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As I look back on our history, I wonder why we did it to ourselves. I wonder why the bloodshed, the destruction, or the terror of war had to be. Perhaps the most troubling fact is that there’s no single point in time to blame. Think back. The conduct of Cain and Abel was not a one-time occurrence, nor was that of Romulus and Remus or the Karamazov brothers. Two brothers formed into different races so that, in time, the races didn’t even remember they were of the same blood. Each man ran to his own corner of existence, forming his own world and calling all others alien. We refused to serve the greater good, instead blinding ourselves to how connected we were. Everyone suffered for our selfishness. 



We lost respect for our world as well. We strove to dominate what we weren’t wise enough to understand. Every gift given to us, we abused. And each generation’s bite of the forbidden fruit brought us closer to hell on earth. I suspect somewhere in the back of our minds we never really believed things would get out of our control, but we paved and painted our own road to destruction. That’s the downside of free will – even as our world crumbled under our pounding fists, mankind still had the twisted right to destroy himself.



However, there’s an upside to free will. Just as we’re given the freedom to choose evil, so we’re given the freedom to choose good. We always have a choice. Free will can bring us to dust as a species, or it can bring us to redemption. We have the power to change mankind’s daily fate for better or for worse, and we’re never abandoned if we seek to serve. 



Something bigger than ourselves always has a plan and offers a grander purpose. If we love others, if we respect what we shouldn’t control, if we acknowledge that maybe we have a greater purpose – then we become part of something bigger than ourselves and find blessings we never imagined.



And that brings us to these last days.



I myself am not immune to man’s pride, but I’m blessed with objective hindsight in ways you can’t yet imagine. If you learn one thing from my recorded history, I hope it’s this: However far we’ve fallen from what we’re meant to be, there’s always a way back to the path that will benefit us if we’re willing. Specifically, this record will tell the story of four heroes given a choice. They were flawed. They could’ve horded their gifts. But they chose to fight for humanity. They chose to sacrifice everything for what was right.



Learn from their lives. Open your eyes to a purpose bigger than yourself. Trust, and let whatever happens happen.





  


Part I



 



The Virus Prophecy and the Signal Prophecy



__________
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“It’s Rome all over again”



 



 



 



I had the good fortune to be born during the human civilization’s peak of prosperity. My parents named me Troy Kandoya after a great-uncle I never knew. (Looking back, I find this a tad ironic considering how important my role as an uncle would become.) We lived comfortably, but that wasn’t unusual for the majority of Earth’s population. A fair level of peace united the nations – resulting, as is the course of history, from previous years of war. Scientific technology progressed faster than anyone could’ve predicted a century before, and humanity thought there was nothing new or of interest left to learn. We were already so wise and our knowledge so impressive. The leading economies flourished, and the common people’s lives were characterized by what the upper classes of the past centuries could only have dreamed. 



It goes without saying that occasional troubles arose, but these were smoothed over so that they barely ruffled normal life. A sporting event or comparable triviality might delay for a day or two, but soon life continued as scheduled. I myself coasted along through my routine, tranquil days, and everyone around me meandered through a similar existence. We took comfort, but no real pleasure, in the illusion that life was good as long as work paid the bills and recreation filled the gaps between. 



Then, in one day, the illusion ended.



I remember that morning well. I woke as always at 5:30 a.m., dressed for work, and as I did so I glared at my reflection. I was beginning to age, although only in my early forties. I’d never been particularly attractive as a younger man, but I was happy with my sturdy frame, square jaw, and gray eyes. Friends, or should I say colleagues, said I looked as every career-driven individual in a suit and tie should look. I rather enjoyed this description.



But I’ll end my life if I turn gray before I turn fifty, I thought as I straightened my tie.



“The DRK virus,” the reporter was saying on my phone’s news app, “is named for the three virologists who first isolated the virus. They themselves weren’t its creators, and no one knows where this virus came from. Sources say it could be the newest in biological weapons.”



I glared at my phone.



