

The cult was chanting louder and louder. It was like they wanted Jonas to hear it. Like he won't be able to do anything about it. But he didn't want to accept that.

"The artifact is charged. Let us embark humanity on it's magnificent journey to peace."

The sound of the charging jet engines filled the building. He wasn't going to give up. Not tonight. The ZTU won't get there in time. His gun was in the duffel bag. Jonas had to make a run for it. This time, he will stop them.

He started running with all his might. The light from the chamber painted the hallway with red color, as it shined through the missing stones from the wall, like the beams of a headlight. He glanced inside as he was running around the main chamber. A lightning shape became visible in the form of purple light above the machine.

It didn't matter if he dies here, he needs to stop them - the ZTU will clean up anything after. 

Jonas didn't see much, but he remembered every pebble from his walk around the chamber. He sprinted with maximum effort. The exit was only a few steps away.

"This is Agent Thirty-Two. Does anyone read—" he felt something hit his thigh and he fell. 

Before he could hit the ground, there was an ear-popping bass, and a force sent him flying towards the wall.

His back was hurting so much he was sure some of the bones broke. Jonas was barely hanging on to his conscience, but he opened his eyes.

Everything was an orange blur. Making out anything was hard. Jonas shook his head. The sharp pain in his neck and shoulders made him squeal. 

When he regained focus, a black tear was hovering in mid-air above the device bordered by a bright purple light. It was similar in size to the hole he escaped the room through. 

Jonas shook his head again. Something came out from the rift thrown to the ground as it closed. 

It was huge. 

It wore some kind of exosuit covering his whole body, with pipes from the back leading straight into the thing's face. The suit emitted a purple mist from its joints as the creature moved, making it seem like he was covered in purple flames.

Jonas gathered all his strength, to get his hand beneath him, and try to get up, but he fell back. When he looked up again, he saw the cultists kneel before the sinister being, including the leader. The sound of the machine died down.

It grabbed the cult leader by the neck and started talking. His voice sounded like it came from the abyss having its own echo. The sound came from Jonas' skull. It was it talking straight into his mind.

"John Farsight... Who taught you to how to build the device?" It paused for a few seconds. Jonas didn't hear a word, but the thing continued, "I see... father Elias. No, I'm not Hartlek. But I will help you in your goal. You may call me Nixius." 

"T-the building is going to collapse soon, my Lord," said one of the cultists to the being, not even looking at it.

The sinister being dropped the cult leader, "Let's go, my children, we've got a lot to do and a very short time."

Jonas felt he will not be able to hold on to his consciousness, so he switched the communicator to emit a distress signal.

***

He didn't know how much time passed, but a yank on his arm woke him with sharp pain. Jonas opened his eyes a bit and saw someone in a bike helmet before fainting again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three: Kyra

 

Kyra was staring out the back window of an armored ZTU van. She was watching another same type of ZTU van following them. The difference was, hers had Jonas in it on the floor hooked to an IV, while the other one had an alien in it. A real alien. Alive. Which she pulled out of the building. Being excited didn't even begin to describe what she felt. Nausea did. She hasn't seen this much action in her whole career at the ZTU.

The two agents arriving at the scene insisted on Kyra coming with them. At least this is what she understood from their mumble as they watched the enforcers carry the Alien to the van. Their face was priceless. 

She had to leave her bike. Kyra wasn't happy about that. The newest Tesla Motorbike merged her two biggest hopes: A clean-energy future, and her being cool, not just a nerd.

Her face turned to a frown. There was a knot forming in her stomach, and it got tighter with every turn. This night will probably be swept under the rug, and she'll never be recognized for it. 

Kyra had the distinct feeling that Zero will question her about what the hell she was doing in the park. Telling the truth would get the Doc in trouble. Hiding the fact that the Doc told her about the alien signal's origin, would lead to her hacking the system, which she was pretty sure was frowned upon, to say the least. 

Her only way out was the distress signal, but she arrived too fast. Zero wasn't going to believe she happened to be on a stroll. She couldn't even lie about it given how soon the agent arrived. First, Agent Four seconds after she pulled them out of the building. Then Agent Seven, with the two vans. Good response time. Too good...

Odd. Something wasn't right. They weren't looking for the alien, judging by the look on their faces.

Was Jonas already on a solo mission? Day one and he's already trusted more than she was after a year. Prick. 

She looked down at him. One of the enforcers riding with them was changing the bandage on his head.

Suddenly she felt ashamed. She was jealous, and Jonas was bleeding unconscious. With a gag in his mouth. 

Why aren't we taking him to a hospital? 

A shiver went down her spine. She was no psychic, but signs were telling her she stepped into something serious. A voice woke her from the thought.

"So let me get this straight," started Agent Seven, sitting across her in the back of the van, holding the IV connected to Jonas. "You received the distress signal, and without calling or confirming backup, you rush to the scene. Alone." 

It took him this long to process, and I'm kept at the office? She rolled her eyes and put on a fake smile.

"Would you wait for backup if a fellow agent was in trouble?" 

"That's protocol."

"That's not what I asked."

"What were you doing there in the first place."

"Went for a walk."

"With a motorcycle?"

"I-I didn't want to walk in the city. I wanted to walk in the park."

"In the park? At night? Alone? C'mon Kyra, I'd believe it sooner if you found a lead on a case at night and wanted to play field agent," she didn't respond. It took all her might not to explode. "To answer your question, no, but I am an elite field agent, and you're... you haven't even been on the field yet, Kyra."

"Fuck you!" she said, flipping him off, to make sure the message got across. Agent Seven responded with a faint smile.

She crossed her hands and looked out on the back of the window again. He was mocking her, just like the people who mocked her when she told she was going to discover alien life.

Her thought shifted to the alien. She tried to bring up the images in her mind. 

It wore a red-white rubber-like overall, with some metallic hardpoints on the shoulder, waist, and knees. The being was super light. Pulling out Jonas and him wasn't even that hard. His head looked like his species had reptilian ancestors. There was no hair on his green and yellow skin. His face had a small narrow chin and cheekbones with no nose like humans do. It made his head appear disproportionately large compared to his body. Not to mention the eyes. Above the corners of his mouth were two holes, which must have been the nostrils. There was no sign of ears.

She should have been jumping around like a kid, finding the alien in few hours, when the R&D department couldn't do it for weeks. But the Agents were not happy to see her on the scene. 

She couldn't shake the feeling that they got there too fast. Something had to be off.

"Since when are elite field agents part of the distress unit? By the way, kudos for arriving this fast."

"Well, we aim to please," said Agent Seven, combing his hair back with his hands, "I was covering for someone."

I know that smell. Taurus Excrementum. Common name: bullshit. 

Kyra looked down at Jonas. She was worried about him even though the enforcer medic told them not to. He took quite a beating. His face had few stitches, but not as many as the back of his head. 

She had to focus. It was her that was about to lose everything if things go south.

***

When they arrived, she saw the Enforcers putting the alien on a restraining bed, chaining its limbs to the corners, then taken away inside the tower. 

Where the hell are they taking him? This may be her only chance to talk with it before they lock it up in Area Fifty-One or something. Jonas seemed OK, so she wanted to follow them to wherever they were taking the alien. 

She tried to match her pace to the enforcers, but Agent Seven held her by the arm.

"Where's the hurry? I'll take you up to Zero in a minute myself," as soon as Zero's name came out of his mouth shivers went down her spine. It's two in the morning, what is Zero doing in HQ? Does he live here? 

"I just wanted to check out what's going to happen with the alien."

"Alien? How do you know it's an alien?"

"Have you looked at it? Does it seem human to you?" she stood there, feet apart, with a raised eyebrow.

"Don't assume, rook. Let's go," the agent shut the door of the van, and tapped on it twice, "the director specifically asked for you, when we reported who we ran into at the scene," he said with a smirk on his face. He spun her around by the shoulder and gave a gentle nudge towards the back entrance. 

She turned back, "just a few minutes. I just want to ask it some questions!"

"This alien doesn't even exist, Agent Twenty-One, understood?"

Great! The discovery of the century and she will get no part in it. So close to her dream, but it didn't matter. It could have been a thousand miles away. 

She dropped her shoulders and started walking.

***

Agent Seven knocked on the Zero's door.

"Come in, Agent Twenty-One."

She opened the door and went inside, but Agent Seven didn't follow. Zero was standing next to one of the LED panels on the wall, looking at the security cameras. Thanks to the wide view angle of the panel, she saw that the alien was not happy about his condition; he was rattling on the restriction bed as they moved him through corridors.

"You're not supposed to see this, but we are a bit too late for that now, aren't we," he switched off the panel.

"Agent Twenty-One ready to report, sir," she said in a monotone voice.

"Care to tell me what you were doing at the scene, Ms. Allison?"

"I was out on a ride with my bike, sir. And... I received the distress signal on my communicator," she tried as hard as she could to remain calm.

"Do you always carry your communicator with you?"

"Yes, sir. Emergencies can happen anytime," that wasn't even a lie.

"But you are not part of the group that would normally respond to those now are you? You don't really have that kind of... experience."

There it was. The second time in an hour. Now from Zero himself. The universe was trying to send her a message, and it was hard to ignore.

All others in her class were already veterans compared to her. Her chest was filling with a strange sensation like it wanted to burst open. She clenched her fist and replied without being able to move her teeth apart.

"No, sir," she heard the anger in her own voice, "I clearly don't but I can—" 

"I'm glad that is clear. Do you know Mr. Hansen well, Ms. Allison?"

The tension in her hands and teeth disappeared in a heartbeat. The conversation took an unexpectedly sharp turn.

"I'm sorry, sir?"  

"You were close friends at the Academy... well at least until the incident at the lab. Is that fair to say?"

She was staring at her feet, rubbing her elbows. All the memories when she ran into Zero's office to blame Jonas for the disappearance of the Power Core came back to her.

Zero turned towards the window, crossing his hands behind his back. He was still a minimalist, no plants in his office. Just a wooden desk, with a leather chair and a coat hanger next to the door. No family pictures, no Post-Its. When she glanced on his table, he saw one thing on it. Jonas' personnel file. Printed. She remembered that printing confidential materials were against regulations. 

"Your suspicions might not have been wrong," Zero said after a minute. Kyra widened her eyes, and looked up, "I've been monitoring Jonas ever since the incident. There were no signs that he is actually a traitor. Up until today, that is."

Zero went behind his desk, sat down, and picked up his mug, which judging from his facial expression was empty.

"The Children of the Void laid low for the past year or so. Dormant if you please. But guess what! I hold an emergency meeting, just about the time Jonas will to come to the office, talking about throwing whatever we've got at them this week to find them, and suddenly, they come out of their hiding. Don't you find it suspicious?"

Kyra's mouth opened slightly, but no words came out. Her mind became empty, with just one thought inside: Was Jonas a spy? It was her to suspect him in the first place, but this... If what Zero said was true, then Jonas played her as well, not just everybody else. It can't be.

"How do you know it was the cult, sir?"

"The Power Core, Ms. Allison, it has a very unique energy signature. Plus, I had Agent Four follow Jonas from a distance. We started to close in when the signals went off the grid. We were surprised Jonas' came back along with a distress signal. Luckily their device malfunctioned, otherwise we wouldn't be here right now... At least I think... we still don't know what the damn device does exactly. I have almost every man tracking the Power Core as we speak before we the trail goes cold. They are not getting away this time," he said, putting down the mug to emphasize the end of the sentence.

There was a minute of silence. Kyra hasn't seen him this excited... no... she hasn't seen him excited at all.

She caught Zero studying her face.

"Do you believe in coincidences, Ms. Allison?"

There was a knock on the door, then Agent Four came in.

"Sir, I know this looks bad," she looked distraught, "but I'm pretty sure there is a reasonable—"

"Calm down, please," said Zero, while standing up, "we're going to question him, as soon as he wakes up. As both of you know him better than I do, I'd like to ask you to sit behind the glass during the interrogation."

Both Kyra and Eva said 'Yes, sir' in unison. 

"Kyra, can you please give us a minute, I have to discuss something with Director Zero," said Eva.

She went to the canteen to get some coffee. Halfway through her second cup, she was joined by Agent Four. There was no one else there, just the two of them.

"Can I sit with you?"

Kyra nodded. She was playing with her badge and looking straight at the table. The tension was palpable. She didn't even glance up at Eva's face. Minutes passed in silence. Eva decided to break it.

"You know, Jonas told me a lot about you," Kyra mushed her eyebrows together, "you were close until—"

"Until I branded him as traitor immediately without even talking with him?"

"Well... that is one way to put it."

"Isn't it how he tells it?" her voice was calm and low.

There was another minute of silence. Eva was twiddling her thumbs. Who is she to him? Why did he tell him his secret? Why did she put it in a report about Jonas? Why was there a report about Jonas at all? It was Kyra's turn to break the silence.

"How do you know him?"

"Hm? Oh... I," she took a deep breath, "I was assigned to him as a 'mentor' for a pilot training program...", Eva seemed to have conflicting feelings. She was pursing her lips, "but in reality, I was monitoring his activities to see if he was a mole." 

She wasn't surprised about the false premise. Not after seeing the missions Zero had agents carry out. What surprised her was Agent Four being so open about it now. 

Kyra was afraid of the answer, but she had to ask.

"Is he? Do... do you think he is... a mole?"

"I don't know. Zero is convinced he is, and the pieces of evidence don't help his case. I'm not so sure. Zero thinks I'm being manipulated by him, and my feelings cloud my judgment."

Eva clearly seemed to be fond of Jonas. Her reputation as cold killing slash torturing machine didn't fit with the woman that was sitting across the table. Eva kept glancing at the door of the cafeteria. The tapping of her foot echoed in the empty room. Is there something between them? Does she love him? Does he love her back? She didn't want to ask directly. The thought was bothering her, but she chased it away. Kyra and Jonas were only friends. Were. Past tense. She wasn't sure what they are now.

"Anyway," Eva continued, "we have to be objective. I don't think he is that good of a spy, to be honest, but the facts are against him. He was there when the Power Core got stolen when the cultist leader escaped, and he was there today with the cult. It does seem like he took Zero's bait."

"What will happen to him, you know... if he is a traitor?"

"Nothing good."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four: Jonas

 

Jonas was dreaming about a gigantic monster chasing him. A teal glow emanated between the black exosuit's armor plates. The purple mist coming from the joints of the suit was leaving a trail behind as the monster ran with inhuman speed towards him. Its mask had four pipes connected to it from it's back. Two connected near the ears and two at the mouth. There was an opening for the eyes. The helmet seamlessly blended with the monster's skin. Its eyes were dark holes, with a purple flames burning in the center. The beast called out his name.

Jonas woke screaming and panting. His arms were restrained. Flexing his muscles he tried to break free, but no use. When he looked around, there were armed ZTU enforcers next to him. He dropped his head on the pillow and relaxed his muscled.

The distress signal got out. Jonas tried to replay the scene in his mind, but his head was still spinning. The video-memory just didn't make sense. The monster from his dream kept appearing.

One of the guards was saying something to the radio. As Jonas looked around, he identified the place as the infirmary on the second floor. There were four beds including his, and all kinds of medical machinery around. His bed was placed parallel to the glass wall of the room. It was still dark outside. The amber light of the city brought some calm for him. The lazy stream of headlights and tail lights on the roads showed no signs of panic.

The world didn't end. So far so good. Jonas felt the restrains being unstrapped.

A wheelchair was pulled up to the bed, but he protested with his arms.

"I can walk," he stood up after the enforcer untied his restraints, "we can go. Zero must be dying to receive my report."

The guards didn't say a thing, one of them grabbed his arm. 

Jonas was glad the guard was so helpful. The dizziness in his head hasn't cleared yet. Sharp pain radiated from his skull when he touched parts of his face.

They went down to the second basement level, with the elevator. The black vinyl floor had white and red stripes running along the corridor, like in hospitals or airports, helping people find their way faster. The shape of the passage somehow made him feel like he was inside a snake. Flat floor, flat ceiling, but curved walls. Reinforcement beams every few steps, like a metallic ribcage.

Soon they arrived in a room, and the guard made Jonas sit down at the table in the center. 

The room was spinning. When Jonas wanted to cover his face, something blocked him.

He was handcuffed to a metal bar in the middle of a table.

The realization cleared up his mind. Everything came to focus. He was in an interrogation room. 

What's going on? He glanced up and saw a glass wall to his right. His interrogator was probably prepping right behind it. What the hell happened? Haven't they caught the cult?

Minutes passed, and Jonas didn't even dare to move. He was contemplating why he was there. Thinking straight with the pain wasn't easy. His video memory was still temporarily unavailable.

When the door finally opened, he wanted to stand up, but the handcuff yanked him back down. Zero entered the room, holding a huge folder.

"Sir, what am I—" Zero lifted up one hand signaling to stay quiet. Sweat was accumulating in Jonas' hands. He slowly sat back.

"So, Mr. Hansen, care to tell me what exactly happened in the park tonight?"

The million dollar question. Jonas wasn't sure if he should tell the whole truth. Or that he could. Thanks to the concussion, things were hazy at best. He wasn't even sure what he actually saw or that he really saw it. Especially the monster that chased him in his dream. He decided not to make a fool of himself.

So he told him everything else. The first encounter at the old ruin in the park, the incident on that night at the Academy, and how he knew why to report it. His disappointment about the surveillance unit, the briefing he heard, the opportunity he saw being assigned to the park, and the details of the event building up until the point of the explosion.

And then he told it again.

And again.

And again.

***

Hours later Jonas was resting his forehead on the table. The sharp pain started to fade. Small relief. He was exhausted, and his mouth was dry.

"Let's recap then, Mr. Hansen. Just so we are on the same page."

"Sure, sir," he said with his head still on the table, "do you mind if stay like this?"

"You saw this cult two years ago, and decided not to report it because the law enforcement at that time wasn't reliable, and you just came out of prison. Then you had some kind of revelation, and decided to change your life."

"A covenant, sir," his voiced echoed from below the table, "with the universe."

"Covenant, sure. Then finding Ms. Allison's badge, you decided to break into the Academy, to give her the badge. We fast forward a bit, and you escape the premises with Mr. Finn, using a permission given to Ms. All—"

Jonas raised his head in an instant, "how did you—?" 

"Know? Well, Mr. Hansen, even though evidence suggests otherwise," he raised an eyebrow, looking at the double mirror, "I like to think I keep a tight ship. Care to tell me what you were up to?"

Jonas told him about Rick Gallego, and what happened at the Orphanage.

"I see. Fast-forwarding a bit again. You break into the weapons lab to..." Zero scoffs as he looks into the file before him, "surprise Cadet Allison with a gift for her birthday and you just happen to do it at the same time somebody steals the Power core. You, of course, catch a glimpse of the person stealing the Power Core. Then you force a negotiation with me, to get you on the team busting the cult by withholding vital information - brilliant move by the way - as you have information that kids from your orphanage are there and you want to make sure they are safe." Zero closed the folder and crossed his hands behind his head as he laid back on the chair. "Then you let the cult leader escape, bumping into Agent Four by accident," he moved to show air quotes, "as she was engaging the suspect. Then today, after you overhear our meeting, you decide to go to the old ruin to help us with your search, using the information you withheld so far, and just happen to bump into the cult by accident." He stood up and walked closer to the mirror, "You see Mr. Hansen, from where I stand, there is a lot of coincidence in there. And I don't believe in coincidences."

"That is the truth, sir!"

Zero was looking at the mirror for what seemed like an eternity. Then his eyes moved, looking at Jonas' reflection.

"Did you know you were monitored by Agent Four during your Academy years? Was that why you didn't act? Did you tell the cult to come out today based on the conversation you overheard?"

"Wait, what?" He lifted his head, "I was monitored by Eva?" Jonas felt a knot in his stomach.

"Don't tell me you haven't figured it out. Agent Four was assigned to you, as you were suspicious after the events at the Academy," Zero continued, but Jonas didn't hear a thing. All he could think of was his friendship with Eva, and that it had been a lie. 

It all started to make sense. Eva's interest in his life. Stories, anecdotes. Spending all that time with him. Running into her all the time. It was all staged. Another person pretending to care about an orphan.

"Mr. Hansen? Are you with us?" Zero was snapping his finger in front of his face.

"Sorry, sir. What was the question?" His voice was distant. His ears were full of a sharp sound.

"So you're telling me, you didn't know Agent Four was monitoring your activities."

"No sir, I thought we were... friends," he thought of all the leaves when Eva decided to go with him to Granny, or offering extra mentoring to him. Telling him her life. Sharing secrets. Like the orphanage... 

The orphanage! That is how Zero knew.

He looked up at the glass, wondering if Eva is standing there, laughing at how naive he was. Or she didn't even care enough to be here.

"And the cult?" Asked Zero.

"I honestly thought I've failed as there was no clue in the building. Then the cult showed up out of nowhere! I swear. Get one of those expensive lie detectors."

Zero scoffed. The director started walking around.

"You," he started, waving his finger in the air, "you almost had me fooled, you know. I just about believed I was wrong. I think a spy of your level can fool that in his sleep..."

"My leve— what are you saying?"

"What about the alien? Is he a part of this? Is he the true leader of the cult?"

Jonas' eyes suddenly went wide, and he sat up. Did I talk in my sleep? No, they wouldn't take that seriously, would they?

"What alien, sir?"

His surprise must have looked genuine, as Zero walked up to him showing a tablet. On it ran a video, with an alien rattling in his restraining table, yelling something he couldn't hear.

"That alien!" pointed Zero when the video stopped.

It was completely different, and yet somewhat familiar. Jonas' memory wasn't working as usual. It's as if he saw this face before. 

"Agent Twenty-One found it next to you, before pulling you out of the building which was about to collapse."

"What? Uhm... Sir. I do remember bumping into something before the explosion," Jonas saw a dim light of hope, "Sir, is the alien still alive? Does it speak our language?"

"Oh, it's alive and is very proficient in our language... it swears like a cabbie in rush hour."

"If the alien was there, he can tell you that I had nothing to do with this." He spoke really fast.

"We already tried to interrogate the alien, he is... not so cooperative. Once we get through, he may verify your story. In the meantime Agent Twenty-One will escort you back to the infirmary until you are transferred to a detention facility," he took a deep breath, "If what you say is true, you are one unlucky bastard, son." 

"Preaching to the choir, sir," Jonas felt relieved. Zero hasn't pronounced him guilty just yet. 