Sure, I thought, except for the flaw in that theory where the DRK is infecting everyone, internationally. It’s incurable, sweeping across Eurasia at an alarming rate. If someone created this thing to be a weapon, why aren’t they claiming responsibility for the carnage? 



“But they’re also saying,” said another reporter on the show, “the DRK is a bi-product of undisclosed experiments gone wrong. If this nasty thing was a government-funded accident, it might be the worst one in history. Based on what little data the CDC has released, this virus is capable of wiping out the entire Eurasian population in less than fifty years.”



“Wherever the DRK came from,” said the first reporter, “the proper Euro authorities should’ve gone in when the infections started. They might’ve stopped the DRK virus before it spread to this extent. It’s out of control now! Why aren’t people talking about this? We need to wake up. Take this seriously.”



I gave my reflection one last inspection. “Time for work.” 



Tripping over my wolfhound, Toto, I hurried through my scarcely furnished bachelor pad to the door. When I stepped out into the cool morning air, I descended stairs to the sidewalk. I needed all the exercise I could get and so walked every morning to the Capitol House where I worked. The new building had been constructed to match improvements in the rest of the capital. Admiring the city, I was grateful for the chance to roam the streets on my way to work. I knew the risks facing a well-dressed man walking downtown, so I always carried protection in the form of legal pepper spray. I also took a different route each day. My paths varied so I alternately crossed the gardens, the shopping center, or the soup kitchen where I sent a monthly donation. 



The choice of which trail to take was sadly the highlight of most mornings.



I remember my feeling of personal completion as I arrived at the Capitol House that morning. I underwent the required security checks before entering the main lobby and ambling my way to the Communications Department. Passing open office doors of several busy colleagues, I saw a few raise hands in distracted greeting. Phones rang, and interns scrambled around their cubicles to complete dozens of tasks at once.



The familiar hum of overhead lights greeted me as I entered my private office. Once inside, I closed the door, tossed my briefcase on a side table, and sat behind my desk to activate my computer. 



My assistant came in, smacking her gum, and plopped a manila envelope in front of me. “Here.”



“What’s this?”



“The CDC’s newest test results on the DRK virus. You asked for them first thing, remember? The Health Department sent them over earlier this morning.”



I reached for the envelope. “Right.” I slit the top. “Thanks.”



She left as I pulled out the contents. Glaring at my glasses, I held the papers away from my face to examine the test results. They weren’t good – I could tell that at once by the percentages I read. 



President Weaver had requested that the CDC investigate the ramifications of a DRK outbreak on American soil. A special division of the Health Department received regular reports from the CDC. I, by some stroke of chance, was selected as the official liaison between the Communications Department and the Health Department on this issue. Therefore, everything came to me and I in turn figured out how to present the information. The only problem was, I had a minimal background in medicine (one semester at the University of Michigan) and no idea what to pass along to the press secretary. 



I winced as I looked at a picture of an infected man.



The DRK didn’t kill, but those infected lost their sense of humanity and became raving, conscienceless zombies. (This wasn’t exactly the scientific account of the virus’s result, but it was my conclusion as I looked at the photo before me.) The infected man’s eyes were bloodshot, his grayish skin was covered in a fungus, his dark veins bulged, and his hair had fallen out. He looked like every other infected patient I’d seen photographed. These people were labeled as ‘factors’ simply because ‘unknown event factor’ was how the early scientists had first noted the mutations. Every case of infection ended the same. The CDC’s tests showed that the time span between contraction and dehumanization was very short, and no amount of medication made a difference. Once factored, you stayed factored. No one had a DRK cure. 



And they thought HIV was bad, I thought. 



I rubbed my face and let out a long breath.



As technologically advanced as we were, our main threat was still biological. Those reporters were right; the DRK was serious. If this was a biological weapon, we were screwed. If it was an out-of-control accident, we were screwed. But few in America cared. No one would until it reached our own backyards. 



It’s sad, I thought, but a person dying on the late night news isn’t as threatening as a sick neighbor. But how long before the virus strikes here? We need to prepare.