"We'll get to the bottom of this, but until we do, I cannot let you roam free. You'll be guarded and are not allowed to leave the infirmary. Any attempt will be treated as proof that you are a spy and a traitor. I think I don't have to explain what that means. Am I understood?"

Jonas nodded.

"Agent Twenty-One, would you kindly come in, please? Sargent Kowa," Zero addressed somebody behind Jonas, "escort them back to the medical wing and make sure both of them stays put. I'll be joining the search."

The Sargent must have been standing in the corner all this time, but Jonas didn't notice him. He had other things to worry about.

 After the cuffs were taken off, Jonas stood up. He was scratching his wrist and looking at Zero.

"Agent Twenty-One," Zero widened his nostrils as he exhaled like a bull, "while I made it sound like a kind request, it was an order," he was staring intently at the mirror.

A few seconds later the door opened, and Kyra walked in. At the sight of her black hair, and greener than green eyes, Jonas took a step back and fell down on the chair. After their eyes met, she looked away and stared at her feet. 

Jonas was speechless. His heart was racing. Meeting her at the ZTU was inevitable, but he never imagined it would be like this. Handcuffed. Accused of being a traitor.

Zero broke the silence.

"Well ain't this a familiar setup?," Jonas could swear Zero found this truly amusing, "it's the third time you both are in a room with me, and one of you is in deep shit."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five: Kyra

 

Kyra and Jonas didn't speak one word until they reached the infirmary. Partly because Kyra was still processing all she heard, partly because she was still terrible at small talk.

Eva became pretty upset about how Zero presented the situation. When she saw Jonas' face after Zero explained how Eva was spying on him, she left, leaving her alone in the dark room.

Kyra saw ZTU vans leaving from the backyard as she and the Enforcer escorted Jonas from the lobby to the second floor.

Most of the agents and enforcers must have been sent to apprehend the cult. 

They got out of the elevator and escorted Jonas towards the infirmary. Their footsteps produced an annoying muffled sound as they walked in silence. The metallic clicking of the shoulder belt of the enforcer's submachine-gun was like an uneven metronome. Once inside the infirmary, he laid on a bed. The guard stopped at the door, standing there like a statue.

Jonas just stared ahead with furrowed eyebrows, like he was still digesting what happened. 

She didn't know how she felt about Jonas. Was she sorry for him? Did he deserve Eva's betrayal for the way he hurt her? 

Kyra clenched her fist. 

She decided to say something, no matter how stupid it will be, but Jonas opened his mouth faster.

"Do you think I'm a traitor?" He was staring at his feet.

"Like it matters to you what I think," she said without thinking. Angry. I still feel angry. Good to know.

"It must feel good that you might have been right after all, but I'm not a traitor. If we could just get the alien to confirm what he... she... it... saw, then I could be out there with the others searching for the cult." 

"If this is your way of asking for help, then you are worse at communicating then I am," she said while shaking his head

"Well I'm sorry," he started with eyes glaring, "but I have trouble focusing knowing that the last year or so of my life was a lie and that everybody thinks I'm a traitor. Have you talked with it?"

"Not yet. He is not cooperating at the moment," Kyra didn't want to reveal that she is not taken seriously here.

Jonas dropped his arms on the bed, "perfect," he pressed the word out between his teeth. 

Kyra started walking around. She stopped next to a trolley, examining the tools on it. There were some auto-injectors there filled with different things. Painkiller, Sedative, Adrenalin, Antiseptic, all neatly labeled on their side. The ZTU did have state of the art equipment from everything, down to the last detail.

The guard was still motionless, but she could feel his eyes watching her every move. Why me? Why am I with him now? Is Zero testing me as well? Did his paranoia reach a level where everyone is a suspect?

"So, I guess this is big for you, huh? You made it as an agent, plus the alien and all. Natalie would be proud," Jonas had a faint smile on his face.

"You still..." she bit her lip and continued after clearing her throat, "well, I haven't really 'met' him," she started re-arranging the auto-injectors, "the enforcers took him in custody, and I haven't even got a chance to talk with him."

"I really wish we could..." Jonas looked out the window. He was taking slow breaths. His figure only improved over the years. As he lied there in a tank top, she could observe all his well-toned muscles. She jerked her head away as Jonas turned back from the window. "I wonder if he could clear my name, or at least tell what the hell was he doing there." 

She dropped her hand on the trolley. 

Nice one. I almost thought you still cared. Forgot about your video memory. Kyra was still curious.

"What were you doing there?"

"Well, you've heard—"

"No, I meant... why?"

"Well, you know," Jonas squirmed in his bed, "My first assignment didn't really live up to my expectations. So I decided to help with the knowledge I had, but I knew Zero wasn't going to let me... When he put it in his perspective during the interrogation, I can now understand why."

"That thing with the orphanage, when did it happen?"

"The night of our d... when we went to the observatory. You probably don't remember, but I had to leave abruptly."

"I do remember," she said, crossing her hands.

After rearranging the auto-injectors for the twelfth time, she said, "if it means anything, I don't think you're the traitor."

"Thanks," he said turning his head a bit, "I wish there was a way I could prove it to other people as well."

She meant it. Even though she was still mad at Jonas, that was no reason to let someone be convicted for something he didn't do. Then there was the Alien. A once in a lifetime opportunity Zero has deprived her of. The ZTU wouldn't even know about alien life if it wasn't for her. Jonas would be dead, along with the Alien if she wasn't there. Plus people haven't been treating her exactly the way she deserves. It was enough. Jonas' goal coincided with hers. The time for rush actions has come again.

She had an idea. 

There was a chair next to Jonas' bed. She sat there and leaned closer.

"Let's say we could get to the alien. What would you ask him?"

"Is this a trick?" Jonas pulled his face away glancing at the guard.

"You don't trust me? From what I saw I'm the only one here actually wanting to help you," she stared at him with an eyebrow pulled high.

"This could be Zero's trick again. I have to do the right thing."

"Is it pouting in the infirmary? We know you are really good at pouting."

Jonas was staring into her eyes for what seemed like an eternity. She would typically feel embarrassed, but she was determined now. 

"Fine," he said sitting up on his bed, "what's the plan?"

That part, she hadn't figure out yet. If only she could get an excuse to leave the room.

She looked around. There was a restroom at the other end of the infirmary, so that was a no go. 

Wait. I don't need an excuse! I'm not the one being kept here. She stood up and leaned closer to Jonas. 

"I'll try to find out where—," Jonas looked behind her. She felt a forceful grab on her shoulder.

"Agent Twenty-One," her heart skipped a beat. The guard must have overheard them or got suspicious of the whispering. They were screwed. "Please unstrap Jonas, and follow me."

She turned around, "s-sure, Sargent, but we were just—"

"Now!"

She started opening the restraints. Jonas was focusing intently on the enforcer. Kyra noticed a smirk on his face that she couldn't place anywhere. What is he so happy about? Maybe Jonas was right, and it was a trick. It was odd how she wasn't questioned, being there with Jonas. She got off too easy.

Kyra had to think of a way get out of this before both of them got locked away.

***

"Jonas, I hate to say this, but you need to make a run for it," Kyra whispered in the lowest possible voice.

"No, I don't," he had arrogant confidence in his voice.

Kyra wondered why he is in such a good mood. The metallic click-clack of the guard was right behind them.

"Jonas, I believe you're innocent, I'll distract—"

"Stay quiet."

Her eyes went wide. She had to grind her teeth to avoid yelling, "I'm trying to help you, you moron."

Jonas didn't respond. 

"Fine!" She crossed her arms. 

I can't believe I tried to help him. What a prick! Now I'm getting locked up as well. Good job, girl!

"In the elevator," came the instruction from the guard.

They walked inside. The Sargent pressed the button for the basement level two. The interrogation rooms. Zero must be waiting there with a self-absorbed smile, that his plan worked. 

Jonas leaned against the glass tube with a loud thud. The elevator could fit at least eight people. As it descended below ground, she was searching Jonas' face with eyebrows mushed together. The basement tunnels started to show after a minute. Wide, tube-shaped corridors opened from the small area around the elevator.

She hasn't been here before today. It wasn't part of orientation. Then again, besides the canteen, the bathroom, and her office, there wasn't any other part of the building she's been to more than one time.

The tunnels were reinforced with steel frames every couple feet. Painted lines on the floor showed people the route to follow to their destinations. No LED panels were on the walls. It gave the impression of being unfinished.

Where is he taking us? 

Jonas was looking ahead, yawning. 

Great! I'm going to be an accomplice to this ungrateful prick, and he doesn't have a care in the world.

"This way," said the guard, pointing to the right with his gun.

The painted lines on the floor said Detention Area. She looked at Jonas. He winked back.

Confused, she stared at her feet. Why would the guard take them to the detention area?

She straightened up and was about to say something when Jonas signaled with his hand to calm down.

A few turns later, they arrived at the holding cell. Or rather, the Holding Vault. 

It had a massive silver color door, like the ones they have in bank vaults. Another enforcer was sitting behind a table to the right of the door. Behind him was a cabinet with weapons and parts of the enforcer's riot gear. 

When they reached the little area before the vault door, she looked up to see three automatic machine guns. They were in deactivated status, pointing upwards.

"Wait here," instructed the guard.

He went over to the other guy, to talk about something.

"I can't believe how lucky we are," she whispered.

"Luck has got nothing to do with it. It's the Covenant."

"Cove... what are you—?"

"Alright," came the sound of the guard, "I've been called away on duty, so you need to remain in the vault for an hour or so. I won't put you in a cell, as you're technically under surveillance and not prisoners. I'll pick you up when I'm back."

Tss. Clank-clank-clank-clank.

She looked up and saw the locks and hydraulic cylinders move around on the door. The machine turrets moved as well. They were focused at the door.

The guard pointed inside. They followed the order. When both of them were inside the vault's narrow corridor, the door slowly closed behind them, with a loud banging sound.

There were no bars on the ten holding cells. Only a reinforced metallic door, and a ten feet wide bulletproof glass, that reached the ceiling. The inside of the vault had light green color.

"What now?" Came a voice from the end of the row. A sound like its owner had a sore throat and had a propeller in his mouth.

They looked at each other. The smile from Jonas' face disappeared. He lunged forward.

Kyra was still building up confidence. I'm going to talk to an alien. I'm going to speak with a living, flash, and bone alien. Her stomach felt weird, and she could feel her pulse in her throat. Her breathing got faster with every step she took towards the cell.

Jonas looked somewhat disappointed. 

"You're new!" said the alien, "Pleased to meet you. Now let's get the usuals out of the way. No, I didn't anal probe anybody. I didn't do encounters of any kind... there was another favorite question of your charming colleagues... what was it..."

The holding table was set to vertical with a slight inclination. The alien wore the same suit. 

"So tell me, what marvelous questions you have for me now?"

"I... um... I just... well..." Kyra couldn't formulate a sentence. Of all the situations she imagined in her head meeting an alien, this wasn't one of them.

"Iuo... urgh... ghaaa... You, humans, are so annoying. Why do you open your mouth when you don't know what you want to say?"

Jonas took a step forward. The alien was squinting his eyes and moved his head forward.

"I know you!" He talked in a cheerful voice, "you're the first human I almost killed!" Jonas and Kyra shared a puzzled look.

"Jonas, what is he talking about?" 

He shrugged while shaking his head.

"On the day I landed on this pile of garbage, he was the first human I saw as I came out of the woods."

"What did you do in the Park?" asked Jonas.

"On the day I landed, or today?

"Today."

"Admiring human theological rituals?"

"Can you tell my people, that I had nothing to with that cult?"

"Why would I? For all I know you are their leader."

"I knocked you over," the alien's full black eyes went narrow.

"Then it's your fucking fault that they almost succeeded and the Power Core overloaded. I was there minding my business, trying to save your fucking planet from being swallowed up by the Void Machine, and then you go and knock me over. Brilliant! I accidentally shot the Power Core, so even this human crap received a critical overload it required to open the rift."

"You know what that thing is?" Asked Kyra in astonishment.

"Don't you? Aren't you supposed to be some kind if secret agency?" He was looking back and forth between them. He took a deep breath, "on my planet we use it... used it rather, to send bad people to hell, if you believe in such a thing, so we don't have to deal with them."

"Isn't killing them easier?" asked Kyra.

"I like how you think, but there are things you just can't kill, and others you don't want to kill," he looked away, "it would be the easy way out for them."

She wanted to ask so many things from the alien about space travel, and how their civilization looks like, but they didn't have much time, and the alien still wasn't entirely cooperative.

"So the sinister thing that came out of the... whatever that thing opened up, is he one of those bad people?" Jonas' low voice carried something in it that gave her the chills.

"What did you just say?"

The alien's face went stiff. So did hers. Jonas didn't mention any sinister things during the interrogation. She wanted to ask Jonas, but the alien was faster.

"What did it look like? Describe it to me."

"Look who's making demands suddenly," Jonas looked at Kyra with a self-absorbed smile, pointing with his thumb at the alien.

"Listen here... boy. Every person we sent there, is capable of destroying undeveloped planets like this all by themselves, so we are in deep shit anyway, but I want to know how deep the shit is."

Jonas described what he saw. Kyra wasn't an expert on facial expressions, especially for non-humanoids, but if she had to take a guess, it was fear on the alien's face. Jonas must have seen it too, as he started to look concerned.

"You know him?" asked Kyra.

"Yeah, uhm, you guys familiar with the Mariana Trench?"

"It's the part of the ocean which is seven miles deep," she said smiling. Then then it hit her, "...oh."

"Exactly... That thing you described, it's Nixius the Horror."

***

The alien, who called himself Splorg, suddenly became cooperative. No. That wasn't the right word. Chatty. He was telling them about Nixius in excruciating detail.

Nixius was originally a soldier of the Unakai. They were a nation of three planets, part of the Rezak Empire - Splorg's people - and they wanted to separate, becoming fully autonomous. At least that is what they said. 

The Unakai wanted to join another interplanetary alliance, at the brink of war with the Rezak. If the Unakai were allowed to leave the empire, it would have started a cascading chain of events, leaving the alliance vulnerable. It wasn't an option. 

Splorg hinted that the Unakai wanted something. If it were to be given to them, they wouldn't have wanted to leave.

The Emperor at that time wasn't a fan of peaceful solutions and wanted to make an example of the 'rebels'.

 In their desperation, the Unakai did some kind of experiment on Nixius, which made him immortal and nearly invincible. Nixius managed to wage war on the Rezak to the point where he destroyed half of their army, a few planet's entire civil populations and almost killed the emperor himself. The only reason the other alliance didn't attack the Rezak, is that they were afraid of getting in the way of Nixius.

Jonas and Kyra were listening to Splorg without interruption. Then Splorg proceeded to explain how Nixius murdered and tortured people. 

She felt like crying. Her stomach was getting upset. If what the alien told is right, they had no chance against Nixius. Feeling her knees tremble she backed up against the wall for support while trying to hold back her tears. Her stomach wanted to empty itself.

Nixius forced the Rezak to develop a new weapon to capture him. A planet destroying cannon.

It finally stopped Nixius but didn't kill him. They sent him to the Void, which according to Splorg, was the Rezak's version of theological hell. 

After Nixius was out of the picture, the Rezak changed their strategy and became more like a federation. It was simple, owning the most destructive weapon in the universe. Fear is the best peacekeeper - as the Rezak said.

After Splorg stopped, there was a minute of silence, interrupted by her sobbing.

"We're so fucked," said Jonas when Splorg was finished. He started pacing around in the room.

"Yes, and no." Started Splorg. "You see, if Nixius would be as powerful as he was, I'm sure everyone on your planet would know about him by now. I think he is only phased over." 

"What does that mean," asked Jonas. 

"It means the rift wasn't open long enough for him to fully leave. I'm not a scientist, but I've heard of similar incidents in the past." she didn't feel any better. 

The world was going to end, and she was alone, never even being in love, never having someone who she can honestly share her feelings with. 

She was staring at Jonas. He had a neutral expression. Motionless, he was staring at the floor.

Her pride didn't worth that much. Not after what she just heard. She decided to apologize again, and hope that since the world is ending, Jonas will forgive her. She wanted a hug at least before the world ends.

She pushed herself away from the wall and walked in front of him. He looked her in the eye. She saw fire inside, which made her blush. No words came to her. He stepped away.

"How do we stop him?" Jonas sounded really confident. 

"That's the spirit! I can help. I'm pretty sure my gun destroyed whatever that nine-volt battery was when it overloaded. If we can make sure he doesn't get a new one, or better, we manage to destroy the machine, he will slowly fade back to the Void. But he hasn't got much time, so my bet, he will do something... radical."

Battery? Is he referring to the Power Core? Kyra remembered a few reports she had to analyze in the past weeks. 

"Williams is introducing a brand new Power Core, supposedly powerful enough to supply a smaller country with power for a year in the upcoming Scientific Expo. The opening ceremony is today."

"Great!" Splorg sounded genuinely enthusiastic, and was showing thumbs up on his hands which were still tied to the top corners of the restriction table, "If you could just let me out, I'll be more than happy help you."

Jonas made a movement towards the cell door, but she grabbed his belt.

"Why should we trust you?"

"I find your lack of trust disturbing," said Splorg, making a breathing-in, breathing-out sound at the end.

Kyra and Jonas shared a puzzled look.

"Don't tell me you don't know where this is from? What? I think your movie industry is the best thing on your planet. The only good thing really."

She pulled Jonas aside.

"We should report this to Zero," she didn't want to wait for an answer and pulled out her tablet. She felt Jonas grabbing her wrist. "What?" She yelled when turning back.

"This is the chance of my... our life, Kyra. If we stop this alien, we become heroes," his voice was calm.

"So we should go out on a limb because you want to be the hero? Grow up, Jonas! Look at where it got you today."

She tried to break her arm free, but he was holding on tight.

"Lis— Kyra, listen!" She was staring darts at him. He let go. "Think about it. I doubt Zero will believe any of this, not at first at least, and I know what I saw. Do you honestly believe that after anything that happened today he would trust me? Us? Him?" 

Jonas' face was inches away from hers. It made her uncomfortable. She looked at her tablet, as it was booting up. 

"It's a chance for us to do this... together... as friends."

Her heart started beating faster. Kyra felt both of his hands on her shoulder. She wasn't sure if Jonas meant it, or if he was just saying what she wanted to hear. Kyra hesitantly opened her mouth, then shook her head.

"I... I... I can't Jonas. I believe that you're innocent, I really do, but we can't just believe everything he says," she was pointing at Splorg.

"How 'bout I help you trust me," yelled the alien. "Access the databank in my arm panel. I'll tell you some example sentences, I'm sure an agency like yours has some kind of decryption software?"

"We do but—"

"It's a show of good faith for a planet that is next in line to join the Empire."

"What?" Jonas and Kyra said it in unison.

"The Rezak Empire... well, more like a federation now. We were expanding in this part of the Galaxy when they found out about intelligent life on your planet. They sent me to scout the sector for candidacy. It's all in there." Splorg had a smile on his face, which didn't fit this situation, "if you let me go, I'll help you stop Nixius. Trust me, it's in my best interest. If Nixius fully escapes the Void, our envoy will be evaporated by him. And even if they would survive, knowing my people they would blow your planet to pieces from a distance... myself included. Not that any of us would be alive that long..."

She opened the door, and took the panel from Splorg's arm. To her surprise it had mini USB port. It didn't seem like it was on there originally. And the integration seemed like a hack job.

"Why do you have a USB port on it?"

"To charge it? I'm not going to go back to my ship every time it gets depleted. It's dangerous."

"Did you do it?"

"No, I took it to a shop downtown... what do you think?"

"Glad to know sarcasm exists everywhere," she mumbled under her nose.

"Oh, it's the one universal language."

 The images were showing geographical data, climate-related information - some of which was disturbing. Pictures of animals, forests, people, and the leaders of the world. Videos about human customs. She also found information related to Nixius and other criminals banished to the void. She made a copy just in case. 

"It says here, this device was banned."

"Look... uh..."

"Kyra."

"Look, Kyra, I promise to answer all your questions, but we have more urgent matters to attend to?"

"There are still files encrypted," she said without looking up.

"Well, you are not part of the federation yet, so I can't just give you confidential information, can I? It's a precaution if you will."

They didn't have much time. Jonas was right. No way Zero would take them seriously. She didn't have much to lose. Zero clearly wasn't fond of her, or Jonas for that matter. There were also rumors that his paranoia was starting to get worse, even for a 'spymaster'.

She saw her career clear as the sky. Doing the same thing for the rest of her life. Boring. Just like managing his fathers firm. 

What would a real agent do? What would Natalie do? She knew the answer to that. 

She looked at Jonas, who was staring at her, waiting for her response. He wouldn't have hesitated for a second, were the roles reversed. Just like Natalie. She didn't hesitate either. Were she alive, Jonas would have loved her.

She stared at her tablet. If this information is given to the ZTU, they will sit on it, think, analyze... she knew how this went, as she was one of the people doing it. Only this time they would need to get someone else, as she was involved. They had no time for that. Somebody else might have gotten it wrong.

Even if Jonas didn't mean what he said, she still had a better opportunity this way to make things right. Not to mention saving the planet in the process. She's going to do it for the greater good.

"I hate to sound rude, but have you decided yet?" said Splorg.

"OK, I'm in," she said finally.

"Awesome! Now all we need to do is get out, without the turrets shooting us to bits," said Jonas, "we have about twenty minutes until Jim comes back."

"What?" came the surprised voice of Splorg, "You aren't with them? Who are you then?"

"Who's Jim?" asked Kyra, with an eyebrow raised.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Six: Jonas

 

Jonas was watching Splorg re-attaching the arm panel, while Kyra was tapping away on her tablet with incredible speed.

His own skill set was of no use at this time. It was a terrible feeling.

"How much time?" Asked Jonas with impatience.

"Asking about it is not going to make it any faster," her voice wasn't soft at all.

If they fail, they probably spend the rest of their life in jail, which isn't going to be much, if anything the alien said was real. He wanted to warn the ZTU members. They had no clue what they were up against. But who would believe him?

Something else was bothering him. 

"How do we know, you're not going to ditch us, and escape the planet once we free you?"

Kyra stopped the tapping and looked at Jonas, then at Splorg.

"Normally, I would do just that. Except my ship has a broken Ion Drive. I'm unable to leave, and you're primitive space crafts are no help. You can recheck the logs if you want," he extended his arm towards Kyra. She shook her head. "So we either stop Nixius, or I'm as dead as you guys. Plus, I might need help."

They didn't have many options. Kyra went back to typing.

"What's the plan?" the alien asked.

"I'll create a perimeter breach warning. If the enforcer outside follows protocol... that's odd."

"What?"

"The security protocols have been wiped. I can access anything."

"Wow," exclaimed Jonas, "you're really good at this."

"I didn't do it," she looked up from her tablet. Her eyes moving around really fast, "It's the mole! It has to be. He's in the system now, shutting down everything," she turned her head towards Jonas, "If I can check the logs, we may be able to see who he is."

He felt numbness expanding in his stomach. Here was the chance to clear his name. 

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

"Focus on the door."

"What? Jonas."

"It's not important now. Do it."

"But it would—"

"Guys, while your quarrel is entertaining, I don't think we have time for it."

"I KNOW!" yelled Kyra, then she started taping on the tablet.

Splorg stopped next to Jonas.

"She's a bit volatile. Even for a female," the alien said in a low voice.

"And she is also not deaf," said Kyra, "get ready."

Splorg moved next to the door. He moved with great agility, despite how tall and thin he was. Jonas and Kyra walked to cover.

The vault door started to open. It was a lot louder in the holding cell than on the outside. They covered their ears, no to go deaf. The comfort of the people inside was not accounted for when it was designed. Maybe on purpose. The could torture people with just opening and closing the door all day.

Splorg was fast. Inhumanly fast. But considering the fact he wasn't human, it shouldn't have been a surprise.

The guard was not expecting the swift movement taking the gun out of his hand, and sending his forehead against the wall.

Kyra went to check on the guard, while Splorg was peeking out into the corridor. Jonas stopped next to her. She looked up and nodded.

"We should pack up everything we need. I don't think that we can come back for a refill," said Jonas.

"I'll be needing my weapon," said Splorg, still scanning the tunnels.

"Do you know where it is?"

"I heard them say something about a lab, and wanting to take it apart."

"The could have done it by now."

"Doubt it. We would be standing in a large crater if they did."

"Let's go to the lab first," said Kyra, "I can open anything now."

"Too risky. We should leave now," said Jonas.

"I have an idea," said Kyra looking back to the detention area, "cliches are cliches for a reason right?"

***

"Why haven't I thought of this?" said Jonas, making adjustments to his enforcer uniform. The riot helmet was a bit too large for him. It was wobbling with every step he took.

They packed the weapons from the cabinet under the restraining bed and covered Splorg with a sheet. If anybody were to ask, Jonas fainted, and they are going to the infirmary.

Following the colored line on the floor, they went back to the elevator. No one was in sight. Zero must have only left a skeleton crew when the agents went after the Children of the Void.

His palms were sweating inside the thick glove. Kyra was pushing the bed, while Jonas walked in front of them. They got in the elevator.

"I'll go to the armory, you should get Splorg's weapon from the lab."

"What does it look like?"

"Do you like sci-fi?" Came the muffled voice of the alien under the sheet.

"Sure."

"Then I'm sure you'll spot it. Black and gold color, with what looks like a fencing handguard on it."

"How will you get into the armory, without me?" she asked.

"Let me worry about it!" In his head the sentence was pretty cool, but it might have been too cryptic, "the lock doesn't work, I doubt they fixed it since yesterday night."

Kyra stepped out on the first basement level. Jonas pressed the button for level two.

Every muscle in his body tensed up when the glass tube came out of the floor. The building was still dark, with only the orange mood lights on.

As they left the elevator, Jonas rushed to the armory. The wheels of the restraining table were squeaking rhythmically.

He tried the door. It was still open. They went inside.

Jonas started packing up. Splorg just stood at the door like a watchdog.

"Don't you need anything?" 

"Human weapons are ineffective and useless. I'll be only needing my weapon."

Footsteps echoed outside. They went behind the bulletproof counter and hid below the table. The steps halted. 

"Give me a gun," whispered Splorg. 

"I thought they are useless," he was grinning.

"Aren't you a smart ass?"

"We can't shoot them, they are the good guys."

"They will be stardust if we don't stop Nix—"

A sharp sound came from the room on the other side. The reinforced door opened. With careful movements, Jonas took out a pistol from the duffel bag he stuffed with all kinds of goodies.

Splorg raced for it, but he held up the gun to his face. The alien raised both hands. They were both looking up, focusing on the sound.

The door next to them opened slowly. Then nothing. Splorg moved out of the way, as Jonas pointed the barrel to the floor. Sweat was rolling down his neck. Shooting a fellow officer will not help his case if they get caught. His mouth went dry at the thought of killing someone who wasn't the enemy.

"Jonas?" Came the whispering voice of Kyra.

Jonas and Splorg let out a big sigh and came out under the table.

"Ran into any trouble?"

"No. It's really weird. No one is here. The enforcers are running around outside, looking for intruders. They are not even looking for us."

"Would they have any reason to? I think besides Jim and the guard at the holding cell, nobody even knows we are here."

"Isn't that weird for you?" Asked Kyra.

"Not really, remember, Zero thinks there is a mole inside."

"Yes. He thinks it's you!"

"Let's say I am. Don't you think, he would be afraid, that there are others? That if they know I'm detained, they'll free me?"

"Like Jim?"

"It's different, he was returning a favor."

"For what?"

"Guys, this is nice and all, but can't we discuss it somewhere else?"

They looked at him. Then back at each other. Kyra averted her gaze after a moment.

"Did you get my gun?"

She hesitated and looked at her feet.

"Kyra?"

"I got scared. I heard... something... I didn't want to risk getting caught."

"Great," said Splorg slapping his hand on his thighs.

"But you said there is no one in the building."

"That why I got scared, asshole!" her eyes were watering up.

"I'm not going anywhere without my gun."

"Fine. Let's go and get it."

***

They went back down to the lab. Kyra was not kidding. The building was totally empty. Like it was ordered to be empty. 

They could have been tap dancing all the way, and no one would have cared. Is no one watching the security cameras?

Kyra's keycard opened the door to the lab. It was strange for Jonas that the R&D was sealed like a vault and the armory was like a free buffet.

Then he came to understand why. 

The lab was nerd paradise. He had no clue what half of the tech in there was. While Kyra and Splorg were searching for the weapon, Jonas found something interesting. Two metallic circles were hovering in mid-air, one near the ground, the other ten feet high, cables coming out of them. The center of the rings was emitting dim yellow light. Jonas followed the wire with his eyes to the machine it was connected to. His eyes lit-up.

"Kyra, does this thing work?" 

"Which one?" She wasn't in the line of sight, and just yelled back.

"The one labeled teleportation device?"

A few seconds later Kyra and Splorg were standing next to Jonas. The alien was calibrating his gun. 

"Well, it does, and it doesn't. The professor calls it Schroedinger's Teleport."

"What does that mean?" asked Splorg.

"You don't know if it works until you use it. It's a fifty-fifty chance that you'll get to your destination."

"That's not bad," said Splorg, "even we don't have a teleport yet. Imagine my surprise when I still thought sci-fi movies were for real," he made a chuckling sound.

"What happens when you don't?" Jonas was curious.

"Well, your molecules get scattered all over the planet's magnetic field, at least we think" she pursed her lips, "Professor Oerult tested it on his cat. The first time was OK, but you know... scientific principle..."

"I'm sorry," Jonas wasn't sure why he said that. 

"I didn't know the cat so well, so it's ok." Jonas thought it was a weird thing to say, but then again, he remembered that Kyra isn't as socially inept as regular people.

"Great use for an execution device, though," added Splorg, while examining the platform. "You set destination, the sun, and if they are lucky, they won't burn they just get dispersed," Splorg sounded truly amazed, and shook his head while smiling, "well, there is one more thing on this planet that isn't completely worthless."

Kyra was scowling. She looked like she wanted to give Splorg a piece of her mind. To prevent a fight, Jonas asked the million dollar question.

"Ok guys, we need to make a plan. But before that we have to agree who is the squad leader," said Jonas, "and since I had special mentoring on infiltration, have a video memory of the whole city amongst other useful stuff, and were born on this planet, I think I'm the obvious choice."

Kyra raised an eyebrow and crossed her hand over her chest, pushing them up, making Jonas lose eye contact for a few blinks.

"No offense, but I've been an agent for a longer time, and I've been a Big Brother since I've graduated which means planning and executing missions. Practically field agents are just intelligent pawns so—" Splorg put up both hands. Jonas only noticed now, that he had only four fingers on each side, one thumb and three fingers.

"Look, if anyone, I have the most experience and," Jonas opened his mouth, "pa-pa-pa, aaand," Splorg kept up one finger, "my experience is, that three-man squads need teamwork, not a squad leader. Especially since I don't see any overlap in our 'expertise'. But if you want to waste time arguing on this, then be my guest... it's not my planet they want to eradicate..." he dropped his hands, and started looking around the lab.

Jonas and Kyra shared a look. Splorg was right. They both took a deep breath and switched to a less aggressive posture. This wasn't the time to measure proverbial penises.

Kyra was measuring what Splorg was doing in the lab. Jonas using this time took another glance at her body. The uniform was eye candy on female colleagues. It was tight in strategical places. He loved it when Eva showed up in it.

Eva. At the thought of her betrayal, it was like somebody grabbed his heart and started pulling it out. It made what Kyra did pale in comparison. Kyra at least apologized. Multiple times. Jonas never accepted it. He came to regret it over the past year. His attitude towards her was disproportionate to her 'crime'. After a time he felt that even if they repaired their relationship, it wouldn't be the same. So he rejected the thought. Even though he knew she was sorry, and that she cared. When Eva asked him if he considered the damage it might cause her, or if it was fair, he just pouted like a little kid refusing to take responsibility. Eva. Was she pretending to care? Was it just part of her psychological evaluation process for her report? She couldn't even face him after the Interrogation. He was just another assignment for her. The stone cold Professional. Snap out of it! You get all the self-pity you want after saving the planet.

"I know one thing for sure. We need a disguise for Splorg," said Jonas.

"On the contrary!" Yelled Splorg from behind a huge water tank, "I have a cloaking device."

"Then why the hell did I push you around on a table?"

"Well, I didn't want to ruin your moment."

"How does it work," Kyra pushed him aside, with a glow in her eyes."

"Observe!"

Splorg grabbed the circular device from his belt. It had four large blue buttons on it. Splorg pressed them in a sequence, and vanished for a second, right before their eyes.

Jonas thought it was one less problem until Splorg started talking in an angry tone, in what was probably his own language.

"Is something wrong?" Kyra stepped closer.

"No. It is supposed to do that, moron," Splorg grabbed something from his belt, while Kyra just stood there with narrowed eyes, hands still crossed. "Buhalakne, the explosion must have damaged the phase modulator... I guess a second is all it can do... great..."

"So you will need a disguise," said Jonas feeling this was a somewhat divine judgment to the alien's ubermensch syndrome, but it also was another problem that needed solving, so he wiped the smile off his face.

"Kyra, can you tap into the security cams, to see if we are still alone? I'm not willing to push him around again."

"Sure... uhm... hold on."

"Is something wrong?"

Kyra was intently staring at her tablet and started tapping the screen harder and harder.

"I'm locked out."

"Didn't you say the security protocols were stripped away?"

"No. It's something else."

Jonas and Splorg walked behind her and looked at the tablet. She looked back over her shoulder.

"Someone else is in the system. It-It's Zero."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Kyra

 

The three of them ran to the elevator and pressed the button to the twelfth floor. As the lift speeded upstairs, they could already see light coming from a room.

"Stay back, we can handle this," said Jonas.

"Don't treat me like a k—"

As the elevator was arriving, she saw Zero's office. It was on the right side of the catwalk. Someone was behind Zero's desk wearing a ZTU uniform and black mask. The perp looked up. Their eyes met. The elevator was a few seconds away from opening. Jonas and Splorg already had their weapons ready. The intruder shot the screen and the keyboard in a swift motion and started running. 

Jonas lunged forward, to intercept him at the end of the catwalk.

"I'll cover the exit," she said and ran in the other direction, towards the staircase.

Their footsteps made a lot of noise in the empty building. She glanced back. Jonas and Splorg ran as fast as they could, but even the alien's speed was not enough. 

"Stop!" yelled Jonas, and fired a shot. 

The intruder jumped to the side, right inside the dark unfinished room next to him. The guys went after him.

She was panting. Not from the running. She hasn't felt like this before. Ever. 

After a few seconds, she pulled her gun from the leg holster and moved next to the corner near the entrance to the stairwell. It acted as a thick wall that separated a small area between the meeting rooms. The little lounge behind the staircase had couches and vending machines installed. A quiet area with a view of the city. She went to the other side of the wall to make sure it was empty.

Glass shattering echoed in the building. She ran back to the corner. Splorg was laying on the floor with a table on him, and on top of the furniture was the intruder. 

The perp got up and started running toward the stairwell. Towards Kyra.

Her hands were trembling, but she yanked the gun to eye level. The intruder almost fell, as he slid while trying to slow down. Then he made a move to her left, towards the lounge behind the staircase. She ran to the other end of the corner.

"Stop, or I'll shoot!"

The intruder raised his hands than tilted his head to the side. 

She turned the safety off. Her hands started shaking.

The intruder dropped his hands.

"Hands up!"

He took a small step closer.

"I said hands up!"

He took another step. Footsteps echoed. Kyra glanced to the side, as Jonas entered her view. The next moment there was an arm around her neck and a cold feeling against her temple.

"Let her go!" came the voice of Jonas.

She felt the head of his captor move. He was looking for an exit.

"I'm not going to repeat it," said Jonas as he and Splorg took a step toward him.

"We don't have time for this," the propeller filled voice of Splorg had no emotions in it. He raised his gun and pointed at her.

She closed her eyes. 

There was a bright flash.

When she opened her eyes, he saw Jonas grabbing Splorgs hand. Then she felt a kick on her back.

As she was falling, she turned around her axis and saw the intruder jump foot forward towards an element of the glass wall. It had a hole in the middle with large cracks filling it like spider webs. The glass shattered and he disappeared. 

Jonas got to the window. He kicked the metallic frame as he groaned in anger.

"Jonas, I'm sorry, I couldn't."

He ignored her, "fucker had a gliding suit!" He walked back to Splorg, "What the hell were you thinking?"

"In a situation like this you have to calculate with acceptable losses," said Splorg while holstering his gun.

"Acceptable..." he chuckled in disbelief, "no! We don't do that! I don't do that! Don't do it ever again!"

"There may come a situation..."

"No. There. Won't!"

She was the cause of all this. Why couldn't she pull the trigger? Zero was right all along. She was not cut out for this. 

No. She won't be dead weight.

"Kyra, you ok?" Jonas knelt down next to her.

She wiped her face. Pity. That was not was she deserved. She can fix this.

"Let's see what he was trying to access," she said as she got up and stormed towards the room."

The monitor and the keyboard were shot, but the computer was still intact. She sat down on the floor and plugged in her tablet. Now she knew why.

"Everything is being deleted!"

"Can't you stop it?"

"I-I don't have time," she stuck her hands to her forehead, "but!"

"But what?"

She can't stop the system being deleted, but she can access the logs with a parallel process, and save them.

"Gimme a minute!"

"Guys, I guess we finally got everyone's attention," said Splorg, leaning in from outside Zero's office, "we need to leave. Now!"
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Chapter Twenty-Eight: Zero

 

Zero stood behind his desk. His finger was swiping the surface of the wooden desk, stopping and circling around the bullet holes. The forensics guys already left before he arrived. They took everything, including the mascot costume. He had no clue why, but he was grateful.

Knock-knock.

He looked up and saw Agent Four coming inside, trying to avoid stepping on the shattered glass.  She didn't say anything. Just stood there.

"Lay it on me," said Zero as he collapsed in his chair.

"Somebody accessed the mainframe from below ground and probably disabled the security protocols. The enforcers were led to believe there was a perimeter breach, so they all went outside. The guard posted at the detention cell was knocked out cold. He doesn't remember much, but he said the door opened on its own. The rest of it we are still piecing together, but we won't be much smarter until the system is restored."

"How long?"

"Hard to tell."

A jolt of electricity came from his brain. Zero hit the table with his fist. The broken pieces of the keyboard jumped around.

"There is one more thing, boss."

"Oh, there's more?"

"Jonas and Kyra are gone as well, and with the system offline, we won't be able to track him."

He took deep breaths. Technology. One swipe of a button, and it's all gone. Pull the plug, and the world dies.

Standing up, he walked close to the LED panel.

"Sir, its—"

"I know," he pulled out a pin from his coat pocket and pressed it into the little hole for the microphone. There was a clicking sound. He pulled the panel off the wall and took out a massive dossier. It had the title 'COTV Case'.

Agent Four walked closer.

"Boss, do you think..." her voice was hesitant. He never heard it sound like this before, "do you think Jonas did this?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Nine: Jonas

 

The old building Splorg led them to was near the city center. An area called Rehab. Before the last big economic crisis, the city closed off the area, surrounded it with a wall to build 'The city of the future'. Solar panels, recycling plants, selective waste collection were just some of the fancy words on the large billboard at the gate. But life always has other plans. Without the proper funds, the project was shut down. From the big sign above the main gate that once said 'Rehabilitation Area' only the word 'Rehab' remained. 

As they rode through the streets in the stolen car, Jonas stuck his face to the window. He only saw this are from the inside once. 

Some buildings were torn down, but their ruble remained. Other buildings were covered in graffiti, with most of its windows broken in. As the sun was coming up, it illuminated the dust in the air. Jonas only saw this much dust when he helped Kyra reorganize the boxes at the Academy. 

Kyra was sitting in the back. She was quiet. Staring out the window, but not really looking. The green eyes glanced at him for a second. No emotions. Jonas wasn't sure if she was afraid, tired, or bored.

Rehab became the home of the poor, the drug addicts, and all kinds of shady characters when the city stopped guarding it. A few blocks of buildings remained in 'habitable' condition and were sold to the highest bidder. Those who couldn't even afford a place here were laying on used mattresses or paper boxes outside. The whole area reminded him of a refugee camp. 

The building the alien lived in didn't seem that bad. They went through the empty lobby then up the stairs. The walls in the stairwell had large patches of mold on it. They arrived at a worn-out door. One step inside and Jonas had to cover his mouth to keep whatever food was still left in him inside.

"Welcome to my humble abode," said Splorg with arms in the air when they walked inside the door.

"No exaggeration," said Kyra after taking a deep breath.

It was one big room. The paint and the colorless wallpaper were coming off. Like the place was shedding its skin. Parts of wallpaper were laying on the hardwood floor in piles.  The sour odor of wine cellars filled the air. It was terrible, but still, air freshener compared to the lobby. There was no furniture other than the built-in kitchen and a mattress in the corner of the room. 

The place reminded Jonas of the orphanage. He and Billy used to pretend they were in a post-apocalyptic world, scavenging for supplies and avoiding mutant monsters - the caretakers. Why would anyone live like this voluntarily?

Kyra's face was twisting, her nostrils wide. She covered it with her arm.

"What is this horrible smell?"

"Hm? Oh, that. You don't like it? I love it. Partly the reason I rented this place."

He wasn't sure if the alien was joking or not.

After their miraculous escape from HQ, They couldn't go to either of their or their families' places. That is where ZTU would have looked for them first. 

"How long have you been living here?" asked Jonas, tearing off a piece of hanging wallpaper.

"For a while now."

"Why here?" asked Kyra, with disgust on her face.

"Well, I needed a place to stay hidden. What better place to stay hidden, than the part of the city people doesn't want to admit exists? You people, like to pretend these people don't even exist or live among these circumstances. So I figured, it's the perfect spot to go unnoticed." Jonas and Kyra shared a look. "I was supposed to go around the planet and collect information, but your internet made it unnecessary. Everything is on there. Literally."

"Not everything is true there, you know that?" said Kyra as she was looking for a place to sit.

"What? Then why would you...? Aaah, clever. Defense against invaders. Only humans know what is or isn't true."

"Not really. Some people still think the earth is flat, and climate change is a hoax."

"Then what's the purpose?"

"I'll teach you all about trolls later," she said with a chuckle.

Kyra and Splorg engaged in an idle conversation.

Jonas walked up to the window. The flat was on the fifth floor of the building. It was one of the tallest in the neighborhood. 

He had this itch in the back of his head. Not from the wounds. It came from the inside. Splorgs voice made it worse. He couldn't keep it in any longer.

"How can you two be so light about it?" They both looked at him. "Little more than an hour ago, you would have shot her without hesitation, and now you act like your buddies? What was that at the building, Splorg?"

The alien and the girl stared at him. Splorg stood up from his crouch.

"Jonas, the life of the pla—" started Kyra but Splorg cut her off.

"You haven't been a soldier for long, have you?"

Jonas let out a compressed sigh.

"Have you?" asked Splorg again.

"No. But I don't have to be a veteran to know we don't kill off comrades because it's easier."

"Easier?" Splorg came across the room with two steps and stopped his face with an inch of his. The color of his skin seemed to darken. "What do you know about war? Hm? Did you ever have to make a tough decision, boy? Did you ever have to choose between killing one or letting many others die?"

Jonas turned his face away, but the alien grabbed it and forced it to look forward.

"Answer me!"

"Yes!" Jonas pushed himself away, "I chose to risk my own life—"

Splorg interrupted with a cynical laugh, "that's not the same, boy! You don't always get to be the hero, and die sacrificing yourself! That is the easy way out! Have you had to make a choice, where you had to live with it?"

Jonas didn't respond. 

"I thought so," Splorg started pacing around. He stopped and pointed at Jonas' face, "I had to choose between killing my brother or letting two other people die. Two. Not a planet. Not a city. Two," his chest was pulsing.

"Stop it!" came Kyra's shaky voice. "It's not his fault Jonas, it's mine. I couldn't pull the trigger."

His head was spinning.

"Sorry about your brother," said Kyra in a soft voice.

Splorg put his arms on his waist and dropped his head.

"He was a good kid. Trusting, friendly. Bad soldier, but a good person," he scoffed, "he died trying to negotiate peace with some thieves. They were stealing supplies for their colony. We had orders, but he... he wanted to spare them. It-it might seem normal to you, but the Rezak don't negotiate peace. He thought we could change. It cost him his life. He was a fool," Splorg looked up, "I'll check the perimeter, to make sure we weren't followed."

The door shut with a bang behind him, making parts of the ceiling fall down.

***

"Honey, I'm home," came the cheerful voice of Splorg, along with paper crumbling.

"Did you bring food?" asked Kyra.

"Indeed. We can't save the world on an empty stomach!"