Around 11:00 a.m., I heard mumbling outside my office. Irritated, I walked to my door and opened it to find my assistant talking with one of my colleagues. It was Aaron, an egotistical camera-hog rarely seen performing actual work. He wore a tailored suit, flag pin, and polished shoes. He was taller than me, but I could smell the gel in his slicked back, blond hair. 



My assistant paused her flirting and noticed me. “Oh. There you are.”



I faced Aaron. “Is there something you need? I’m not working on the press-release data, if that’s what you’re looking for. I sent that to your office with…” I stopped when I saw the look on his face and raised my eyebrows. “What?”



Aaron blinked at me. “Troy, have you looked outside this morning?”



It was then I noticed the red glow coming from the window behind my assistant’s desk. I can’t say why I took so long to notice the unnatural light. Maybe I confused it for my assistant’s many-colored lamp (I’d asked her repeatedly to remove this, but she never did, knowing I couldn’t fire her because of who her father was.) In any case, I followed Aaron’s suggestion and stepped to the window to see outside.



In the sky, a red and yellow cloud hung over the park leading to the Capitol House. Examining it further, I saw that it wasn’t truly a cloud. It looked as if someone had tried to patch a gigantic hole in the sky from the other side. Simply no sky existed where the bright, red and yellow lights swirled. The edges of the thing were sharp and abrupt where it met the rest of the atmosphere. 



Back on the ground, armed officers sealed off the park below the cloud of light. Tourists crowded on the perimeters, gazing up at the lights and taking pictures. 



I bet video of this thing’s already online, I thought. 



“What is that?” I looked back at Aaron and saw equal befuddlement in his expression. “Is the president evacuating the building?” 



“No, the public would freak out. We’re closing off the park, but I don’t think anyone knows what’s going on. We haven’t released a statement yet.” 



My assistant hung up the phone. “President Weaver wants to see you in her office pronto.” 



I hadn’t even heard it ring. “What for?”



“She didn’t say.”



I paused in confusion, nodded, and walked through the maze of desks toward the main hall. Passing cubicles, I noticed several people either on their phone or watching the television screens projected around the office. Everyone looked restless. 



As I entered the main hall, a Secret Service agent met me. He waved me on without much interest once he recognized me – he too was distracted by what hung in the sky outside. I then turned down a tiled, well-lit hall and stopped before a set of double oak doors. Straightening my tie, I knocked before entering.



President Weaver sat at a wide desk that stood before an enormous window. Omar Abbas, head of the World Space Program’s Euro division, sat in a stuffed chair opposite the desk. The dark-skinned man wore an expensive suit and fidgeted with a gold ring as he looked out the room’s window. A fly buzzed somewhere around the chandelier, but no other sound filled the room. The president and her guest ignored me as they looked outside, and I now saw the cloud of lights from this better vantage point.



I’m known for keeping a level head in the midst of a crisis, I thought. Maybe the president wants me to start working on something pertaining to this light cloud…thing. 



I stepped forward and chose a chair beside Mr. Abbas.



The president finally turned in her seat to face us. A golden pin neatly held back her short, graying hair, but the bags under her eyes gave the impression she was stressed beyond her norm. “I assume you’ve seen the news, Kandoya?”



“Yes, Madam President. Do we know what it is?”



“No,” she said bluntly. “Within an hour of its appearance, the media came up with a story of their own. They’re claiming the lights are from a weather control satellite that’s casting light rays into the atmosphere. Ridiculous, but the public is content with the media’s story for now. Unfortunately…” She waved to the foreigner. “Omar.”



“It’ll be difficult to keep that story running.” Mr. Abbas’s accent reminded me he was from the interior of Eurasia, the region where the DRK virus was widespread. 



I shifted away from him in my seat. “Why’s that?”



“China will soon release news that an identical light burst appeared in their skies. Also, a third one hangs over one of our Euro states.”



I widened my eyes in surprise. 