"How'd you get it," asked Jonas.

Splorg was already chewing on a sponge cake, "stole it," he said between two bites.

Jonas wanted to give a lecture again but dropped it.

Splorg placed the grocery bag on the kitchen counter. Jonas reached inside and pulled out a chocolate bar. He ripped it open and started eating.

"Kyra, you want something?"

"I'm good."

"What are you doing?"

"I'm checking the logs. I've found the access code used by the mole."

Jonas put the chocolate down on the counter, and walked next to her, "who is it."

"It doesn't work that way. I have the code, but without the database, I can't match it to a person."

"Do we know what he wanted... you know besides crippling the ZTU."

"We do," she looked at him, with a proud smile, "he was accessing the Children of the Void files, and searching for mentions of Power Core."

"I told you," said Splorg with a muffled sound, putting another sponge cake in his mouth.

"What did he find."

"I can't tell you that, but I know that Williams is introducing a new Power Core on the Expo today, so that's our best bet. Mark told me it's huge. Its power output is massive. It's an upgrade of the prototype the cult stole from the Academy, and he said he finally figured out the glitches. He was always so smart. I did the security analysis for Williams. The ZTU is securing the event."

"So you know the layout and the security plan. It almost sounds too easy," Splorg was wiping his hand on his uniform, "we can focus on the cult and Nixius, although I doubt he'll show."

"Why is that?"

"Have you not seen him?"

True. Nixius would draw too much attention. Most probably their little group would only deal with his minions. Contrary to what Splorg said he wanted to have backup. Should he contact Carl? Maybe if he explained it. 

He shook his head and walked back to the window.

It was too dangerous to involve others.

All they needed was a plan.

***

"So far so good," said Jonas, pulling the glove to fit his hands, "you know them?"

"No, they must be new."

The two enforcers laid in the corner tied up and unconscious.

"Are these the new issue communicators? We didn't have these at the Academy."

"God, you're worse at small talk then I am. We don't have to talk all the time, Jonas," she turned towards the enforcers with hands on her hips, "we should have brought a blanket."

"I don't think they'll catch a cold."

She rolled her eyes, "to conceal them, idiot," she turned around, "how do I look?"

She lost weight since the Academy but still had all her curves. The mask covered most of her face, and the helmet made her head seem twice the size. Only her eyes were showing. Two emeralds. Focus.

"Uhm... great."

"What's wrong," she measured herself.

"Nothing. You. You're perfect."

"Well, the uniform does hide us well. All I need to do is walk as confident as them, right?"

"That's n... yeah."

This wasn't the time and the place. A generator room in the basement wasn't very romantic. Besides. There was this Mark.

The generator turned on, making loud noises.

"So, Mark, was it? Your contact at Williams."

"Well, he's not an official contact, per se, we knew each other from the Academy. He was there for me when... nevermind." The words created pressure in his chest. What was he expecting? That she will wait until he can forgive her, and they will start again?

"Whatever. Is he," Jonas had no follow-up, "nevermind, let's go."

Kyra looked at him, with a raised eyebrow, then shrugged, "I hope the noise won't wake them. Then again, no one would hear them."

Jonas and Kyra walked up to the ground floor.

The Central Convention Center was massive in size, with four buildings the size of a football field. The Scientific Expo was in one of them.

A sea of people greeted them as they walked out of the stairwell. It took all their might to march against the current of people walking between the stands.

They reached the center of the building.

The plan was simple. Make sure the cult can't get away. The second set of radios confiscated from the knocked out guards came in handy. They could hear all the ZTU chatter while they could communicate with each other on another channel. He grabbed the walkie talkie they brought from the armory.

"How you holding up, buddy, over?"

"Waiting is not my strong suit... over."

The feeling was mutual.

"Let's walk around to see if we find something suspicious."

"Shouldn't we stay here, what if Williams decides to bump up the schedule?"

The ZTU Watchdog Mascot came out from behind one of the stands and waved at them. Jonas wondered how Zero could have reacted when it was shown to him. Kyra waved back. He stared at her.

"What? We shouldn't raise suspicion," she turned towards him, "do you trust him? Splorg?"

"I don't have a reason not to."

"That's naive if you ask me," she started playing with the ID badge hanging from her chest pocket. He knew her enough to know she was hiding something.

"What did you do?"

"Nothing," she kept silent, "fine, I placed a tracker on him, just in case he would flee."

"You know you should really work on your trust issues, Kyra."

"Is this about me being overly cautious, or about ratting you out at the Academy?"

"What? That's way behind me. So did you put a tracker on Mark as well?"

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"That I forgive you."

"Well ain't that convenient," she looked away into the crowd, "now that the world is ending, you forgive me. How lucky I am! Well, Jonas, thank you, but in all honesty, fuck you!" She finished her sentence with a frown.

This isn't me. What the hell am I doing? Was he jealous? At a time like this, it was childish. Who knows if they live tomorrow or an hour from now. She was right.

"Listen, Kyra, I'm—"

"No! You listen! After all those years, I opened up to you, and yes I screwed up, but I did everything I could to make you understand how sorry I was. I made a fool of myself for you, and you didn't even talk to me. You made all my fears come true. Letting someone close, just so I can lose them. Fuck you!" 

This wasn't the reaction Jonas expected from Kyra, but deep inside he knew he deserved it.

A middle-aged lady stopped for a second and shook her head. A kid with a red balloon was holding her hand. The boy looked at her, but she just tugged him along.

He put his hand on Kyra's shoulder, but she brushed it off. 

"Go check the perimeter. I'll stay here," Kyra turned away and forced herself into the crowd.

That few hours of sleep at Splorg didn't help. Neither did the sea of people and the noise. A mixture of yelling, music, and machines whirring and beeping.

Both of them were on edge. Jonas shouldn't have pushed her like this.

Jonas walked with the current of people towards one of the exits.

The enforcer communicator came on.

"All units, Williams has arrived. Commence Phase One."

He grabbed the walkie-talkie from his belt.

"Kyra, what's phase one? I don't remember, over."

"It wasn't in my plan, over."

"What phase one?" Inquired Splorg, "guys, don't keep me in the dark."

"Copy," came a different voice on the communicator, "moving to position."

Some of the enforcers started moving. He started following one.

I don't like this. What should we do, Jonas? Over."

"Stay where you are, I'm going to check out one of them. Keep to the plan. Over."

"Jonas," the radio static made Splorgs voice weird, "I'm moving closer to the stage. Over."

Jonas was pushing people left and right. The enforcer he followed was a short guy. People wondering about hid him from eyesight from time to time. Jonas didn't want to get too close. As the enforcer disappeared behind one of the stands near the wall, he rushed closer. Putting his hand on the gun holster, he peeked out behind the stand.

There was no movement, only an enforcer standing there looking at the crowd.

"I lost him, behind the... sonic pulse stand, over."

"What are you doing here, I thought I was followed," came a voice next to him.

"I... uh... was making sure phase one is on track."

"Come on then, we need to clear before the Power Core is here."

He walked past him towards the enforcer.

"Hey," he waved at him. 

The enforcer waved back, then started shaking and finally collapsed. 

Jonas knew what caused such a reaction. A taser gun. 

This guy wasn't a real enforcer. The fake enforcer changed the cartridge, then turned back, "come on, help me carry."

"Jonas, some of the enforcers are not in their place."

"What the?"

Jonas pulled the pistol but was too slow. The fake enforcer hit his wrist upward, and the gun fell on the floor. He tried to reach for it. A knee met his lung, and he fell backward. As he gasped for air while the other one kicked away the gun and aimed the taser at him. He rolled to the side at the right moment and kicked the inside of the fake enforcer's knees. The enforcer started collapsing into a crouch, but the wall provided support. Jonas got up and rammed into him. The fake enforcer's head knocked against the wall with a big bang, and the helmet came off. There was an opening. Jonas reached for the unconscious enforcers gun, but the protective strap didn't give way.

"Night-night," he heard behind his back.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty: Kyra

 

Minutes passed, and Jonas didn't reply. Something must have happened to him.

"Jonas. Jonas! Come in!"

"I'm here, Kyra," she let out a big sigh and a tiny laughter.

"Are you OK? What the hell happened," she was looking around but couldn't see either of them.

"Tss... I'm fine. Splorg saved my ass. He broke a chair on the fake enforcer's back. It's the cult, they are dressed as enforcers. They must be taking out the guards one-by-one. Over."

"What should we do, Williams is on in ten minutes. Over."

No answer. The silence was choking Kyra. Her badge came off the chest pocket. She put it in her trousers.

"We are going to take out the fake enforcers. Over."

"How do you know who's fake? Over."

"Hold on."

There was a minute of silence.

"They have a different communicator. Like the one on the gear we borrowed. The simplex-duplex switch is missing. Stay where you are, and signal us if the show starts," he paused, "be careful, Kyra. Over."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-One: Jonas

 

"I think that's all of them," said Jonas to the dog in the enforcer uniform, "how are we doing with time?"

"The show should have started by now," came the muffled voice of Splorg under the costume, "maybe they got spooked."

"Let's get back to the crowd."

The dog nodded.

They squeezed themselves through the sea of people again and were approaching the stage. Splorg was standing out in his costume, and people gave way to him. Jonas had to struggle.

"Showtime, guys. Over."

Epic music came through the speakers, and paper confetti was shot in the air in all colors of the rainbow. The lights dimmed, and the Williams company's logo was painted with a green laser over the walls. A handsome looking guy walked forward with three-three half-naked dancers on his side.

"Welcome ladies and gentlemen," his voice echoed as he talked into the microphone. The crowd cheered, and he continued, "tonight we've got tons of innovation to show you, and one of them, will blow. You. Away!"

A few other figures appeared on the stage, wearing robes.

"It's them, get ready. Over."

Jonas pushed people aside with force.

On the stage, a man pulled the spokesperson back and grabbed the microphone. Silence fell on the room, heavy and thick. The little static from the microphone became audible.

"You. All you care about are material needs. But fear not, our god will help you," it was Elias Shemmy.

"Tell them to kneel before me," the sinister voice came from inside his skull. His knees became weak.

Nixius was there.

"B-but lord this is not our way. We are—"

The crowd gasped as Elias was lifted in the air. Nixius moved out of the shadow.

"How dare you defy me? Your disobedience will be punished," he grabbed his waist and folded his back in half like it was paper.

Screams of terror filled the air, as people started to run towards the exit. Jonas just stood there, like his feet had grown roots.

"JONAS!" the shaky voice of Kyra woke him. 

The crowd was overrunning her. She fell. Jonas moved to the left. Using a table to boost his jump, he climbed on top of the nearest stand and started running towards her. 

The people were frantically escaping, pushing back any enforcers left awake. The cultists were shooting random people in the crowd.

"Interesting..." echoed the voice from the abyss in Jonas' head, "this presence... a Rezak, here? Haha! Show yourself, Rezak, I'm desperate to meet you!"

"Guhala wat kar, Nixius," came the distinct sound of Splorg.

He was standing in the middle of the crowd. The costume helmet was no longer on him. He started shooting the cultists and ran to cover.

Jumping from top to top Jonas was where she last saw Kyra in a few seconds. She wasn't in the crowd.

"Kyra!" he called out to her.

"In here."

Jonas looked down from the top of the stand. She was crawled up under a table, hugging her knees. No. Not her knees. There was a blond little girl in her lap. There was blood on her back. An impact wound. Her limp body was motionless. She didn't breathe.

"She's just... She's just... I tried, but too la—" she started hyperventilating, "I-I can't," she looked up. Her mouth was shaking as she tried to speak. The mask wasn't on her. Rivers of tears rolled down her face, "I'm sorry, I can't. I'm sorry, I'm sorry." she turned back to the little girl. 

There was no time.

"Stay here, I'll come back for you!"

She nodded.

He dropped from the top and started running towards the stage between the stands. The crowd became thinner. Families were helping each other up. He saw people in desperate need of help, but there was no time to stop. In the end, Splorg was right. Acceptable losses. He will deal with his conscience later. Now, the life of everyone was at stake.

He came to the last cover and peeked out.

"Enough," yelled the sinister voice in his skull, "you, take the Power Core, I'll deal with this."

A few cultists grabbed a large box and started moving it backstage.

"Come out, Rezak. I want you all to myself, I hope you're not too afraid." 

Splorg stepped out from cover, flanking the monster.

"Gahart, Nixius!"

Nixius' body moved fast despite his size, but not fast enough. The bright flash hit him straight in the chest. He collapsed on his knees!

"Yes!" yelled Jonas. 

He started running to round up the remaining cultists.

Sinister laughter filled his skull. Jonas froze in place. Nixius was standing up. There was a transparent hole in his chest, but it was fading away.

"You can't kill me, Rezak. Not even with your new toy. I'm the—"

There was another flash and another.

"Gahart, gahart, GAHART!"

Nixius fell to the ground again. Bullets started flying toward Jonas. They were bouncing off the floor. He jumped to the right to reach cover behind a hot dog cart.

He glanced out and saw as a few enforcers provide covering fire, while others pick up Nixius and take him away.

He shot at them, but they forced him back to cover. As soon as the barking of guns receded, Jonas and Splorg ran out from cover. The alien was almost twice as fast as him. It wasn't enough.

When Jonas stopped next to him, he only saw a massive hole in the brick wall at the corner of the road leading towards the exit.

"Kimasan'phat!" he yelled kicking at something on the floor.

The cult got away, and their little team had no way of knowing where they went.

"Come on," said Splorg, "let's see if one of them is alive."

They walked back to the stage and started searching the bodies. No one from the cultist was alive.

"I found a breather," said Splorg.

It was the spokesperson. He was shaking and covering his eyes. Splorg was crouching next to him.

"I'm not sure we are going to get much out of this one."

The guy was shaking, covering his eyes with two hands. Water was rolling down on his face. Sweat or tears, or both. Seeing Splorg without the fluffy mask wasn't helping either.

"Are you guys OK?" came the meek voice of Kyra from behind them.

"Where—" started Splorg, but Jonas put his hand on the alien's shoulder, then shook his head, "Great!"

"I-I tried... khm...," she was wiping her face, "I tried to scan the energy signature of the Power Core."

So she didn't completely shut down. Good. Years of training didn't just go to waste.

"I know you're scared, but can you help locate it? Based on the energy signature?" Asked Jonas.

"I'm n... never mind. It had none. O-or not a conventional one. I mean energy signature. That's the only possible answer. It can be masked from sensors, but not at this distance."

Splorg and Jonas shared a look. The alien knocked on the spokesperson's forehead.

"Yo, Mr. Suit. Want to live?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Two: Kyra

 

The hangar-like building became empty. Music wasn't pouring from the giant black speakers hanging from the blue and white metal walls. Some pieces of confetti were stuck on the tube frame of the ceiling, which was at least twenty feet above them. The cannons shooting them meant business.

Kyra was standing behind Splorg, next to Jonas as the alien tried to get information out of the spokesperson.

The scene in front of her was unreal. She tried to imagine it was a movie set. All these people are extras who are just playing dead. 

"Maybe if—" started Jonas.

"Gimme a minute," replied Splorg without taking his eye off the man, whose suit was covered in blood, "I used to be good at his." 

"We need to move somewhere," started Jonas, "so we can leave quickly! I don't like standing around in an open field like this."

Blood. A cold shiver shook her. This is not cherry syrup or ketchup... it's blood.

She crossed her arms in front of her stomach. These aren't extras, these are dead bodies. The corpses on the stage were soaking in the pool of their own blood. She lifted her boot. Ruby colored drops were falling from the sole. 

Someone turned on a blender in her stomach. 

She jerked her hand to her mouth and turned away. Her lunch was on the stage floor a second later. Deep breath. Grabbing her knees, she closed her eyes.

It was quiet, only the rhythmic sobbing of the spokesperson interrupted the silence.

"Please don't kill me. Please don't kill me. Please don't kill me," said the guy in rapid succession.

"I said I don't want to... oh god he pissed himself..." Splorg wasn't making progress from the sound of it, "you pick him up if you want to."

"Kyra, you OK?" The soft voice of Jonas came right behind her. She felt a hand on her waist. A little warmth started extending from that spot even through the fabric of the uniform. 

The nausea faded. Kyra wiped her mouth in the sleeve of her uniform and straightened up. "I'm... I'm fine," she couldn't look him in the eyes. 

"You didn't look fine from where I was standing. Is this your first time—"

"You're right, let's move closer to the extraction point. It's standard procedure." Talking about her lack of experience was not going to help her. They have a mission to complete. It wasn't feelings hour in kindergarten.

Jonas nodded and helped up the spokesperson. He fainted. Jonas proceeded to put him over his shoulders. Despite his relatively slender frame, he moved the guy like he had no weight.

The four of them moved into an alley two hangars down where they parked the car.

Jonas put down the guy, against the wall of the hangar. Splorg not so gently slapped him back to consciousness. Then, he re-started his questioning. 

"Any luck, Splorg?" asked Jonas.

"Nah, I just realized your planet is not in contact with other races. I'm guessing maybe a human face would work better," Splorg stood up and turned, "Crybaby, wanna give it a try? I'll check the perimeter. I guess it's standard procedure as well."

"Dude," exclaimed Jonas, "give her a break."

"Jerk," she muttered under her nose after the alien walked past her.

Splorg had all the reason to be mean. If it were up to her, they'd be dead. Still, it wasn't helping.

She stepped next to the sobbing man. He looked up. Eyes red, nose double the size. Could be from crying or could be from being hit.

"Sir," she crouched next to him, "I know you're scared, but it's over now, and we need your help to stop these people. You do want us to stop them right?"

He nodded a little and let his hands down. There were no signs of wounds on him. The smell of ammonia and metal produced a nauseating aura around him. She covered her nose with her fist. Luckily, she had nothing left to barf up.

"I need to know more about the specifications. You don't need to dumb it down, I was part of the team designing the prototype. If you can tell me about the shiel—"

"I-it's f-fake—" he started crying.

"Faking the energy signature? How?"

"It's a f-fake... I-it's not ready. I-I told the board t-to show off t-to increase stocks s-so we can f-finish it."

She stood up. 

"Lying little bitch!" She scoffed.

Mark told her he managed to finish it. No, he didn't tell. He gloated. Mark even told her, that the user interface was completed by him 'fixing' the code Kyra wrote.

"Guess he wasn't much of a help?" Said Splorg.

"No. I mean yes. Mark lied to me! He told me that... never mind." She took a deep breath and turned towards Jonas. "The Power Core is fake."

"That's awesome!" Jonas cleared his throat, "I'm sorry Mark lied to you like that. I'd never do that to you."

Splorg looked at Jonas with a strange face. That last bit was so out of place even the alien noticed it.

She pulled her eyebrows together. "You already did, Jonas. Remember the night the Power Core was stolen?"

"That was different." He got all worked up. She didn't understand why. This was supposed to be ancient history to them. "You don't know how much planning went into that. Carl almost got kicked out for it. I wanted to surprise you for your birthday." His cheeks got a little red, but he maintained eye contact.

"Well, you certainly know how to surprise people, I'll give you that!" Their gaze was still locked. His mouth was closed, but she could see his jaw move ever so slightly. Jonas wanted to say something he couldn't quite bring himself to. 

The engraved pen was in her pocket. She never went anywhere without it. Maybe if she showed it to him, it would help Jonas say whatever it was. 

She noticed her hand making an unconscious movement towards her pocket. Kyra stopped it. This wasn't the time and the place. Maybe if everything is over, and they both survive, they can finally talk about it like adults. Like the friends they used to be.

"Anyway," started Jonas with hesitation in his voice, "one less problem, right? I mean the Power Core?"

"Actually, two more," said Splorg walking up to them, "Nixius being phased over apparently means we cannot kill him, and now he knows a Rezak ship is on the planet."

"How did he... sense you?" Asked Jonas.

"He communicates telepathically, as I'm sure you noticed. He can sense minds. I can't explain it better."

"Nixius can read minds?"

"Not without physical contact. In the distance, Nixius only feels emotions. But who knows what he learned in the Void..."

"So?" Kyra and Jonas shared a look.

"I'm pretty sure they'll figure out the Power Core is fake, and when they do, they gonna come looking for an alternative. Since he saw me, he's gonna come looking for my ship. We need to make sure we get to it first."

"How would he know where it is? I guess it's not out in the open somewhere?" Jonas asked for reassurance.

"No, but as opposed to humans, he knows what to look for. It's only a matter of time."

An alien they cannot kill. 

Cold numbness was pressing on her lungs. It was out of scope for them. Not even the ZTU was equipped to deal with this. The ZTU.

She grabbed her tablet. The blinking 'No Connection' signaled the central system was still offline. She let out a sigh. The Expo was at the edge of the city, but that didn't mean they have all the time in the world.

"Guys, we need to leave, I'm sure the ZTU is not far behind."

"Crybaby's right, let's split," Splorg clapped and moved, but Jonas didn't. He was like a statue. "What? Wrong expression again?"

"If we didn't come here today, he would have never known about you, and he'd have no alternative. We should have asked for help."

"Well... the ZTU knew about an alien, so chances are the mole also knew about it." Said Kyra. The chances were low, but Jonas' deduction was too cruel to accept. It would mean they are potentially the reason the planet was doomed.

"See, it didn't matter. Jonas, snap out of it! We can mourn the dead when we saved the living. Let's go!"

"We can't do this alone. Look at where it got us."

Splorg scoffed, "brilliant," he slapped his arms on his leg, "so what, we call the cavalry?"

"We need the ZTU," said Jonas

Kyra looked at Splorg. He shook his head.

"Bad idea, Jonas. I'm not going back to a cell, to wait for a dissection."

"Then what do you suggest? You said it yourself. We can't kill Nixius. Right?"

Splorg started drumming on his forehead with three fingers.

"Well?" Jonas' voice carried a definite urgency.

"We might be able to kill him. Might. I just need a working phase modulator."

"How does that help us," asked Kyra.

"Nixius is not fully present on our... I'm gonna go with 'plane' in lieu of better word. We need a Phase Modulator, and if we can match it up with him, I can kill him with my gun. I have one on my ship."

That was one more reason the three of them needed to get to the ship first. That cold numbness started to ease. There may be a way out of this. 

"So," she started. Both of them looked at her, "Nixius will soon be looking for the Power Core, which is in the same place as the phase modulator. In the park, I assume?" She started walking up and down the alley. "If we assume not the whole ZTU is with the mole, I doubt that the cult will be out in broad daylight as the ZTU will be all over the city looking for them. Which gives us time to plan our next move. Provided we get out of here in time." 

"Indeed. Look at you, pulling your shit together," Splorg said, patting her shoulder.

She brushed his hands off. The smirk on the alien's face was asking for a slap. Or a gut punch. 

"That's all fine, but Nixius is not alone," said Jonas, "you saw the resources he has. All thanks to the mole. We need to find out who he—"

"Or she," interjected Kyra.

"...is, and let Zero know. Nixius would be a lot less dangerous if he doesn't have trained enforcers helping him."

"How do we do that? I don't think we can knock on the front door. I doubt they'll let us speak before they put us down."

Jonas raised a finger, but then dropped it. His eyes were moving fast, like he was reading an imaginary book.

It was her time to take charge. 

"I have a plan!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Three: Kyra

 

Kyra was sitting in the back of a ZTU van. Was it the same as one in the morning? She couldn't tell. All of them looked the same.

Three enforcers were sitting with her. All of them had their machine guns resting on their lap. Safety off. She lifted both her hands to scratch her nose. She could hear the chain rattling from the handcuffs.

"It's just a precaution, Agent Twenty-One," said the enforcer across him, "Director Zero's orders."

"I'm sure they are," she forced a smile in response.

Kyra was counting on Zero's paranoia. So far, it was as she expected. At least he was following his own protocols.

Natalie, what would you think of me now? Crying in a corner when bullets are flying towards my friends. This is not how I meant to honor your memory. Your sacrifice. Would you be ashamed? Would you despise me for what I've become? In the end, Zero was right. She wasn't cut out for the field, doesn't matter how hard she tried to live up to Natalie's dream. 

She recalled the scene before Jonas and Splorg left. Splorg walked outside to scan the perimeter, while Jonas called her aside. He was holding her arm. 'Are you sure want to do this? You have nothing to prove,' he said. His eyes were studying her intently as the wrinkles grew between his eyebrows. 'I know why you're doing this. You won't honor her memory by getting yourself killed! That's not...' he couldn't finish. He just stared into her eyes, like he wanted to telepathically transfer his thoughts. She stared back into his eyes. Those determined eyes. There was so much she wanted to say, to ask, but in the end, there was no need. The way he held her arm, the unfinished sentence, that stare told everything she wanted to know. 

It gave her serenity. Even if she was wrong. Even if she misread him. Even if this was a lie her brain made up, so she can focus on the mission. 

Truth was usually painful. No reason to suffer if you haven't got much time to live.

Her own words sounded strong and confident: 'I'm not doing it for her. I'm doing it for me.' His face softened up. He smiled. It was forced but still a smile. 'Be careful,' he said then made a hesitant movement towards her. A kiss on the forehead. It sent a mild electric shock through her body. She was blindly looking ahead. Unable to move. Unable to breathe for those few seconds. 

As soon as his lips left her skin, Jonas ran after Splorg without looking back. Did he regret doing it? Or was he afraid? Afraid they never see each other again?

She moved her hands to touch the spot on her forehead.

I can't live out the life you wanted, Natalie, but I'll make sure the one you gave me, has a purpose. A purpose other than to be you. I tried so hard to be you, I forgot what you really did that day. You weren't pretending to be a soldier or a secret agent. You were protecting someone you loved. It's time to let go of the dead, and focus on the living.

***

Deja Vu. Into the tower. Up the elevator. Into Zero's office.

Zero wasn't alone. Agent Six and Agent Four was with him. They stopped whatever conversation was between them, and all turned towards her. The enforcer took the handcuffs off and placed it on his belt. 

"Take a seat, Ms. Allison!" Zero pointed to the chair in front of him.

She walked closer to the chair. They were all standing in front of the wooden desk. Zero in the center. She sat down taking a good look at the three faces. 

A black hole was in her stomach. One of them could be the mole. Any high ranking agent was a possibility. She tried to control her breathing, but her pulse kept climbing up.

"You called us from the scene of a mass shooting, stating you have proof on who is the mole. Proof that Jonas is innocent," Zero glanced at Agent Four, "Ms. Allison, can you fill us in?"

"Jonas shared more information with me after the interrogation, when his memory came back, so I... I instructed the enforcer to take us to the alien as he could potentially verify the story."

"Against direct orders not to?" asked Agent Six.

"Jonas said he can surely make him talk. A-and he did. That is when we found out the cult is much more dangerous than we thought."

She told them about Nixius, and what they plan to do with the device. The three of them listened. Not being an expert on facial expressions meant she had no way of spotting if one of them is acting weird.

She looked at the window behind her interrogators. The sun was starting to go down. The boys should be on their way to the ship soon. They needed more time. The mole should be aware of her presence. The mole would want to know where Jonas is.

"So," she continued, "knowing that you wouldn't believe us and that we have limited time we escaped the building when the systems went offline and decided to go after the cult ourselves."

"That was extremely stupid, Ms. Allison. I've expected more from you," said Zero, shaking his head.

"We know that now. But with Jonas under suspicion of being the mole, we couldn't risk it."

Zero looked at her with raised eyebrows.

"So you believed the alien?" asked Agent Four.

"I know it sounds stupid, but in retrospect, we made the right call... well, sort of..."

"What do you mean, Kyra?" asked Agent Six

"Well... since Nixius saw Splorg, he will now look for his ship."

"Do we know where it is?" asked Agent Four, "we could dispatch unit now to make sure they won't get to it."

"Splorg is not very trusting. We agreed that after I prove that Jonas is not the mole, I'll contact them."

The three of them looked at each other like they were having telepathic conversations. 

"I'll get unit four on standby to bring him in safely," said Agent Four.

She called someone on her communicator.

"OK then. This evidence of yours, does it tell us who the mole is?" asked Zero.

She didn't respond. This wasn't the conversation Kyra aimed for. Why isn't Zero more suspicious? Why was she uncuffed?

"Yes," she said.

"Let's see it then," said Zero, "is it on your tablet?"

"No, sir. It's in the ZTU database. Once it's online—"

"Eva, how long?"

"Core functions should be available by now."

"Great," said Zero, "Ms. Allison can show it to us at her terminal," he walked to the door and opened it.

With a dramatic gesture, he invited the rest of them to leave.

Why wasn't Zero interrogating her alone? Why didn't they take her to the room? Are they that sure, that she isn't the mole? Is she that insignificant? Kyra wasn't sure if this was complete trust in her or strong disbelief that she could pull off something like this.

They took the stairs not to wait for the elevator. No talking. Only the echoing steps of the four of them.

As they got out on the floor below, it was clear that the staff wasn't here. There were no monitors on in the observations room. She remembered, without the system online, the Big Brothers were useless.

The three of them escorted her silently to her seat.

"One question," Zero asked, as she started to boot up the system, "what is this proof?"

She didn't say a word. What if it's one of them. The timing has to be right. Her life may depend on it.

The monitors lit up one by one. All systems were restored from the backup. Accessing the database took seconds. She typed in the access codes and put her finger on the enter key. She kicked herself in the swivel chair, so she faced all of them.

There was no more time. Any more stalling and the plan could go up in flames. Sweat was accumulating in her palm.

"Without the security protocols in place, I managed to snatch the unencrypted access codes of the mole," she pressed the key.

The decryption algorithms fired up, to find the matching name to the access codes. Her heart was racing as she watched the face of the three agents intently staring at the long blue status bar on the screen as it slowly moved towards completion. They were motionless. Only their eyes moved in sync with the indicator. Like statues, they stood there, radiating an aura that made her feel more anxious than before. She caught split-second glances between them. They must have contemplated that there was a chance the name that will appear on the screen was in the room with them.

Their stiffness made her hold her breath. The few seconds that remained felt like an eternity. Her heart seemed to stop for a moment. 

Beep.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Four: Jonas

 

"Do you honestly think, she was up for it?"

"Yes," lied Jonas.

"Well... she didn't seem up for it."

They were sitting in a car outside the park. It had shaded windows so no one could see Splorg's reptilian face as he was drumming on his forehead with his fingers. 

It was getting dark. Families, couples were all leaving through the tall wrought iron gates. It was a significant improvement that people were in the park during daylight. A compliment to the ZTU. Jonas and Splorg had to stay until people left. For once, the terror and fear of the people worked to their advantage. Still, they had time to kill.

"Tell me about the Rezak Empire. I want to know what we are fighting for. Being part of a galactic civilization."

"I don't know... I'm not the best storyteller."

"At least tell me what... no, how... no."

He didn't know what he wanted to know. Kyra probably would already be asking her hundredth question. Then he found the subject which really interested him.

"How is crime in the Empire? Does the government care about its citizens enough to protect them? How are orphans treated?"

Splorg stopped the drumming. He sat up in his seat and turned towards Jonas.

"The Empire is not perfect Jonas. I saw a lot of earth movies, and I know how alien civilizations are all advanced, and they have peace and love and all that fantasy crap. Truth is, other than our technological advancements, we are not that much ahead."

"I see," he nodded, "but you are still ahead, no? I mean you call this planet worthless and us primitives, so it must be better where you come from?"

"I mean, yeah, we have a good legal system, health care, there are no separate nations. Everybody in the Empire is considered Rezak. Once a planet fully joins, every citizen is equal."

"Really?"

"Well, yeah... I mean excluding my kind of course. We are the ones making sure shit doesn't fall apart."

"How is that?"

"Member planets are not allowed to have their own army. Peacekeepers, like your ZTU, are allowed, but a military that would fight against another galactic civilization, no. We are military people, and we protect the citizens, so they don't need to die in the battles of the Empire. We live by the Code, and we die by the Code. If somebody doesn't like the code, they are either exiled from the Empire or get killed because they don't follow the code."

"Like your brother?"

Splorg turned away. For a minute he didn't even breathe.

"He was like you, you know? He always thought that the world is always changing, and unless you shape it for the better your life is meaningless. He was a fool. The world is not changing. Not seeing it for what it is, not accepting it, fighting against it: that is meaningless."

"I'm sorry you see it that way. Look at our example. This planet has a lot of issues, if we don't fight for change no one will! If we defeat Nixius, we join the Empire, and things will be better. Even if only little by little, it will be better."

He looked at the alien. Splorg stared back at him. The alien's eyes were scanning his face.

"Listen, it's not," he looked down, "It's doesn't... Ah, forget it," said the alien, and looked away again.

"What?"

"We should move, I want to make sure we get there first."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Five: Jonas

 

They reached to a grassy field the size of two football pitches surrounded by tall oak trees. There were no clouds. Stars shined like diamonds on a black drape. The lamp posts were off, but the moon illuminated the field enough to see clearly. The park was higher than the city. Pollution remained in the basin, and whenever it overflowed the wind took it away in a second.

Jonas didn't even remember a lake being here, despite the fact that he did spend a lot of time in the park. The lazy waves reflected the bright white lights from above. 

Splorg stopped near the lake and started punching in something on his forearm panel.

"Yo Jonas, who am I?" He asked, looking at Jonas.

Splorg wrinkled his forehead, something Jonas never saw before. The alien tilted his head forward with closed eyes. Raising his arms, he pointed his fingers towards the lake. His arms started to shake.

Jonas watched as black ball emerged from the pond. It was huge. The size of the old ruins. Sixty feet in diameter. Splorg smiled at Jonas, and they shared a laugh. The alien pressed another button and landed it near them on the grass.

"It's amazing. I bet Kyra would love to see this."

"I'm sure she would," he talked while punching another sequence on the arm panel. He stopped, and dropped his arms. "Help me out, Jonas. Human relationships are confusing as it is, but I feel like for a couple you do act strange... even by human standards," noted Splorg as he opened up the door to the ship.

"We are... only friends... if that."

"No, you aren't. I mean you might not be a couple, but your definitely more than friends. Your body language and chemical reactions are so obvious," he said nonchalantly like it was clear as the sky.

Jonas brought his eyebrows together, "when you say you, you mean me, or the both of us? Splorg?"

He followed Splorg into the ship. The inside of the vessel was all covered in glossy gray plastic like panels, with green and blue lines of light running on their surface in different patterns. The walls had a bend in them. The place seemed familiar. Right after he entered through the ramp, there was a small area. Small doors on the wall with glass parts revealed several uniforms all in different colors behind them. Could they be lockers? The corridor to his front lead to the cockpit. He glimpsed Splorg as he was moving around. The green and blue lines of light seemed to intensify and become thicker. Like one of those LED strips that had text running through it, unknown symbols became visible.

 To his left and right was the opening to a circular corridor. He moved to the left and saw several doors. They were arranged just like the ones in the old ruin.

 He backpedaled to the 'hall', and went after Splorg into the cockpit. It didn't differ much from the spaceship cockpits he saw in video games. Holographic panels in the same green-blue color were displaying information in an alien language. There was one pilot seat in the spacious room. No windows, only the holographic panels hovering around. As Splorg moved, the panels followed him on the glossy surface of the tube-shaped walls. 

He stood in awe, while Splorg was working with the control panels. 

A hissing sound. The pilot seat moved to the side, giving way to something emerging from the floor. It was a cylinder-shaped object emitting a blue halo. It was the same color as the lines on the wall. The thin tubes coming out from its bottom got lost behind the hole on the floor.

"So what are we going to do?" Jonas asked while examining the core.

"We shut down the core, so Nixius cannot use it. Then we hide it somewhere safe."

"Why don't we just take the ship elsewhere?"

"If I could do that, I would have been off this planet for a while now... remember? The Ion drive is broken."

"It seemed to hover just fine a minute ago."

"Yeah, well, unless you want to hover through the city, it's not gonna do us much good."

There was sound coming from all around them.

"Khamar alak fawerrol."

The tube-shaped object's blue halo now had a tint of green in it.

"What was that?"

"A... um... Status report," Splorg seemed surprised by whatever the sentence meant, "but it's... Never mind. Can you help me with something?" This came as a surprise to Jonas. Splorg wasn't the 'asking for help' type.

"What is it?"

"Get the phase modulator from behind the panel over at the entrance, it's next to the blue locker door. It will look like this," Splorg threw the broken phase modulator for Jonas to catch, "Not much use for it now. It only works for a second. There is not much you can accomplish in that time now, is there? Keep it as a souvenir."

Jonas had a bad feeling about this. Splorg was acting weird. Jonas took a look at the device and put it in his pocket. The ship was talking again. He walked back to the front and opened the panel. The wiring looked and felt like streams of water. After a second he noticed the Phase Modulator behind them. He pushed his hand inside. It felt cold as the water-wires touched his skin. The device came loose with a click.

"Khamar qwedet fawerrol," came the sound from the walls again.

"Son of a..."

"What is it, Splorg?" he said, as he handed over the working phase modulator. 

"It might just be your lucky day!" Splorg came towards him after pocketing the device, tapping away on his arm panel. "You're not gonna believe this, but my ship... it's working. I can fly to orbit. I can send a signal to the fleet!"

His heart started beating faster. Unable to contain himself he jumped into the air, hitting an imaginary target while yelling. 

Splorg pulled his head back like a turtle, "contain yourself..."

"You see, I was right! I kept the Covenant, and the universe sent us a—"

The sound of a gunshot. Splorg fell to the ground. Jonas fumbled for his gun as he turned towards the sound, but it was too late. Nixius and a few cultists were coming right at them. Splorg was shot in the leg. The alien quickly opened his arm panel and punched in a sequence of buttons. Jonas saw it clearly.

The cultists dragged them out of the ship. One cultist was pulling Splorg on the floor, as he held his hands in the air. A kick in the back of Jonas's leg. He fell to both knees. The cold, sharp edge of the muzzle flash hider tore the skin on the back of his neck.

"We meet again, Rezak," Nixius' sinister voice was echoing in his skull, "but now you are at your place, on the ground, in the dirt."

Splorg shouted something, which Jonas didn't understand. Two cultists went inside and brought out the Power Core. It was not glowing any longer. Nixius stared at it for seconds. As he took a deep breath, his face turned towards the sky.

"Give me the boot sequence Rezak, or I'll dig it out of your skull."

"Xaberat anat calim, Nixius," said Splorg and he started laughing.

"We'll see about that," said the sinister voice, than Nixius turned to Jonas. "You saw... no... you know the sequence, Jonas Hansen of Earth. I detect a... great sense of justice in you. You are willing to make the right sacrifice for others... just like I did... I'll allow you to join my Void Walkers if you give me the sequence... you can save those orphans, and your partner you think about. Tell me the code the Rezak used. I know you remember it. You remember everything, don't you?"

"You want to destroy everything. Splorg told us what you are!"

"He wants to save us, you—" Nixius interrupted one of the cultists with a raise of his hand.

"Let him speak."

"You... you killed all those people at the expo..."

"That was a misunderstanding between my followers and me. They acted recklessly and were punished for it. I assure you, no more senseless killing will happen."

"Don't believe him, Jonas."

"Silence," he stepped next to Splorg and hit him in the head with his boulder size fist. Jonas thought Splorg's skull was going to get crushed like a melon, but he just passed out.

"Now then... where were we... ah, yes. The codes, please."

"I'd rather die. I'll let you fade back to the Void. With you gone our people can live in peace and prosperity in the Rezak Empire," said Jonas looking the horror right in the eyes. There was evil laughter if Jonas ever heard one.

"Is that what the Rezak told you, that you'll live in peace? Did he tell you an envoy is coming to invite Earth to the Empire? Hmm?"

Jonas was confused. He looked at the passed out Splorg.

"Let me show you what the Rezak really does to planets like yours and mine," Nixius stepped closer to Jonas, and grabbed his forehead. The real world disappeared, and images started filling his mind.

Nixius showed that the Rezak contacted the Unakai, as possible candidates for their federation which they call the empire. But it was a ruse. As soon as the Unakai - Nixius's people - let down their guard, the Rezak launched their military attack. The Unakai were no match. Their resistance was born. The Rezak occupied their planet for years. Their opposition was weak. The only solution left for them was an eager soldier, willing to undergo a procedure in its experimental phase. That was him. That was Nixius. Jonas saw everything through his eyes in fast forward. The Unakai didn't look like him at all. His dark skin and the purple flame like emissions from his skin were the side effects of the treatment. 

"All my people hoped that I can defeat the Rezak. And so I did. With the powers I got, I drove out the army in days. I was invincible. But it came at price... When the Rezak left, my people were afraid of me, so I went to a remote location with my family, to protect them from the... thing I've become. Then one night, something happened, and I couldn't contain my power. And..."

He saw the burnt bodies in the house. Everything was scorched. All his surroundings were black, and only the deep orange glow of ember illuminated the room. The pain inside Jonas's heart was unbearable. He wanted to kill himself. Then another feeling took over. Rage. Burning, unquenchable rage.

Jonas was let go. He was hyperventilating and crying. Nixius clenched his fist and pointed at Splorg.

"It's all their fault, and that is why I will wipe the Rezak from this universe until no one remembers who they were, only me."

Jonas just stood there. His thoughts were racing through his head. There was no way out. He felt his knees getting weak, his palms were sweating. He looked at Nixius.

"You don't care about the cult or what they want. Elias was crazy, but he wanted to do good... you just want revenge!"

The cultist started mumbling and sharing looks.

"No. Elias Shemmy misinterpreted the book. I... we need to make sure only those who are worthy can enter the Void. The Rezak are not worthy," he turned towards his followers, "If they come to the Void with the rest of us, they will taint it. There is a reason why they think it's hell. They don't understand it," he turned back towards him, "come and join me. Help me make the universe right again. Help me make sure, such injustice, such destruction can never happen again."

Jonas saw through him, unlike the cultists who nodded as the monster tried to explain himself. Nixius showed too much of himself, and let go for a second. That rage, that thirst for revenge showed who he truly was. 

Jonas saw the beings Nixius met in the Void. He saw the endless army of incorporeal entities being conquered by the Horror's willpower, swearing allegiance to him. It was like Nixisu created mental clones. But they were not from the real world, they couldn't exist unless they were given a body with a strong mind, that can survive the transfer.

Jonas remembered the promise he always told all the orphans. There was always a choice. They didn't have to accept there is only bad and worse. Now he was in such a situation.

"What if I refuse? You'll kill me?"

"Yes. There is only place for those in my universe who agree that slavers and conquerors need to die, to let the free people live in peace. I've met like-minded spirits in the Void. They will help me select those worthy of entering the Void. All they need is physical bodies in this world. You could host one of them, like my followers all will, and get all the powers to save the people you love. Like I had to do. You can protect the planet like you've always wanted. You can protect the orphans. You can protect... Kyra."

He could watch over this planet. He would be the warden of this planet. Sure, a tool of Nixius's rage, but better reign in hell than serve in heaven, right?

Kyra's face popped into his mind. He was sure what she would say. 

"I see you've decided. It's a shame, Jonas Hansen," he took the death ray from Splorg's belt and pointed it at Jonas, "I'll send your loved ones after you, so you won't be alone like I was."

Jonas closed his eyes. In the darkness, Kyra's smiling face flashed, and her giggle echoed. He only heard it once, which made it all the more precious.

A gunshot. Jonas flinched and pulled up his shoulder. But there was no pain. 

Than another gunshot, but from farther away.

Then another, and another. The smell of fireworks crawled up his nose. Warmth started to spread through his limbs, as he realized they weren't shooting at him. All his muscles became relaxed at once.

When Jonas opened his eyes, he saw nothing but a white fog illuminated by several beams of light from all directions. The smell became thick. His coughing intensified until somebody grabbed him, and pulled him out of the cloud of smoke. Gunshots were going back and forth from the left and the right, but there was no flash. The death-ray must have had some kind of security mechanism. Jonas fell to the ground and heard gunshots from near his ear. As the fog cleared, he saw Nixius getting away with the Power Core while the cultists were providing covering fire.

Jonas looked over his shoulder.

"How do you always get in this deep shit, Hans?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Six: Jonas

 

There was one dead cultist left behind. Jonas was looking through the body for clues to where they could be taking the Power Core. Carl, Cezar, Vera and the enforcers were all standing around the body of Splorg. With the thermal goggles on their forehead, they periodically glanced at each other. Carl broke the silence.

"Yo, Hans..." Carl was pointing at the alien, not taking his eyes off the body, "Is this..."

He stepped into the circle, "a filthy liar?"

"I meant—"

"I know hat you meant," he snapped at Carl, who raised an eyebrow. Jonas wasn't sure if the anger was his own, or he was still under the spell of whatever Nixius did to him. He took a deep breath pinching his nose bridge, "yes, this is an alien; yes, he is alive, I think," he knelt down next to the body, giving Splorg a slap, "and yes, the other one is another alien as well.