Mr. Abbas nodded. “Our WSP satellites scanned the rest of the globe, but we’ve only discovered these three light anomalies. Still, three of these things are enough to cause mass hysteria, since no one knows what they are. Every World Space Program division is working on it, but so far we don’t have answers.”



“Okay…” I looked back at the president. “So you want me to write a statement about these lights?”



“I didn’t send for you to discuss the press.” She leaned forward and folded her hands on her desk. “It’s about your brother.”



My face probably drained of color. Given recent developments, my brother was the one topic that unnerved me. “Now what did he do? Am I on temporary leave again? I can’t stress enough that Lee’s beliefs are not mine and I don’t plan on-”



“No, Kandoya, just listen. I explained after the last incident that it wouldn’t happen again.”



This was reassuring. “So what do you need from me?”



Mr. Abbas frowned. “Find your brother and give him the straight facts. The last thing we need is a religious nut claiming the world’s going to end.”



My heart dropped somewhere between my feet. “Is he saying that?”



The president held up a hand. “Not yet. We want you to make sure he doesn’t start a panic. When Lee went public with his outcries concerning the DRK virus, it took weeks to settle the rioters. This time, I’d like to handle the matter more swiftly. What do you know about his cult?”



I answered reluctantly. “It’s not a cult, really, but the Kota do share a common faith. They try to live as their faith sees fit and focus on charity work. Until recently, they kept to themselves and drew little attention.” 



She nodded.



I paused, uncomfortable with the rest of my information. “At our father’s funeral, my brother met an elderly Kota man distantly related to our father. We have Kota roots, apparently. The man gave Lee a book of prophecies, and some of the writings supposedly mean Lee’s important to their cause. And, one of the prophecies was about the DRK virus. That’s the one he went public with, but I guess they have several more. The Kota have tried to interpret the rest ever since the Virus Prophecy was confirmed. Personally, I think these prophecies cause drama and are a waste of time.” I wanted to stress this last point.



“Well,” said the president, “since the Kota just happened to have a prophecy about the virus, it wouldn’t surprise me if they also have one about these lights.”



Mr. Abbas agreed. “They mustn’t alarm the public further. Your brother caused enough commotion about the DRK virus.”



I nodded. “I see what you want. You hope I can control Lee this time. His followers might cause another stir if they aren’t stopped. What if he won’t listen to me?”



“Try,” said Mr. Abbas. “Euro religious sects are already fighting over who’s responsible for the lights. Twenty people have been murdered in the Euro state where our light anomaly appeared. I don’t know everything about the cult your brother is leading. But when Lee went public with his Virus Prophecy, he got more attention from my people than he did from your own. Now, who knows what he’ll do? Things are bad already, and we don’t need your brother adding fuel to the fire. From his past achievements, I think it’d be in both our countries’ best interests if we got him under control.”



“I see. I’ll do what I can, but I can’t promise anything.”



The president nodded. “All I’m asking is that you try. Please, wrangle your brother quickly, Kandoya. And quietly.”



“I understand. Thank you, Madam President.”



She waved her hand, informing me I could go.



 



As I walked home that evening, I saw people leaving their houses and peering up at the sky. A few children played in their families’ yards, but the majority of the parents in my community made their kids play indoors that day. Walking into my apartment building, I noticed my Muslim neighbor kneeling on his floor in prayer. 



Once alone in my apartment, I turned on the lights. Toto ran to me and danced around my legs, expecting a walk.



“Calm down. I know the sitter let you out twenty minutes ago.” 



Toto harrumphed and followed me as I walked to my bedroom. Here, I threw myself on the bed in defiance. I landed on my phone. Taking this as a sign, I took the phone and held it before my face.



“Call Lee.” 



While the phone rang, I sat up and took off my shoes. Toto jumped on the bed and sprawled, whining at me. 



How can I make Lee listen? I thought. Yelling at him has never worked. I need another approach. Besides, it’s been a while since we talked. I feel a little guilty about that. He is my brother, even if I’m trying to hide that fact from the world. As long as Lee doesn’t try to peddle his Kota movement off on me, we’re fine. Maybe enough time’s gone by since the Virus Prophecy conflict that we can talk now without fighting. Maybe. 



Eventually, Lee’s energetic voice spoke through my phone. “Greetings, Troy. Any messages from your boss?”



I took off my tie. “Good evening, Lee. I take it you’ve heard about these light clouds? Tell me, did we sound like as big of fools as I thought when we addressed the press this afternoon? We need to work with China on getting our lies straight.”



Lee laughed. “No, it was a good cover.”



I rubbed my face in my hands. “Sometimes in this job I feel like the kid sitting in the corner wearing the funny, pointed hat.”



He laughed again. “Well, maybe the lights are fluke manifestations of rainbows like Aaron reported.”



“They’re not, but we have no better explanation.”



“I figured as much.” He sounded like he expected what was coming.



I frowned. “Lee, President Weaver implores you not to stir up your Kota followers again. She doesn’t want a religious war started.”



“The Kota are peaceful. You know that, Troy. And anyway, the majority of my ‘Kota followers’ are in eastern Asia, so I don’t see what business the president has telling us to do anything.”



“Well, Omar Abbas attended the meeting too.”



“The WSP Euro division guy?”



“Yes. He also fears you’ll incite a worldwide hysteria. Both he and Weaver wanted me to talk to you in case your cult is-”



“For the hundredth time, we’re not a cult. We just want to distinguish ourselves from the many other forms of our religion because we don’t believe they hold to the essentials anymore. We try to follow the correct faith. And prophetic visions have come to our people, so we’re meant to proclaim these warnings to the world. We have to do what we can to help mankind see the truth before it’s too late.” He paused, and I heard pity in his voice. “You and I are Kota on Dad’s side, even if you don’t want to include yourself in our beliefs.”



I rolled my eyes, glad he couldn’t see this. “I suppose everyone who isn’t Kota will be swept away, then?”



“You know the Virus Prophecy.”



So does the rest of the world, I thought. Thanks to you.



 



“’The Virus



When the mind of man abuses all known by him



and calamity comes most unnatural,



the sons of men shall be tested.



Some will revolt from truth;



others faithful will remain.



Only the true Kota, the un-tainted,



shall escape the curse of man’s corruption.’’’



 



“Yeah…” I rubbed my face again. “You’ve made a lot of enemies with that, Lee. Everyone thinks you Kota created the virus just to scare people and get more followers. If you’re the only ones spared, smart money is on the Kota being behind this.” 



Don’t start a fight, I thought.



“Lee, just please don’t stir up your followers. You've caused enough panic. I share the president’s concerns.”



“I've only done what I can to make the world wake up, Troy. The fact that the Virus Prophecy is true isn’t my fault. Now these…churning lights.”



The delay between his last words worried me, and I looked at my phone. “Lee, are these lights in another prophecy?”



He paused. “I thought you didn’t want to hear any more about that… What’d you call it last time?”



“We don’t need to repeat it.” I was worried by his dodginess. “Lee, do you know something?”



The phone again was silent. Then, “These lights should be taken seriously, Troy. From what I’ve researched, miracles are being shown to us to get our attention. The lights might be a warning. The world is falling apart as a result of our own doing, despite our feeble attempts to pretend otherwise.” 



Here came the sermon. 



“We’ve been slaves to the wrong things for so long that we’re blind to why we’re in the wrong. We still serve the same gods of old; we’ve just lost the mystic creativity to give them personalities and names. We call greed ‘greed,’ sex ‘sex,’ and war ‘war.’  Man today should be held more accountable than those of old – we know what and why we idolize. We’re starting to pay for how far off the path we’ve wandered. Our nation’s been declining in prominence for a while – you know that better than I. The power is shifting as we fall apart internally. Other countries around our epicenter are moving ahead of us. Our growing weaker is building them stronger. We don’t even care as we see it happening. We’re numb. It’s Rome all over again.”