Everyone jerked their gun to their shoulder and flipped down their thermal goggles, and started scanning the area. Jonas glanced around quickly.

"What is it?" he whispered forcefully.

"You said there is another alien. We only found this one!"

"Oh," he stood up with a grunt, "that one got away while the smoke screen was up. It was hard to miss..." Carl raised the goggles and shook his head, "Large guy, respirator mask, exoskeleton, purple flames around his body?"

Jonas looked at the others, but everyone shook their head in confusion. 

Did no one see him? He must be able to mask his heat signature. After seeing what the phase modulator can do, it wasn't really a surprise.

"Anyway, you guys can relax, he's gone, and this one is pretty harmless at the moment," he looked back to Splorg, who was still laying on the ground, unconscious, "so what's the plan, did Kyra fill you in? They took the Power Core, so we need to go after them."

"What Power Core? And don't you mean Eva? She put us on standby that we might need to bring your ass in. Then we received your location, and here we are."

The plan went better than expected. Jonas took a deep breath. We finally caught a break. "That's fine, but we need to go after the Cult. They took the Power Core."

"That's not the plan, buddy. We follow standard procedure, and take you back to HQ, along with," he paused and looked behind Jonas, "it."

"Fine, you take Splorg back, I'll head after them."

"Um, Hans... you remember the standard procedure, right?" Carl was holding up handcuffs.

His stomach tied into a knot. 

"Are you kidding," he laughed. His voice was shaking. The enforcers circled around him. "What is this, Carl? Didn't Kyra provide the evidence? I'm not the mole... why do you think Eva called you? Why do you think I didn't split?" He stood before Carl's wide open arms.

"Buddy, you're still registered as a rogue agent..." Jonas dropped his arms, and shook his head, "I don't like this any more than you do, but we have to follow protocol. I never thought you're the mole, but if there is evidence, can we please follow procedure not to raise any suspicion?"

He scoffed then turned around. The cold grip around his wrists anchored him back to reality. The cult was getting away with the Power Core, and he had to jump through bureaucratic hoops. It reassured him that acting without the ZTU was the right course of action so far. Dark silhouettes grabbed Splorg's body from the ground and moved him towards one of the vans. Jonas turned his head toward Carl. He didn't look him in the eye, and with a gentle push, he oriented Jonas towards the other van. This isn't right!

"Look, if you just contact Kyra at HQ, she can tell you there is no need for this," Carl searched his face for a few seconds, "you need to call this in any way... please!"

Carl dropped his shoulders and reached for the communicator.

"HQ this is Agent Thirty-Six, we have fugitive Jonas Hansen in custody... Also, I need to contact, Agent..." he raised his eyebrow as he looked at Jonas.

"Agent Twenty-One. Tell her the cult took the Power Core."

"Agent Twenty-One, I have an urgent message for her, about a Power Core, over..." there was a long minute of silence, "I see, are you sure you can't, over... copy that, over and out."

"So?"

"She is being interrogated by Director Zero and is not to be disturbed. Sorry, buddy, you'll have to figure this one out at HQ."

Something wasn't right. Wouldn't the director be waiting for him to report in? If Kyra provided evidence, wouldn't Zero have left a memo at dispatch, like 'Jonas is not a traitor'? Or at least stop the warrant? If everything went according to plan, he shouldn't be cuffed right now. 

Jonas wasn't sure what went down in HQ, so he decided to comply. Kyra may as well be in danger or had to change the plan. Shutting up was the best thing to do. At least until they get to HQ. 

There was no need to worry about Splorg. Jonas doubted he'd say anything serious to the others. But Jonas wanted to give him a piece of his mind.

***

He sat across Carl in the back of the van which was speeding towards HQ. The chain between the two cuffs was rhythmically hitting the metallic box the cushions were placed on. His thoughts were racing. What could have happened at HQ? Why was there still a warrant out for him? Maybe they forgot about it?

"Are you sure the warrant is still out for me?" he addressed Carl.

"Daniel," Carl addressed the enforcer sitting next to the driver, "can you bring it up on screen?"

"I'll try, but the system hasn't been refreshing since the wipe," he said. Navigating on the touchscreen panel in the center of the front console. After a few taps, his face came up, "there."

"Are you happy now, Hans? You thought I was doing this for shits and giggles?"

"No," Jonas sat up, banging his back against the side of the van, "but I thought... never mind... I thought this was a mistake, or the system is slow or something... you know after the mole wiped it."

"It was acting weird when it came back on-line. I mean for that few seconds while it refreshed. The screen was flashing, and your location came up. I guess fixing the system wasn't as easy as a reboot. Look, it hasn't been refreshing since we received Jonas' location."

He was sure that Kyra would have removed the warrant from the system, but it was still there. Which means she either didn't show the evidence, or she showed it to wrong people. But why would Eva put a unit on standby to get him if Kyra didn't...

There was an explosion in his mind. He felt like an empty shell as this new thought started to spread. 

Eva was the mole. It all made sense. She was monitoring him if he was a mole, and probably fed false information to Zero. She knew Jonas was going to get caught, so she put a unit on standby. Then when she had the chance, he hacked Carl's unit's terminal, and placed a command to capture him, and even keep the warrants from updating. But she wasn't this good at hacking. It would require Kyra's skills to do this, but she was being interrogated by Zero, according to HQ, probably after revealing Eva as the mole.

He took a deep breath and felt his muscles releasing the tension a little. Kyra is safe at HQ... to where they are going.

There was something still bothering him. Why didn't Zero know about the night they freed the kids? Of course! The cult! Eva went after them alone. It was weird how she reacted to his plan. She wanted to make sure the cult can escape, and Granny isn't there to be a witness.

If Eva is the mole, she will try to hack the terminal again, and provide a different drop off location.

Then a thought occurred to him. He was doing the same thing to Eva as Zero did to him. What if she was innocent as well? His head was about to explode.

"What the hell?" said Daniel. Jonas came back to reality and looked toward the front, "This shit says to take Jonas to a different address? Some kind of mansion? Is that a safe house? Can we trust this, or do you think it's another glitch?"

There it was. All the proof Jonas needed for his theory. 

"Don't you find it a little odd?" said Jonas, trying to remove the nervous tremble from his voice. "Your terminal is offline, but you keep receiving orders?"

"Dan, can you contact another unit to see if they experience the same?"

"Gimme a sec," he started tapping away on the console. "Um... I can't... there seems to be a problem with the... hub? Is that even possible? I thought the system is back on-line. I can't get a satellite location on the other units either. It's like we're completely cut off."

Carl was focusing intently on the screen than back at Jonas. 

"I don't like this, Carl," said Cezar.

"You said it yourself. There is protocol for a reason. I still want to go after the Power Core, but I'm not sure that order is from who you think it's from."

Carl was searching his face, while the others fell silent waiting for the order.

"Why don't you tell me what's going on, buddy?" asked Carl, searching his face.

"You wouldn't believe me if I told you."

"Try me."

Jonas proceeded to tell the short version of the story about how they got the evidence, how the world is in danger, why he thinks Eva is the mole. When he finished, the others were staring at each other in silence. Only Carl was looking at him, one eyebrow up, switching between looking at Jonas' eyes. The fact they saw the ship and Splorg helped his case a little. Without that, he doubted they would have believed a word he said. But Carl was still just looking at him with a wrinkled forehead, probably processing the end of the world part.

"Do you want us to call it in, Carl?"

"Which part? That we are going to HQ or that the end of the world is near?"

"Look," said Jonas, "what's the worst that could happen if you take me to HQ? They can still re-direct you if the signal is real. But what if I'm right and Eva is the mole, and she's leading you into a trap. Not to mention handing over the missing piece to that monster to destroy the world?"

"He has a point you know..." said Cezar placing his hand on his shoulder.

Carl nodded, "we'll see when we get there. Daniel, tell the others behind us to ignore the signal." He turned to Jonas, "I hope you're right, buddy, otherwise we're in deep shit."

As the vans kept rolling towards HQ, Jonas reviewed the evidence supporting his theory. Was it what he felt after being hurt by Eva's betrayal that was influencing his logic? 

If Kyra revealed the mole, and HQ is safe, how come the warrant isn't removed? She was the best hacker he ever encountered, she could probably 'out-hack' Eva and contact Carl. The CURRS must be online by now so it would be easy to find which unit is he with. If Zero interrogated Kyra, she must have told them about the cult. Why didn't they let him contact Kyra when they knew it was about the Power Core? 

A dark feeling started growing in his chest. Cold drops of sweat were racing down his temple, as a thought formed in his mind.

What if the drop off location change was real, and HQ is compromised?

"You OK, buddy?"

"I'm actually having second thoughts... be ready for anything."

"I always am," said Carl.

Seconds later they rolled through the thick armored gate to the backyard of ZTU HQ. What little he saw through the window in the back of the van wasn't indicating anything suspicious, yet he couldn't shake the feeling that they made the wrong decision.

He looked Carl in the eyes. His face showed an internal struggle. The car was slowing down. With a big sigh, Carl leaned forward and put the key in his cuffs. 

"I hope I'm not going to regret this," he said as he loosened the cuff around his wrist just a bit, "this should be enough in case of an emergency."

Jonas nodded. The enforcers in the van fidgeted almost every five seconds, adjusting pants, buckles, and masks. Cezar was tapping his finger near the safety of his pistol, which he held on his chest. Vera opened and closed the strip on her knife holster. They must have felt it too.

The van stopped. Carl got up and opened the back door. Others, including Jonas, followed him with careful steps. The other car was just stopping next to them. 

Agent Six was standing near the entrance with a few enforcers at his side. Bruises were covering his face. His lip was slightly bleeding.

He looked at all the enforcers around them. The tension was palpable. This many enforcers wasn't standard protocol. Then again, the past two days were anything but standard. If the enforcers decided to kill them there and then, they wouldn't have stood a chance.

Carl went up to Agent Six.

"Sir, I have Jonas Hansen in custody, and ready for processing," he said the last few words turning his head around, following the gaze of Agent Six.

Splorg was just being removed from the van. Still unconscious. Or acting like it. The wound in his leg was oozing thick green slime. 

"There will be no processing, Agent Thirty-Six. We caught the mole."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Seven: Kyra

 

Beep.

The screen displayed 'Welcome Agent Six'.

"You?" asked Zero.

The world slowed down for Kyra. 

Agent Six pulled the gun and pointed it at Zero. Zero turned but wasn't fast enough. 

Kyra flinched and covered her face. The gunshot was so close to her ear it sounded like a cannon.  

The impact of the bullet made Zero spin around his axis as he fell.

"...ra," a faint voice was calling her name.

A loud, high pitched ringing overtook all other sounds. When she looked away from Zero's motionless body, Agent Four was struggling with Agent Six. Eva's face turned towards her.

"Kyra, run!"

She jumped up and ran, pushing chairs out of her way. The door was only a few steps away. Another shot. The glass wall in front of her shattered to a million pieces, falling onto the corridor floor like a waterfall. Glancing back over her shoulder a man's silhouette was illuminated from the back by the six monitors. Eva was gone. Agent Six raised his arm to eye level. Aiming at her.

Her steps slowed down. 

This was the end. 

As Agent Six was about to pull the trigger, Eva pounced like a cat out of nowhere. The flash of the gun made Agent Four's silhouette burn to the back of Kyra's eyes. 

She ran down two floors. The place was familiar to her. Whenever she wanted true privacy, or a few moments alone, she would wander between the ladders, toolboxes, and plastic sheets. No one seemed to work on this floor. Ever.

Entering the ventilation system was easy for her small frame.

It was hard to determine whether they were on to her or not. The sound of the enforcers came from all directions. Or fake enforcers. She had no way of telling. 

Tears were rolling down her face and making quiet little thumps on the metal surface of the air duct. She was on all fours, crawling her way to safety.

"Why Eva, why? Why for me? Why again?"

She had to stop crying. All someone had to do, was follow the trail of teardrops and she'd be caught in no time.

The scene was replaying in her mind. She now understood why Jonas said it's not always a blessing.

Deep breaths. In. Out. In. Out. In. Out.

She moved forward. At the next junction, she looked around. 

"What the?"

Cables were dangling out from the side, a little lower down the left shaft.

She wanted to check out the plans for the building for some time, even before this all began. Wanting to make a plan for... well similar situations. To show initiative. It was a shame she never got around to it.

Some cables were running along with the vents on the outside, hidden by panels. This one particular panel was missing.

This is... I can't believe it. It's a data stream cable!

She went to a prone position and grabbed her tablet. Turning to her back she plugged it in. There was a risk the system will reveal her position immediately. She stopped.

Let's think this through. What if I reveal myself? I'll be dead soon. OK. What if I don't connect to the system? Everyone will be dead soon.

She let out a compressed sigh. Her fingers were hovering over the connect button. Another compressed sigh. She pressed it.

The connection was successful. Kyra checked the alerts. None has been triggered. It might have been disabled. There was no time to test.

She started flipping through the security cameras. 

"What the hell?"

In one of the hallways, Robin and her entourage were talking to some enforcers. All of them armed to the teeth. 

The enforcers pulled their guns faster than Jenkins and Moreau could react. The reward was a hole in the head for each.

Kyra covered her mouth with her hand while holding the tablet.

Robin and her boys returned the favor, shooting down two enforcers, as they backpedaled towards the corner of the corridor. As Robin pulled Wolf back, she got shot in the arm. She leaned against the wall, as Wolf made a few blind shots into the corridor. 

Kyra closed her eyes. They'll never make it... She quickly removed access to the stairwell on all levels. Turning to her belly, she accessed the wall panels, placed all around the building. A quick message. She made 'Stairs. Lab. Now. Kyra.' appear on the screen. 

Robin spotted the message, then started yelling at the guys. They ran towards the stairwell. As soon as they got near the door, she unlocked it. 

They had to hurry. The doors weren't bulletproof, and would probably breach easily. Robin must have been aware of this. The three of them were jumping over the rails as they were halfway down a flight.

She opened the reinforced door to the basement. Wolf poked his head out the door. There should have been no one on the level, according to her reading. Kyra already had the door open to the lab. They will be safe for the time being. As Robin's guys moved through the corridors, Kyra set off alarms in the system, making it seem like they were using the sealed section leading to the barracks. If they are lucky, the enforcers will think they escaped through there. At least it should buy them some time.

What was left of Robin and her team entered the lab and closed the door behind them. As soon as the door closed, Wolf started yelling. The sound wasn't on, and she wasn't the best lip reader, but it's wasn't hard to guess.

Robin was leaning against the wall next to the touch panel, grabbing her arm. She was trying to bring it to life. Too risky.

Kyra typed again. Medkit in far end. Hide behind tank. No noise. Robin looked towards the opposing part of the lab, then up at the camera. 

She showed a thumbs up. As they moved back, Kyra could no longer track them. It was security protocol, not to monitor the R&D section. In case someone would tap into the security system.

She dropped her head. The cold metal felt good against her forehead. Her heartbeat was dropping. Poor Jenkins and Moreau. Ended up just like Zero.

She turned to her back again and started flipping through the cameras. We need a plan. I still need to know what I'm... we're up against.

The camera from the observation room showed a few men dressed in enforcer uniforms. They were aiming at a man in a chair. It was Zero.

Agent Six was gently slapping his face. Kyra enabled the sound.

"Ah, finally. I knew this wouldn't put you down, old friend. I'm really sorry, Frank. I am. Believe me," said Agent Six. 

"Why?" Zero was holding his hand on top his shoulder. It was red. His facial muscles were twitching. Either from anger or the pain.

"Of all people, I expect you to understand why, Frank. This," he looked around waving his arms, "is a joke. It's only a matter of time until you become a political puppet, and the ZTU will just be another government black ops agency... and even if you don't let it, they'll just remove you, or have you killed." He walked up to Kyra's workstation, and checked something. "No. I'm not going to let it come to that, that is why I joined the cult. I was given a task a few years ago to kill a man, John Farsight. So, I started watching him. Planning on how to make it look like an accident. So I went to his speeches. He talked about greed, and how it makes our world rot. What we could be as a species if only we would be able to change. Than the day came. I walk up to him, and he somehow knew. He told me John Farsight needs to die for his sins, but if he can be reborn as Elias Shemmy, he could save humanity from itself. He told me his story." Agent Six started walking between the desks as he continued, "a story of a wealthy antique merchant, who became a powerful influence on the worlds politics. This merchant, while doing his dealings, came across a book with a pendant attached to its cover. He knew many languages, but it took him some time to decode the book. It's title: The Book of the Void. Want to know the story in the book?"

"I'm a sucker for happy endings."

Agent Six chuckled at the remark.

"It was written by a monk, thousands of years ago. A monk who witnessed a god called Hartlek fall from the skies. You see Hartlek learned of the Void from the other gods, who kept it a secret. He believed the universe's salvation lied in the Void, where greed, hate, or fear didn't exist; he believed letting go of our material form would allow our souls to experience happiness beyond belief. Hartlek created a faith called Ku'Harr. He was also kind to detail the design of his machine, the one that would allow the universe to enter the Void. The same on that's in the basement right now." He stopped to look at the monitors. With a finger pointed upward, he continued. "But, Hartlek was slowly - and painfully - dying. The monk describes this as the punishment from the other gods for his faith. The machine was ready, but it needed two things. The Kuva'ankh, Tear of the Void, and the Shala'ankh, the Heart of the Void. From descriptions it was clear to the merchant that the Shala'ankh was an energy source, as there was no equivalent on earth at the time, and the one the god fell down with only had enough power to transfer him, and a few followers to the Void. The Kuva'ankh was harder to decipher. But nothing is impossible with infinite amount of money. The clue was that the monks were looking for madmen to find the stones. They are known as the Whispering Stones. They cause auditory illusions. Only a few of them exist earth today, and they are extremely hard to come by. We had to give an esteemed collector his very own Spectre to get hold of one. One of our members was part of the government unit designing it... so naturally he can turn the CURRS of with ease. So this monk; this... hero, had decided to stay and spread the teachings of Ku'Harr, so that one day, when humanity has the power, we could enter the Void. Hartlek made him a device, a compass that would show him where to find the invisible rifts, that make opening the Void safe. The monk was careful not to raise suspicions with his god gone, so he kept his cult low key, but still managed to build temples around the rifts. Temples than, ruins now. Like the one in the park." He paused for a few seconds, and walked up to Zero. "Oh, Frank, you should read the book, the teachings... They are so powerful. When I've read all, that is when I knew what my true calling was. All the things we did Frank... we... we can't take it back, but we can take humanity further."

"They found Elias Shemmy's body on a stage, broken in half. Did he not qualify for entry to the Void in the end?"

"It's..." 

"Sir," came a voice over the radio, "We had some agents here. We got two of them, but the rest got away. They escaped into the barracks, but we can't find them."

"Send a few units to the Academy, just in case they went there."

"Roger that."

"Where was I... Never mind. I need you to give me your access code so I can re-authorize the CURRS protocol."

"What the hell do you..." he started coughing. The disfigured face showed he was in great pain.

"I need to find Jonas, Frank. The alien he's with has got something our leader needs."

Zero spat out some blood, then scoffed. "Do you honestly believed I'd give it to you like this."

"No. But I had to try. We already requested re-authorization from the government. You know. Based on the system failure you reported? The confirmation shouldn't take too long, but you know. Every second counts!"

"You won't get away with this."

"Such cliche. Don't worry. I'll help you understand. It will all become clear once you read the book," Agent Six looked at the enforcers, "take him and lock him up. Nixius needs strong minds like him."

He's going to find Jonas and Splorg. If Nixius gets his hands on the Power Core, we're all dead. Think, Kyra, think!

She clenched her fist around the tablet. 

The unit on standby! If I can send them Jonas' location, they should be able to take care of the rest. Eva must have chosen a group who she knew can't be traitors... at least I hope.

She sent the signal.

"Check the vents," came the sound echoing through the metal tunnel.

It was time to go. Kyra unplugged her tablet and started crawling. From the big room, she could climb into the other vent, which leads to the lower levels.

She peeked out between the grid on the vent door. The room was pitch black, but there was no movement. 

With slow movements, she climbed out of the vent. With the light coming from the tablet she searched for the entry point of the other vent.

A shadow grabbed her from behind with a tight grip on her arms and mouth.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Eight: Jonas

 

"There will be no processing, Agent Thirty-Six. We caught the mole. She has been dealt with. Jonas is innocent."

Jonas was sad and happy at the same time. Happy that he was no longer a suspect. Sad that his suspicions were right. 

"Sir, have you been informed by Agent Twenty-One about the situation."

"In great detail," he looked at Jonas, "in fact, Director Zero is waiting for you in the interrogation room. Let's go. Boys," he addressed the enforcers to his right, "take the alien to the infirmary, it seems like he needs medical attention. Agent Thirty-Six, good job. Go home and take some rest."

Carl looked at Jonas, than back at Agent Six.

"Sir," he nodded and proceeded to the back of the van.

With two enforcers behind them, Jonas and Agent Six proceeded inside the building. Four footsteps echoed in the empty hall. Then a cracking sound of glass under his boot. He looked up. Where did it come from?

"You had an urgent message for Kyra about the Power Core?"

"Yes. The cult took it, but Splorg... the alien shut it down through his arm panel."

"Glad to hear that. The panel is still with the alien, I assume?"

Jonas nodded.

The door opened behind him. Carl's unit walked in, with a bunch of enforcers escorting them, carrying Splorg on a stretcher.

"The package arrived safely," said Agent Six to his hand. Jonas caught a glimpse of the communicator. There was no simplex-duplex switch on it.

He kept staring at it, but there was no doubt. 

Agent Six looked at Jonas, then at his hand. A big sigh. Jonas felt a tightening grip on the back of his neck as they stopped before the elevator. Agent Six leaned closer.

"Warn your friends, and they are dead. Their shift is over, stay put, and they get to go home and sleep. We can't bring the dead to the Void, Jonas. You'll tell us the code, and this has a happy ending."

"What If I don't know the code?"

"Nixius tells me you do... maybe you can give it to me in exchange for Kyra's life?"

***

There was a lesson to be learned here, but Jonas won't have the chance to put it in practice.

It was his fault really. For thinking it was his chance for greatness. 

Agent Six was still holding him by the neck. The silence was interrupted by squeaks on the vinyl floor as they turned from corner to corner. 

There was really no good ending. Best case scenario, Earth surrenders to the Rezak and people are safe. Like that would ever happen... The military would rather see the world burn than to hand it over to another race.