Being a part of our nation’s government, I didn’t like what he was saying, mostly because I knew he was right. Still, he was trying to lead me away from my question.



“Lee, what are you hiding from me?”



“I’m not hiding anything from you! You nearly lost your job when I publicized the Virus Prophecy. I won’t let that happen again. I know you’re ashamed of what I've taken up, but I can’t help it – everything I've learned is just too incredible, and it rings true. These Kota men and women really are an amazing bunch, and I've enjoyed learning about our family’s heritage.”



I groaned and couldn’t hold back any longer. “How can you be so sure we’re Kota, Lee? Maybe that old guy at Dad’s funeral was just yanking your chain. We don’t look Asian.”



Lee laughed. “Haven’t you listened to anything I've told you? The Kota are a mix of races rolled into one. Few people living in the Kota communities are biologically Asian. It’s like the British in India or the Spanish in Middle America – the culture may look native to the region, but the people are from outside that culture.”



I had to concede. “Yes, you've told me before.”



“I am sorry if I’m causing you career trouble, Troy. Tell the president I’m under control. With everything going on, I promise to stay out of your way. Anyway, I’m traveling abroad for a while.”



“I don’t want you to avoid me, Lee.” I sighed. “Where are you going?”



“Tibet. To the Kota Council. We have decisions to make.”



“What decisions? –No, I don’t want to know. Just be careful, Lee.”



“I will. Stay safe. May Heaven bless you.” He hung up.



I made a face at the phone. With a sigh, I flopped onto my bed and scratched Toto’s ears. He lay by my side, oblivious to the developing upheaval. As I looked into his naïve, ignorant expression, I wondered how much my country and my dog had in common. 



The DRK is just one danger lurking on the horizon, I thought. Lee is right; we’ve been pretending everything is fine. We’re numb. But political tensions have been building internationally and internally for a while. The president can blame Lee all she wants, but many other problems are afoot. The world is just waiting for an excuse to justify open hostility. These red and yellow lights could be the trigger that sets off the explosion. 



As I lay on my bed, the parallels between my improperly comfortable, uncaring wolfhound and my country made me stop scratching Toto’s ears.
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“Dominos”



 



 



 



Over the next several months, I didn’t hear from Lee again. I honestly was too busy to pay him much mind, however. On top of my regular workload with the DRK virus data, I tried to help sift through incoming reports about the light anomalies. For our part, we followed the World Space Program’s advice and called them just that – ‘light anomalies’ – in an attempt to keep the matter scientific. 



Around our conference table, my colleagues and I sat and shuffled through reports. 



Reading from a folder, Aaron told us, “The Euro physicists’ best running theory is that the light anomalies are rifts in the dimensional frameworks of our universe.”



“Duh.” Joanne snorted a laugh. “That vague answer won’t satisfy the masses.”



“It’s better than what I’m reading.” Scott leaned back in his chair. “These theories on alien wormholes will hardly calm people down.”



James made a face. “But no one has a more plausible explanation?”



I shook my head as I scanned printouts. “Not that I’m seeing.”



Aaron put his elbows on the table and rubbed his face. “What a mess.”



For once, I agreed with him.



Thanks to the internet, any new report in one area spread around the globe before it was confirmed. This had resulted in thousands of theories by the end of the first month. 



Joanne looked at James. “Anything from the meteorological investigations?”



James shook his head and scanned his folder. “There’s not much conclusive data. No scientific experimentation has proved any theory accurate. The WSP launched thirty more probes into the three anomalies, but no readings of any kind came back.” He raised an eyebrow at whatever the folder held. “It’s like the probes disappeared. Satellites took pictures of the anomalies from space, but they look identical from every perspective.”



Scott chimed in with info from his folder. “China’s anomaly is the most remote from any metropolitan area. They sent explosives into their anomaly, but nothing happened once the signal was sent to detonate.”



I shook my head. “That was pretty damn risky.”



Scott shrugged. “Desperate times…” 



We took a moment to peruse our files. Our little group was tense, but I knew we were an accurate representation of the general population’s mood.



Every government on the planet was scrambling to keep their peoples calm about these unexplainable lights, but few succeeded in quelling conflict. As I’d predicted, the light anomalies were not the real cause of strife, but they created an excuse for age-old tensions to resurface. 



“Did you hear about Egypt?” asked Joanne. 



“Yeah,” muttered Scott. “War with Sudan.”



James sighed. “Bound to happen. Most of Africa’s at war. Their governments have collapsed entirely.”



“Not any worse than Eurasia.” Joanne frowned. “Their economic breakdown started the dominos. Now with Eurasia engulfed in civil war…”



“And the Euro media is reporting threats of nuclear warfare.” Scott snorted and tossed his folder on the table. “Like that’ll solve anything.” 



Aaron sat back and crossed his arms. “Africa’s wars, Eurasia’s civil war… It all puts pressure on the rest of the world’s resources. The president is already discussing her options. We might have to stop aid to warring countries soon. We can’t go broke just to help countries that are tearing themselves apart.”



Joanne frowned. “The trickier issue is not taking sides by giving aid to some countries and not others.”



“Did you see the latest polls?” asked Scott. “The country’s split right down the middle as to whether we should get involved abroad in the war.”



Since when aren’t we split down the middle? I thought. Still, America’s disconnected from most of this hell. But for how much longer? Once the DRK hits our soil…



I leaned back in my chair and shook my head. “These light anomalies are the least of our problems.”



Aaron nodded at me and began stacking his folders. “We have other work, so why don’t we table this for now?” 



Everyone agreed, and together we collected our various files and headed back to our offices. 



What a mess, I thought. Other nations’ leaders don’t have the luxury of sitting around, discussing the state of the world. They’re in the thick of it while we’re over here…



I sighed as I entered my office. Sitting at my desk, I tried to be optimistic. 



The global situation grew worse and worse, but humanity was fighting back. Or at least, our country was fighting back. This wasn’t because of our superiority by any stretch of the imagination. Really, it was because we…could. America, geographically the most isolated, was therefore the most spared from proximity hostility. We’d constructed acres of greenhouses to feed those abroad who lost everything. Our economy even boomed as new technologies were invented out of necessity. 



I reactivated my computer and continued reading an article on hovercrafts. While our government held out on making many of its military inventions common knowledge, we’d introduce hovercraft to Eurasia. The article onscreen suggested that hovercraft alone made transportation possible because the majority of Euro roads had been blasted away in battles. One picture showed a crowded metropolitan area spared from bombing, and car-like vehicles hovered at various heights between the buildings. 



Joanne is right, I thought. The aid we provide some countries makes it look like we’re taking sides. We’ve stayed out of the Eurasia conflict so far, but… It’s coming. 



I clicked off the article to open a file pertaining to my main job.  



Soon, I knew America would be rolled into the global turmoil because of one very serious danger thrown in the mix – the DRK virus. We could beef up our security and isolate ourselves all we wanted, but eventually the virus was going to reach our shores. 



I read the file onscreen, which was a sum-up of the CDC’s conclusions over the past few months. 



These were the pertinent developments: Although our government intended to help the public by releasing its technological advancements, warring factions abroad infiltrated each other’s governments to ferret out dirty little secrets. Those motivated dug deep and found confidential programs. One such group discovered that the DRK virus had in fact been accidentally created during undisclosed, government-funded genetic research conducted in Eurasia. The precise details of the virus’s genesis were too complicated for me to grasp, but CDC sources assured me it was plausible. Knowing of the DRK’s origin answered a few questions, but this still didn’t point toward a cure. Unfortunately, those who’d developed the DRK were either dead or factored. Whatever the scientists’ original intent, the DRK now infected indiscriminately with no sign of weakening. As the war rampaged across Eurasia, so did the virus, doubling or perhaps even tripling the war’s death toll. 



I pulled up a Euro news video and hit play. Thanks to this news channel, now the American public knew the true horrors of the DRK virus headed our way. 