Worst case scenario, they end up as slaves for Nixius, tools for his revenge on the ones he deems responsible for the death of his family.

No. There had to be a way. He knew the covenant he made with the universe was only in his head, but he could sure use a little help right about now.

A muffled click came from Agent Six' left hand. 

"Sir, we got a problem. Unit Four knocked out the enforcers and took the alien."

"WHAT? I'm coming. Do not jeopardize the alien's life! Seems like I have to kill your friends after all..." He turned to the enforcers behind them, "take him to the holding cell, I'll deal with this later."

"Yes, sir!"

Agent Six ran back the way they came. Jonas felt cold steel against the back of his neck.

"Move!" yelled one of the fake enforcers.

He started walking. Carl figured out something was wrong. If he gets away with Splorg and the arm panel, they have a chance. Maybe he can save Kyra as well.

The sprinklers turned on. This was his chance.

While the two enforcers looked at the ceiling with surprise, he swung around with two fists in the air. The enforcer who got hit lost his balance and fell on the other, while Jonas made a run for it.

Speeding through the corridor, he removed the cuffs from his hand. At the next intersection, he threw them to the right passage, which was supposed to lead towards the barracks. He hoped they would assume he wanted to escape.

He ran to the left and went into the first door he found. It turned out to be more of a cabinet than a room. It had some sort of electric switchboard inside. Jonas tried hard to make himself fit around the board like a Tetris piece so he could close the door.

His panting was so loud in the small room it overpowered the low humming emitting from the device. Taking three big breaths through his nose, he calmed his heart rate down. 

Loud running steps echoed off the walls. There were four small slits on the top of the metallic door, but Jonas couldn't look out through them from the position he was in.

"Look, this way! Jonas is escaping towards the barracks, over! Come, if we lose him, we can kiss our ticket to the Void goodbye!"

Jonas waited a few moments before opening the door. Kyra should be in the holding cell. He had no weapon, but there wasn't much time until they figure out he didn't go for the barracks. Jonas was torn between going straight to the holding cell or finding a weapon first. He wished there was a way to save his progress.

These fake enforcers are not as well trained as the real ones. He should be able to take them out.

"Drop your weapons!" came the sound from the far end of the long corridor.

"OK, OK, calm down," it was Carl.

Both his fists clenched. As well as his teeth. Sorry, Kyra.

He snuck down the corridor. The enforcers were calling for backup, but half of them were looking for Jonas.

Jonas reached the edge of the intersection. Tiptoeing, with his back as close to the curved wall as possible he took a quick peek around the corner.

There were five enforcers. Three of them close to him with two having their back turned toward him. One was looking toward the intersection. The other two were standing behind Carl's unit, who were kneeling on the ground with their hands behind their head.

Jonas had no weapon, and with the distance between them even with terrible reaction time, the enforcer facing him would still shoot him down before he could do anything. Maybe if he can distract them with something.

With careful taps, he searched his pockets. Thanks, universe! He pulled the damaged Phase Modulator from his pocket. It only worked one second, but that was all he needed.

He backpedaled a bit so he could gain momentum. A deep breath. Fingers at the buttons Splorg pressed when he wanted to show off.

Starting off like a bullet, he ran, making it sound like an army was marching down the corridor. As soon as he hit the edge, he pressed the device.

Jonas became covered by a balloon, slightly blurring his vision. A high pitched noise carved at his eardrums, almost popping them.

The face of the enforcer facing him met his elbow with maximum force. The two enforcer standing closer to him turned their heads to the cracking sound of the guy's nose. Little droplets of blood started flying. The balloon was gone, which meant he was visible again. Crippling pain in his abdomen made him fall to his knees, gasping for air. Just in time to miss the first shots toward him.

Carl and the others woke from the surprise faster than the fake enforcers.

The ones at the far end were taken down with one swift movement as the butt of their own machine gun met their faces. The cultists closer to him were knocked down as Carl and Vera struck their abdomen with their head in full force. Once they were on the ground, the cultists each got a Glasgow kiss.

Jonas fell to his side, curling up, trying to get rid of the cramps caused by the burning pain.

"Buddy, stay with me! Daniel! Jonas has been shot."

Daniel slid there on his knees and frantically started searching for something in the back of his vest.

"I need to see the wound! Tear up clothes!"

"Grrr... God!" cried Jonas between his teeth as Carl turned him on his back.

"What the... there is no wound..."

It sure as hell didn't feel like that for Jonas. He moved his hand to where he felt the entry point, but there was nothing. No tear, no blood. 

The pain started fading. Carl helped him up.

"What was that? Are you bulletproof now?"

"I'm, I don't..." he still couldn't think straight.

"Seemed like he shot you point blank," said Carl with a concerned face.

"How could he aim at me. I was invisible."

"You weren't... you were... um..."

"Transparent?" said Vera with a lot of doubt in her voice.

"Look!" Daniel pointed at the wall behind them. 

There was a bullet hole.

"How the..."

Boots slapping against the vinyl floor interrupted their thought.

"We have to move. Grab the stretcher!"

Daniel and Cezar nodded and picked up Splorg, who Jonas didn't even notice so far. Grab the guns.

Bright sparkles flew around them as bullets hit the walls and metal frames. 

"MOVE!" yelled Carl.

One of the real enforcers managed to pick up a gun and shoot back.

All of them were forced back the way Jonas came from. Outnumbered. Even with the echo, Jonas could tell at least ten people were coming for them. Maybe they can make it for the barracks. 

The enforcers in Carl's unit kept shooting toward where they came from. As the unit got closer to the intersection where Jonas threw the cuffs away, the sounds of boots were closing in from all directions. They were cornered. 

Click-Click. 

"I'm out," said an enforcer, in panic.

They didn't have a choice, so they went into the corridor on their right. The passage ran into a wall, but there was an opening to the left.

Jonas ran ahead then stopped.

"Dead end!"

He saw a large metallic door. Similar to the one in the holding vault, only not as massive. There was no way they were going to open that with or without explosives. 

The sound of the boots got closer and closer. Vera and Carl were looking for a way out. A ventilation or service shaft, but there was nothing.

"Drop your weapons! Kneel on the ground, hand behind your head! You're cornered!"

"This is it, boys," said Carl, "I know it's a cliche, but it was an honor."

"Kill the alien," said Vera, "if what you said is true, they cannot have him."

"We don't have any more bullets," whispered Daniel.

"We have knife!" she said, pulling a ten-inch long dagger from her leg holster.

That's it!

"If you come any closer, I'll kill the alien!" Yelled Jonas.

There was no answer for a few seconds. 

Clank-clank-clank. The sound of a small metallic object bouncing. 

A large flash. All sounds were turned off. A high pitched noise made him want to grab Vera's dagger and pop out his eardrums.

As his vision slowly came back, he saw the silhouette of five enforcers. They started shaking. Faint gun barking came from behind him. Was he imagining it? The cultists fell to the ground with holes in their bodies.

"That's for Jenkins and Moreau you bastards! Get inside ladies!"

While Robin and Wolf provided covering fire, Jonas and the unit retreated behind the Lab's blast-proof doors. They all let out a troubled sigh as the last bolt hissed into place. 

Daniel started patching up Robin's shoulder wound. 'Tis only a scratch' she kept saying even after the fourth stitch.

"Well, Robin, I never thought I'd say this—"

"Save it, Carl. Thank Pretty Boy's girlfriend."

"What?" Jonas' eyes went wide.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Nine: Kyra

 

"I don't get it, where are all the a-urg-khm-gents?" Eva was in terrible shape. She really didn't need that elbow between her ribs, but how was Kyra supposed to know it was her?

"I'm so—"

"Not your fault," she said pacing out every word without eye contact, but Kyra couldn't shake the feeling that she was angry with her.

Agent Four was peeking out from the half-complete room they were hiding in. Besides the faint glow of the emergency exit signs, the only light source was Kyra's tablet. The room was full of tool cabinets and sheets of drywall. But it did have a working connection port installed. Kyra was thankful for the lack of logic in how the contractor was working in the building.

"Agent Six sent out a capture order to half of the ZTU agents for the other half, so they are now hunting down each other."

"Jesus... can you stop it?"

"Not without access to my terminal... I thought you were dead," it just came out of her.

"Well, apparently the cultists as well. But enough chat, we have to find the explosives."

Kyra felt her heart skip a beat.

"What explosives?"

"I heard them talk about blowing up the building after they get some kind of codes."

So that is what it was. Kyra remembered seeing a group of cultist wander around the building, but she thought they were searching for her, and disabling the access points.

"Well, almost all of them went to the basement to get Carl's guys and Jonas."

"How is Jonas?" The question seemed to come out of nowhere.

"He... he is locked in the R&D Lab with the other guys."

"Great, I'll take care of that rat and his litter, and you get us an escape vehicle," as Eva tried to stand up. She closed her eyes and fell back with a grunt. 

There was no way Eva could take care of anyone. It would have been suicide. Kyra had to take action. 

A light bulb went off in her head.

"Listen, Eva, as much as I admire you, you're wounded, I'm... I'm surprised you are alive at all... Listen, I'll handle the explosives, you need to find us a way to escape or call for backup."

"Look at you giving orders, Ms. I want to be a field agent," she smiled at Kyra, "but you won't have enough time to disable all the explosives. I'm pretty sure Agent Six will find a way to breach the lab before that. So we need a different plan."

"My plan doesn't need all the explosives," she said, flipping through the cameras on her tablet.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Forty: Jonas

 

"Wait, Pretty Boy, you thought," Robin chuckled, "you thought the universe was helping you?"

"It seemed logical at the time! I thought they had her in custody."

"How come you're not surprised at the freakin' alien we brought in?" said Carl with a sharp tone. He was flipping through the gadgets and tools in the lab to see if he can find anything useful.

"Um... contrary to some cavemen, I always believed that we are not alone in the universe. I mean, if you just look at it statistically... I mean if you could."

Robin still knew how to push Carl's buttons, and a life and death situation wasn't going to stop her.

"Jonas... he... this... he's coming to," said Dan with shaking voice.

Jonas stormed over to Splorg.

"Heeey, I'm glad to see we're not dead!" said the alien while suppressing a yawn.

"Is it true? About the invasion?"

Splorg looked Jonas dead in the eyes.

"Yes. I'm sorry."

"You're sorry? Well, that is just brilliant. So that means we are dead either way right? I mean we humans."

"No. It's not like that... I mean not completely. The Rezak does incorporate planets to the empire... after a certain time, when they prove they are not hostile anymore. But until then, yes, a lot of people usually die."

The people in the room were silently paying attention to the conversation. 

"How can you be so casual about this? You're fucking monsters."

"Look, kid. If it's not us, it's another empire that comes here and does the same. And quite honestly, if we don't do it, you do it to yourselves. Have you seen what humans did in the past century? We'd be doing you a favor."

Jonas felt his muscles tensing, and his chest filling with rage. Who the hell does he think he is?

"Fuck your favors," Jonas punched the table close to him, making small objects bounce to the floor, "How much time do we have?"

"You mean until the invasion?"

He wanted to punch him as hard as Nixius did, but he was more useful to them if he remained conscious.

"Until they can reactivate the Power Core."

Splorg looked at his arm panel, "maybe a day or so... I'm pretty sure Nixius will be faded back to the Void by then."

"So we wait."

"So we wait," nodded Splorg. "Jonas, listen, I think you are a good guy—"

"Save it. When our new overlords start whipping us for fun, you can put in a good word for me."

"We don't actually—"

"I was wrong to think I can trust in you."

Splorg stood the look of Jonas without blinking. His expressionless face was shifting to having wrinkles on his forehead.

Jonas turned around. The people were either looking at him, or their feet.

"It wasn't my decision to conquer this planet. If anything it was against my decision. It's very far off, it not technologically advanced, and certainly not dangerous. If I could, then I'd tell my people not to even come here."

"So why don't you?" asked Daniel.

"This army would only stop if they realized you're more powerful than you look."

"Would killing Nixius work?" asked Jonas. 

Splorg lifted his head, "don't Jonas. Let him fade back to Void."

"Would it?"

"Probably... This incident clearly shows he's a danger even there..."

"If we kill Nixius, will you tell your people not to come here?"

Splorg's forehead wrinkles deepened as his eyes scanned the ceiling.

"Deal."

Chirp-chirp. Chirp-chirp. The sound from the panel caught everybody attention. 

Jonas and Carl shared a look. Carl walked over to the panel and pressed a button.

The face of Agent Six came on screen as he was standing on the other side of the door.

"May I speak to Jonas please?" he asked with a smile on his face. 

Carl stepped aside as Jonas walked up to the panel.

"What do you want?"

"Oh, I'm pretty sure you know what I want," his smile radiated confidence, "can we make a deal? You give me the codes and the arm panel, and we let you join the Void Walkers with us. I have no reason to kill anybody if I have the codes."

"What is he saying?" asked Robin.

"Lies," said Jonas.

"Jonas, this is my last offer. You probably know I don't have Ms. Allison in my possession, but I rigged the building to explode. I can either let everyone leave or let everyone die. I'm giving you until the torch breaches the door to decide."

Agent Six stepped away from the screen. The enforcers brought a breach-torch to the door, that started cutting hinges.

"Jonas?" Wolf's voice carried a hidden threat, "what's this about?"

He started telling the short version about the cult, Nixius, the Rezak and possible outcomes.

"So how can we kill this Nexus guy?" asked Robin.

"Nixius, and we need Splorg's death ray, and a phase modu— " Jonas turned to Splorg. 

The alien's eyes went wide, and he started tapping on his suit, then dropped his arm and head, "got it!"

"Now we only have to get the gun from the monster," said Carl.

"Nothing is ever easy..." said Cezar, shaking his head.

"Giving the code to them would be," said a tall guy standing at the back.

"And what then? They let us leave? Then we become Void things? No thanks," said Vera grabbing her knife, "I'd rather try defeat them in hand to hand combat!"

"So we die here?" asked Cezar

"Have more faith in the comrade, Cezar! She is clearly an exception to the knife and gunfight rule," said Robin with a tone of irony in her voice.

"I say we fight!" said Wolf, and with that, he set off building a barricade. The others joined him.

The sound of the torch stopped. The wall panel was still on.

"What? How?" came the confused voice of Agent Six.

Jonas walked to the screen. Agent Six was tapping with his feet for a few seconds then stopped and straightened his back, "fine! Boys, let's go."

"They are leaving," he said to the room. 

"What, why?" Vera sounded more disappointed than happy.

The panel turned off automatically as the last enforcer was out of the field of view of the camera. All of them were frozen in the movement they were in. 

"What's happening," the sharp whisper of Daniel broke the silence.

The magnetic locks disengaged. All of them who had a gun were aiming at the door. Jonas hugged the wall and grabbed the nearest thing to him. A mop.

The door opened, and there she stood. The greener than green eyes and the black waterfall of a hair. She had an explosive tied to her chest and the detonator in her hand. 

"Kyra?" said Jonas in disbelief.

She didn't react to him. "We don't have much time so shut up an listen," she said to the room with strong authority.

Jonas walked up to her. Her emerald eyes locked onto his and he felt lost in time. He wanted to hold her to make up for when he couldn't at the expo. But it wasn't the place or time. She didn't look like the fragile thing in that booth anymore. He could see the flames trapped in her emeralds. 

"Why haven't you—"

"I said," Kyra hooked one of her fingers in the collar of Jonas' tactical vest, "shut up!"

A strong pull. Then the soft touch of her lips. His mind exploded. He dropped the mop. Time slowed down. All the tension from his body evaporated. At least until their lips parted.

They just stood there looking at each other's eyes.

"Khm," came a cough from behind him, "so what's the plan Overlord?" asked Robin.

"We need to get out. I'll try to contact Eva, she should have an escape plan ready." People looked at each other but didn't move. "Unless you guys have a better plan?"

They packed up their stuff. In a diamond formation, the group walked out of the lab. Splorg was limping in the center, leaning on Dan.

"Bet you didn't imagine your day would go like this, huh?" asked the alien from him.

As they walked through the corridors, they passed Agent Six, who was tapping with his feet with his arms crossed. But still smiling. Why was he still smiling? As soon as they passed them, Agent Six and the enforcers started following the group.

When the formation reached the ground floor, Kyra started raising Eva. No answer.

Their group was probably what was left of the ZTU. They went out into the courtyard, where they were surrounded by enforcers. Their way blocked in all directions.

"So I'm wondering, what was the next part of your brilliant plan?" Agent Six looked around. Kyra was staring him dead in the eye. "I thought so. If you lay down your weapons, and hand me the alien, we can negotiate who gets to be part of our future army of super soldiers." He picked the communicator from his belt, "someone please pick up the alien in the courtyard," then he continued, "trust me guys, we are really only working for the benefit of mankind. Those who won't become Void Walkers will be sent to the Void. Finally rid mankind of all it's greed and material needs."

"What's our move?" asked Carl. 

Kyra's eyes looked apologetic. She was still trying to raise Eva, with no luck. 

Jonas looked at the guys behind him. They were afraid. Except for Carl. The others weren't so steady now with their guns, but Carl's aim didn't even shake. It was pointed at Agent Six.

"You of all people know what greed led to. I mean, just look at this city? Even if there were two hundred ZTU agents, how much time would it take to clear this up? Five Years? Ten Years?"

"At least we tried to do something," yelled Kyra.

"I know. I know. And you did well, I do not doubt that. But think on a bigger scale. When all humanity will be in the Void, then we can get rid of the material needs, and only think about our future. And once we are ready, Nixius will free us from the Void to join his empire."

There was a van rolling out behind the building, closing in.

"You have until the van arrives to decide."

Jonas stood next to Kyra. He still felt the taste of her lips. They shared a look, and Jonas nodded. She smiled. If Jonas was to die, he wanted to die looking at that smile.

They all knew what was at stake here. They were all trained for this. Dieing was never the hard part according to Splorg. This way, none of them has to mourn the other.

All of them nodded. Kyra raised the detonator and pressed the button. 

Nothing.

She pressed it again.

"You know, if you weren't daydreaming in class, no doubt of fair Jonas, you would have remembered that these detonators, can be remotely deactivated."

Agent Six raised his hand, showing a smartphone like gadget with the word 'INACTIVE' in red.

"Thank you for luring everyone out. Now drop your—"

The van was already near, but it didn't slow down. With a revving of the engine, it sped up. It corrected it's path towards the cultists and honked.

The armored van came crashing down on their captors with thirty miles per hour. The cultists started shooting at the van, but it was too late. Few of them got knocked away, and a few went under the vehicle, including Agent Six. Carl was the first to react and started shooting the targets. Two bullets each. Carl was as fast and accurate as Splorg. Jonas and Vera run towards the enforcers on the ground picking up their weapon and joining the fight. Kyra detached the vest and threw it towards the largest group of enforcers. It wasn't going to explode, but seemingly they didn't know that. The cultists ran from cover, only to be bumping on the hood of the van driving around. 

When the last cultist was down the van took a turn and stopped right next to Jonas. Eva opened the door. She was coughing up blood.

"I know time's kind of a factor here, but do you guys think we could visit the medical wing?" then she fell forward unconscious, only being held by her seatbelt.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Forty-One: Kyra

 

The remnants of the ZTU rounded up all the agents. No resistance remained in the building. Carl, Daniel, Jonas, and Kyra took Eva to the medical wing. 

There was nothing Carl, and Jonas could help with, so they just stood as Kyra helped Daniel to save Eva's life. She wasn't a paramedic, but she knew what to do.

As Kyra glanced at Jonas between handing tools to Daniel and stitching wounds, a knot formed in her stomach. Jonas' face was emotionless, only a few wrinkles on his forehead. But his eyes were full of fear and regret.

About an hour later they managed to stabilize her, but she wasn't conscious. While Kyra and Daniel cleaned themselves up, Jonas sat down on the side of her bed and held her hand. 

"He'll pay for this," he whispered, "I'm not going to let this be in vain."

Jonas put Eva's hand back on the bed and kissed her forehead. His face changed. The wrinkles got deeper and his nostrils wider. With clenched fists, he stormed out.

"Dan, you got this?" asked Kyra

"Yeah, go."

She ran out of the room. The hall was empty. Jonas must have switched to running, and she had a pretty good idea what was in his mind.

She caught up with him. "Jonas, I know you must be..." he turned his face but didn't look at her. Jonas was standing just outside the door to the courtyard. He was looking at the guys talking with Splorg who was in a good mood. The alien was sitting in the back of the van they dragged Eva out from, while others were standing around him. The fake enforcers that didn't die were tied together a few feet away from them.

"Look at them, Kyra," said Jonas. "they chit-chat there like it all has a happy ending."

"Well, we did stop—"

"What? What did we stop, Kyra?" he looked at her, "we traded one slavery for another. Sure, our new overlords will be more civilized and less looking like something out of a nightmare, but it's still slavery."

"I... I know, but what can we do? We don't have the power to fight an intergalactic empire, and you know that."

"Nixius does," she didn't believe her ears. Jonas couldn't possibly be suggesting siding with that thing. 

"So you want to help Nixius?" She put her hand on her waist. "Because I was under the impression we trying the exact opposite?"

"We need to kill him. We got the tactical advantage, the element of surprise. Unless an enforcer slipped our watch," he looked at Kyra. Offended at the questioning of her thoroughness, she crossed her arms, then shook her head. "Good. This could work, right?" He took a step closer to her, their faces only a few inches apart.

She studied his face. He wasn't joking. The confidence and determination radiated from him. Any other man, any other day she would have laughed in their face. But not him. Not after what they accomplished. She caught herself staring at his lips. That kiss nearly made her drop the detonator. 

"You plan on killing the Nexus guy, Pretty Boy?" came the voice of Robin beside him. He looked up. Wolf was standing behind her as always, like a bodyguard. A bodyguard with a massive machine gun resting on his shoulder. "I'm game. You know I don't like unfinished business." She said slapping his ass and walking up to the van.

Kyra was staring daggers at her. It wasn't the time to get territorial, but she did just mark Jonas in front of everybody in the lab with the kiss. Does she think she is better than me?

"OK, Jonas. I'm with you, let's kill the bastard," she said smiling at him.

He grabbed her hand then started walking towards the van.

"So do you really whip people into submission?" asked Robin

"It's a bit more... hey, look who it is, the woman of the hour" said Splorg, "nicely done, Kyra, with the suicide bomber thing. Not very original, but cliches are cliches for a reason right?" He chuckled, and the others laughed as well.

"Did you mean what you said in the lab? About calling off the invasion if we kill Nixius?" Jonas stood there with a stance like he wanted to attack the alien with his fist if the wrong answers came out of him.

Everyone fell silent. Splorg looked at the group before answering.

"Jonas, leave it. It's not worth dying for. I'll put in a good word for you guys, I'm sure we can minimize the casualties."

"Not enough, dammit," Jonas banged his fist on the open door, "we don't want to be your slaves... at least I don't. And I'm willing to die for it. I just want to know, did you lie about that as well?"

Splorg looked him in the eye. The alien was thinking hard. Kyra saw the others around her do the same. They were all probably contemplating the same. Should they die for freedom?

"If you can kill Nixius," he started, standing up, "and that is a big if, I can take his body back to empire, get promoted, and tell everyone that your planet does not worth the effort of making it join the empire. Can't promise it will work though. I am not going to get promoted to emperor," he chuckled again. "But Jonas, do your friends think the same?"

The alien looked around.

On the one hand, being part of the empire would have opened up the whole galaxy in front of Kyra, but on the other hand, she might have not lived long enough to see it happening. Would it really bring prosperity on the long run? She didn't know. But she knew how humans were. Freedom was one of the most important treasures. Even if people were being spoonfed all the knowledge and technology of the Rezak, we could never get our freedom back.

"I do," she said.

"I didn't join the ZTU to be an idle bystander while we trade one bad thing for another. We are here to fight for those who can't fight for themselves, right?" Said Robin.

The others nodded as well.

"Do we have a deal?" Jonas extended his arms.

"We do, Jonas Hansen, but I'm telling you now, I take no part in it. Plus, you don't even know where they are. Do you guys even have a plan?"

"As a matter of fact I do," started Jonas, "we find where they are. Using the element of surprise we sneak in. Use your working Phase Modulator and the Death Ray to kill Nixius."

"And how will we find them?" asked Cezar.

"That," Jonas pointed at him, then dropped his hand, "I don't know..."

"I do," Kyra said, with enthusiasm in her voice, "we need to contact them acting as one of the cultists, that we got the arm panel and the codes, but unfortunately a lot of us died. If we can get enough air time with them, I can triangulate their position from the R&D lab with the tool we used to pinpoint the origin of the alien transmissions."

***

"Why me again?" asked Carl.

"Relax, Carl," said Kyra as she was prepping for the call, "you look like a splitting image of one of the dead guys we found. Just tell them you have the goods, and that you will come over with a unit ASAP."

"Got it."

"But also make sure it's as long as possible."

"Got it," he put on the face mask. 

She was tapping away at the keyboard in the Big Brothers Room. The firefight only damaged the displays, the machine was still working. It was able to monitor the communication network for the entire city. 

"You know," started Splorg, "if you blow this, your element of surprise goes out the window, and that's pretty much all the leverage you have."

"Thanks, buddy," said Carl in a muffled voice, "all the encouragement I needed."

Kyra turned around and stared daggers at the alien, "give him the arm panel."

In a reluctant motion, he detached the panel and gave it to Carl.

"Showtime," said Jonas.

Nixius' face came on screen. They didn't expect him to personally 'pick up the phone'. The echoing sinister voice started talking.

"Do you have the codes? Where is Agent Six?"

"Sir... Agent Six died when the ZTU agents broke loose... b-but we have the arm panel and the codes," he lifted it up so Nixius could see it.

"Excellent. Get moving now."

"At once, only—"

"NOW!" yelled Nixius and disconnected.

"Was that enough?" asked Jonas.

She looked at the program. It was still processing the information. As it was loading, she unconsciously lifted herself a bit from the chair.

'Radius: Five miles' appeared on the screen, showing a map of the city. 

She fell back to her chair. Sounds of disappointment came from behind her. It was too large area to search. If they don't arrive soon, Nixius might get suspicious, and their advantage is gone.

"Sorry Kyra," said Carl, "that's all I could muster."

"You did what you could Carl," she put the part of the map on a large screen, "anyone wants to take a lucky guess?"

"They need a big place," said Jonas. He put his hand on her shoulder. "Can you filter for large buildings?"

She entered the parameters which filtered down to a handful of locations.

Jones closed his eyes. Kyra saw his eyes moving under his eyelid.

"We are looking for a mansion."

"That's right," said Carl, "The warrant was redirecting us to a mansion. Or was that you, Kyra?"

She shook her head, "after sending the location to you, I lost access to the dispatch system... plus I had to focus on staying alive."

Kyra applied the filter. 

"This place sounds familiar. 'Farsight Mansion', anybody knows it?" she asked.

"I've heard that name before..." said Jonas. He again focused with his eyes closed. "It's the name Nixius said when he met the cult leader. John Farsight."

***

"I'm sure this isn't necessary, what if you fail... I mean there is a pretty big chance for that," said the alien standing inside the lab.

"I've put a time locker on it, Splorg," said Kyra with an annoyed voice, "If we are not back in 24 hours, you're free to go, it's... a precaution, if you will," she grinned at him.

"Oh, very mature, Kyra."

She felt a tap on her shoulder. It was Jonas.

"Can I talk to him for a minute?"

"Sure," she stepped outside the R&D lab.

Jonas stood there, just looking at Splorg. The alien's face wrinkled at his forehead but didn't say a thing.

Jonas took a step back.

"I've been betrayed and deceived by people I thought were my friends before. I knew we were not friends, but I decided to trust you anyway. Not because I'm that gullible or stupid... well, maybe I am... but I did it because I don't want to live in a world... or universe where I can't trust people. I don't want to live in a world where people are being used as tools and then being laughed at. I'm not sure how your culture really is, but we could have been friends. Your brother sounds like ten times the man you were. He may have been a fool. But he was a fool who was willing to fight for something he believed in, and risk his life for it."

Splorg didn't react, just stood there, standing the gaze of Jonas.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Forty-Two: Kyra

 

The plan wasn't as elaborate like what usually ZTU field agents prepared, but they had neither the time nor the resources. Jonas, Carl, Robin, Cezar and herself were the infiltration unit. Kyra managed to remove the warrant for the agents, but they didn't have the time to wait for everybody to come in and brief them again.

Kyra told Jonas that Zero was alive, and possibly some other agents or enforcers as well. The thermal satellite images gave a hint where they were kept.

Jonas took the role of the leader as he was trained by Eva to be an infiltrator. Even Robin accepted him. They had to pack light, so they could move fast and make the least sound possible. The main reason Vera volunteered to stay behind. They took one of the vans the cultists came with, in the hope it will not attract that much attention.

Robin and Jonas wanted Kyra to stay at HQ, to act as Big Brother. She could have done that. But Kyra was not going to leave Jonas alone with Robin. Instead, she came up with enough technical jargon sounding bullshit that they decided she needed to be there with them.

The Farsight Mansion was massive. She pulled up the schematics from the archives on her tablet. There was a sewer tunnel leading to the courtyard. The cultists shouldn't expect them at all, but they needed to be prepared for anything. It was risky, but all other options meant a definite encounter with guards.

She was drumming her fingers on the back of her tablet. Coffee would have been a luxury waste of time, so she ate one of Carl's power bars. It was mango flavor. She was wondering if this is the last food she will ever eat. Kyra would have appreciated some comforting, but Jonas was in pretty bad shape as well. The full responsibility of the operation was on his shoulders, and it was visible. Well, to her at least. The others were asking questions from him, and he answered them in a confident voice without hesitation. 

Something blurred her vision. She wiped her eyes with her finger. This is not helpful now, Kyra, pull it together. The car finally stopped.

Jonas scouted ahead, and the group moved to the checkpoint. Carl had some fiber optics on him, so he checked the surroundings.

"Seems clear," Carl whispered.

"Ok, let's go over the plan one more time," said Jonas. He took a deep breath, "Carl, Robin, and Cezar go and free the ZTU agents from the cellar, we will need all the help we can get. I go and find out where Nixius and the weapon is. If I found it, I signal to Kyra, who will send you the instructions. She will remain here, and act as Big Brother. Using Splorg's instructions, we attach the Phase Modulator and shoot the shit out of Nixius."

"Got it, buddy," said Carl.

Kyra stood silent. She wanted to go with Jonas, but he made it clear. It's too dangerous. 

"Are you sure about me staying here," she had to try one more time, "what if you get caught?"

"That is the exact reason why I need you here, so you can transmit my last known location to the guys."

"B-but I..." Jonas put his hand on her shoulder. It felt heavy.

"It will be fine, Kyra," said Carl, "Jonas is good at this. I saw him do this before. We'll be done before you know it."

She wasn't convinced, but there was no time to waste with arguing, so she nodded.

The guys left through the sewer entrance and moved in two different directions. Kyra brought up her tablet. She saw the same blur again and wiped away the tears. She was alone now, so it was ok to let it flow for a while.

Minutes passed, and she was checking the position of the guys in the virtual schematic she was able to create on the way here. The sound in her ear made her jump.

"It's Carl, we've located the prisoners. It's going to be a bit tricky, but security was pretty lax so far."

"Ok Carl, Jonas is still searching for Nixius, he is going to need backup when he finds it."

"Roger that. We'll try to keep quiet."

Kyra was monitoring Jonas' signal when it disappeared. Her heart started to race in her chest. 

"Jonas, are you OK? Jonas, come in!" 

She waited a minute, but the signal was gone. She wanted to signal Carl but stopped. If this is just a malfunction, then they might blow his cover. There was only one way to make sure.

She put away the tablet in her vests back pocket, pulled out her pistol, and attached the suppressor.

Kyra tried slowing her heartbeat with controlled breathing. Half crouching she moved towards Jonas' last location. 

Jonas has been circling around in the building, so she at least didn't have to retrace his steps. Moving up the ladder she left the sewer. A window on the second floor was open near where she last saw Jonas' signal. Using a grappling hook, Kyra slowly climbed in. There was a table right beneath the window in the room, which made a loud cracking noise as she stepped on it. She stopped. Her breathing was loud in the silence of the room. Nothing.

Kyra continued to move inside. The building was a maze. It had little corridors, only large rooms in different shapes opening into each other. She was sneaking room to room. In the third one, she pulled out her tablet. Her hands were sweating so much, the touchscreen barely took the commands. The rooms were dark, so the tablet acted as a large flashlight.

The whole team disappeared. It had to be some kind of interference. Kyra felt a hand coming over her face and a pistol in her back. Shit.

***

"Kyra? What are you doing here? I told you to wait," Jonas was whispering in a more quiet voice now.

"Your signal disappeared, and you didn't answer the radio, I thought you were in trouble."

"Wha—"

They both moved their backs to the wall as they heard steps approaching.

"Lord Nixius will be ready soon," came the muffled voice from the other side of the wall, "The machine is already warming up. The arm panel will be here any minute. We should get the prisoners and move them to the chamber in the cellar."

The two guards passed by them on the adjacent room. They looked at each other. 

"Signal Carl."

"The radio doesn't work, Jonas, that is what I told you, there must be a jammer somewhere."

Jonas pulled down his face mask and moved forward. She tried to follow his steps without noise. They managed to avoid the guards, and reach the chamber in the cellar. 

It was a large circular room with four doors. Jonas and Kyra were hiding behind the columns which were placed next to the entrance. The torches on the walls were lit, but the room didn't have an orange glow. Construction lights made the room so bright a surgeon could have operated in it. The ceiling was at least fifteen feet high. Every few feet a long but narrow drape was hanging on the wall. All of them had a white silky material. On the center, an unfinished circle painted with a thick brush.

There were chairs and tables in a half circle in front of the machine. All of them had a rope on them. No doubt to tie up the ZTU members. 

There were a few other machines attached to the one in the center. Kyra theorized, Nixius needed to build a converter for the alien Power Core. The large boxes and creates of coolants were lying around the chamber. Like when children leave their toys all over the room.

An echoing voice in her head. As if it came from the abyss.

"Get the people in here, I want to prepare everyone for their journey." Nixius' sinister voice gave her goosebumps all over her body. The two guards left the room.

"The gun is near him. I can see it. I'm going to distract him. You remember how to attach the Phase Modulator?"

"Yes," she swallowed a big one. 

Jonas handed her the device. He grabbed her hand and pulled her a bit closer.

"Kyra, I..."

"Sir," came a yelling, "the prisoners escaped!"

"GET THEM BACK!" Nixius' yelling inside her skull was terrifying."

The guards stormed out of the chamber.

"Now is our chance," said Jonas. He let go of her hand.

She waited for Jonas to start the distraction. He walked out between the columns of the entrance on the other side.

"We meet again, Nixius."

"Jonas Hansen! Have you changed your mind about joining the Void Walkers? Or you are here to kill me," his laughter was death itself, "where is the Rezak? Hmm?

Nixius walked towards Jonas.

"He... he didn't come," Kyra felt that the sadness wasn't part of the show, it was Jonas' real feelings. She started crawling towards the table with the gun on it. With swift but silent movements, she moved from cover to cover. The crates were large enough to hide her small frame.

The sinister voice continued.

"I showed you what they truly are. Are you still surprised that the Rezak would sacrifice your whole planet to save himself?"

"No."

She moved forward and snuck up closer. All she had to do is jump over the table, grab the gun, slap the device and they are home free. 

"I guess the call was a ruse..." he pressed a button on the machine turning it off. There was connection again. Her tablet started beeping. 

Nixius was inhumanly fast. She blinked, and the monster already had the death ray in his hands.

"I see your mate is also here. Kyra Allison, come out without touching anything."

Kyra took a step forward, she heard the sound of struggle. When she opened her eyes, Jonas was hanging mid-air, held by his throat.

"You really thought you could take the gun, weakling?"

Jonas gave a look to Kyra. Nixius was now pointing the gun at her. She was sure she was about to die, so she just closed her eyes.

"Do all humans make the women do your dirty work, Jonas? Now see her suffer."

She thought of Jonas. That he might get saved if the guys get here on time. Kyra was ready. A bright light. Were all those afterlife stories actually real? Then she felt a large force flattening her body. Her eyes were still closed. 

Kyra was being pulled. When she opened her eyes, she saw Splorg. Her pulse climbed even higher. She didn't believe it. 

"You are too late Rezak. As you can see your weapon cannot hurt me."

"What weapon?" Kyra asked.

"It's a laser pointer I strapped to a stapler. I thought it would buy me a few seconds."

"You came to save your friend, Rezak? I'm amazed," his snickering gave the chills to Kyra.

"We have to save Jonas!"

"I know, I know. I'm on it," Splorg smiled.

"Come out and face me Rezak, or I'll start tearing your friend apart limb by limb. I'll even put my gun away if it makes you feel better."

"Grhhh...don't do it...grhh...save...the...planet."

"How noble," echoed the voice of Nixius, "you would have made a great general in my army."

"Very fhratterhing," said Jonas. Kyra looked out behind the cover with Splorg. Jonas looked her in the eye. He was grasping Nixius' hand not to suffocate but managed to smile. He stopped the struggling. "Hey, Splorg! You were wrong! There is a lot you can do in a second."

Kyra saw the whole scene in slow motion. Jonas let go of Nixius' hand and reached for his gun. He was fast and could grab it before Nixius, but the monster also grabbed the gun. The monster let go of Jonas' neck, and they struggled with the gun. Not for long. Jonas was no match for Nixius' strength. 

There was a flash. She was blinded again, but the adrenaline retrieved her vision faster. 

She just dropped to her knees. A large burning whole appeared near the heart of Jonas, and he fell to the floor like a bag of sand.

"NOOOO," she started shrieking. Her whole body was resonating to her voice. Splorg pulled her back.

From her tears, she saw the blurry figure of Splorg stand there. 

"Calm down, it's gonna be OK. Your comrades should be here in a minute. Stay put, I'll take care of this just give me the Phase Modulator..." Kyra hesitated, "don't look at me like that! Just trust me. Please." She had nothing to more to lose. With shaking hands, Kyra handed it over. The alien grabbed her hand for a second then walked out of the room.

She turned to her side to peak out the door. Jonas' body was on the floor, motionless. She was powerless, warm tears rolled down her cheeks. Kyra regretted letting Jonas put off that conversation. Now she will never be able to tell him.

"I'm here Nixius," said Splorg, "are you brave enough to fight me or you just going to shoot me like you did all your innocent victims."

Nixius glanced at the device.

"You came in vain Rezak, but I'm glad you did. I'm going to twist the panel off your dead body, and with my Void Walkers, I'm going to send your empire to oblivion. But before that, let's have some fun," with that he threw the death ray to the floor and started walking towards Splorg. As Nixius began to throw the punches, Splorg turned on the Phase Modulator. She saw Splorg being hit, but the punches went right through him. Even so, he was staggering and falling to his knee. Then a punch hit him dead on. Splorg fell on the ground.

She looked back at Jonas, and her heart stopped for a second. 

Kyra saw him stand up and grab the death-ray. Nixius turned back, "this can't be," the monster said.

"Eat this," with that Jonas shot the death ray.

Nixius fell to his knees for a second. He was grasping the point where the weapon hit his body. Slowly he stood up with a laugh.

"You can't kill me, human!"

"Wasn't my intention," Jonas threw the weapon to Splorg.

The alien grabbed the gun and attached the phase modulator. He aimed at Nixius.

"Gahart, Nixius!"

The flash of the gun was even brighter than before. Exploding light bulbs sent million tiny pieces of glass in the air. She covered her face. A second later the room turned orange. The torches remained the only light source. Nixius was standing there headless. His body collapsed on the floor.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Forty-Three: Kyra

 

Jonas was grasping his chest in pain. Kyra ran over to him and started grabbing his vest by the neck.

"You're alive! H-How?"

There was laughter coming from Jonas and Splorg. She didn't know why. She slapped Jonas.

"Don't laugh you moron," tears were still coming from her eyes.

"I'm sorry," he grabbed her hand, as she was about to give another slap.

"It was a bold move, boy," Splorg turned to Kyra, "he used the broken phase modulator," the alien sat down on the floor, "Nice coded message. How did you know the Phase Modulator was going to work?"

"I used it when we took back HQ. I was shot but only felt the impact, and there was no wound, so I figured it should work here as well... at least I hoped," another small laughter.

She slapped him with her other hand. He grabbed both her hands and pulled her closer. Their face was only inches apart.

"I love you, Kyra Allison!" She didn't even have time to digest the words, and he pulled her in for a kiss. She felt all the pain, frustration and fear leave her body. It was just her and him, alone in the universe.

The team arrived seconds later, seemingly they had to kill everyone on the way.

"How did you get here," Jonas finally asked from Splorg the same thing she was wondering as well.

"Well, as soon as I saw your signal and felt relief... I figured I would regret letting you die. So... I used the teleporter to get here."

"But you know that—"

"Yes, it only works in half of the cases, but hey, that is a fifty-fifty chance right?" Kyra wanted to hug the alien, but he took a step back.

"Whoa there. Let's not get too friendly! I'm an invader left alive to send a message to my empire, that Earth is tougher than it looks. Just like this girl I know."

"What is that," Zero asked pointing at the headless body of Nixius.

Jonas started filling everybody in. Kyra walked next Splorg who was being held at gunpoint by the captured ZTU field agents.

"What if Nixius got hold of your arm panel?"

"I left it in the R&D lab," he showed his arm, "I do hope you can get it back for me."

"What made you change your mind?"

"Him," he nodded his head towards Jonas, "your boyfriend had a compelling argument. It just took some time to sink in."

Boyfriend. There was a word Kyra never thought she would use to describe her relationship with someone. 

Jonas walked up to Splorg. He signaled to the agents to put down the guns. 

"Friends?" the alien extended his hands.

Jonas looked at the hands for a while and then moved quickly. Kyra covered her face as she thought Jonas will punch the alien. Instead, he hugged him. Splorg wasn't too happy about it but didn't resist.

***

Jonas and Kyra took Splorg and his Power Core back to his ship a few days later. It took some convincing for Zero to let the alien go, but Jonas vouched for him. Eva was already able to walk and managed to convince Zero to trust Jonas.

Splorg and Jonas installed the Power Core to the ship. Kyra was testing her new translation system. Splorg gave her the source code for the translation system and encrypted channel codes he used so they can let him know if they are in trouble.

Carl arrived with Nixius' body. It's supposed to make Splorg a hero and get back in the ranks in the military.

"OK, that's it. As I don't see the fleet on the long range scanners, they must have got my message. Now all that is left for me is to take off."

"We're going to miss you," said Kyra, standing next to Jonas, who had his hands around her waist.

"Well I'll miss you guys too, plus the movies. Well, mostly the movies."

The ship started talking.

"Uh, let's test the translator out," she got excited and launched the app on her tablet.

A large holographic screen appeared above the control panel. Another Rezak in an army dress started talking.

"If you listen to this message, it means you are not blown up in hyperspace but for some reason landed on one of the planets on your patrol route and managed to fix the ion drive malfunction. You see I can't have that," both of them were looking at Splorg, his face was emotionless, "I've sent you to that godforsaken sector for a reason. It's near the border of the Hanuen Confederation, to which I've been feeding information for some time now, and well... I needed a scapegoat. So you, according to my report, deserted to the confederation and are now a traitor. I hope you'll enjoy your stay on the most technologically behind butthole in this galaxy. Your ship's self-destruct function has been initiated. I suggest you stay."

Splorg started cursing and hitting the keyboard with both hands. 

"We have to go," Kyra yelled, "we have to get out of here, now!"

Splorg nodded, grabbed a few things and then they started running. Carl was still waiting in the driver's seat. They jumped in the back of the van and shouted him to drive as fast as he can.

***

Months passed, and the ZTU managed to rebuild itself. Kyra finally was promoted to field agent. Splorg was accepted into the ZTU.

He taught her a lot about the galactic empires of the milky way, and she was anxious to meet some of them in her life, now that they knew they were out there.

Kyra felt truly happy for the first time in her life. She had everything, even the things she didn't know she wanted.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Forty-Four: Zero

 

Eva walked into Zero's office. He was drinking his regular coffee.

"Sir, Squad Zero-One is ready to report."

"You never gloated... that you were right about him."

"I know."

"You are going to use it as a bargaining chip."

"That is absolutely right, sir."

"Dismissed."

Zero looked at the files on his desk. The police were finally under his control as well, and all major mafia families were disbanded or dead.

Another sip of coffee. He opened a file handed to him by the president himself a week ago. Title: The Prophecy. He almost laughed in the face of the president until he opened the file. The Rezak invasion didn't seem so bad in comparison.
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