The video showed a vacant city block. Dirt and debris covered the streets. Windows were broken. It looked like a scene from a war movie. Euro soldiers maneuvered around the wreckage with guns raised, and the camera followed shakily. Somewhere off-screen a man shouted in a foreign language, and soldiers swung their guns toward a narrow alley. Shrieking, inhuman cries echoed from the alley, and the cameraman lurched back as a dozen people burst from the shadows. The people had factored. All were covered in the fungus of the DRK, their hair had fallen out in clumps, and their eyes were bloodshot and crazed. One naked factor in the lead shrieked and dove at a soldier, tackling him to the ground before he got a shot off. The soldier screamed as the crazed factor wrestled him, and the factor leaned in and bit into the man’s neck. Other soldiers shot the factor, pelting it with scores of bullets. The factor slumped dead over the fallen soldier. Then the rest of the factors shrieked and attacked, and the cameraman panicked and swung back and forth too fast to show what was happening. But you could hear the screams of soldiers as they fired at the advancing factors. 



I closed the video and took a deep breath. My gaze crossed my clock, and I saw how late it was.



I need air, I thought.



After shutting off my computer, I stood from my seat and grabbed my coat. I wasn’t in the mood to interact with anyone on my way out, so I opened the news app on my phone and put in my earbuds. Finally grabbing my briefcase, I headed home.



“As the number of factors multiplies,” a female journalist was saying, “the only solution is to put them down.”



“How can you say that?” said the male reporter. “These are people!”



“No, they were people,” countered the woman. “We’ve all seen the videos. These aren’t people anymore. The factors are at best subhuman.”



“That’s a bit too far, don’t you think?” 



“No! This isn’t a disease we have hope of curing. The DRK is incurable. Everyone infected turns into one of these factors. And there’s no way to stop the spread of the DRK or these factors except to execute them. We have to consider the greater good. I’m sorry, but once someone’s infected, they’re the most dangerous liability mankind has ever-”



“So you want to kill hundreds of thousands of Euros who are infected? Am I hearing that right?”



The woman paused only a breath. “There’s nothing politically correct about this situation. I’m not alone in this opinion either. Most human rights activists here in the States have stopped protesting the exterminations in Eurasia. And you know why? Because they’re thinking ahead. The virus has spread into the westernmost Euro states and will soon cross the Atlantic, no matter what methods of quarantine we might enforce. Everyone knows the DRK is coming.”



Shit, I thought. She got that information from my office. She’s right, though. We’ve tried to stay out of everything else, but this out-of-control virus is a danger we have to face. And it’ll soon be time to make some tough decisions… How responsible am I for all this? I’ve just been passing along the reports from the CDC, but… God, what a mess.



I emerged outside on the sidewalk and took out my earbuds to be more aware of my surroundings. The clear evening sky was tinged red from the light of the nearby anomaly, but I ignored this and walked in the opposite direction. The air was cool, and I took a deep breath as I crossed a busy street with other pedestrians. 



I turned down a street into my neighborhood and walked by a beauty salon. Inside, women sat reading newspapers instead of fashion magazines. They waited somberly rather than chatting. I walked by a newsstand and scanned headlines, most of which had either the word ‘war’ or ‘virus’ in bold type. My local pharmacy’s door had a sign proclaiming they were out of the flu vaccine.



Not that vaccinations will do any good, I thought. 



I needed a drink.



Upon entering my favorite pub, I saw a few other patrons and took a stool at the bar. When I had the bartender’s attention, I ordered a Scotch whiskey. Then I pulled out my phone to check the latest polls. 



The television over the bar switched to a news report, and my head jerked up when I recognized my brother’s voice. Onscreen, Lee stood with microphones in his face in front of what looked like a Buddhist temple. He wore a cheap suit and tie. His brown, wavy hair blew around his face. He had a trimmed beard now, which was new from when I’d last seen him. 



“After careful consideration,” Lee was saying, “the Kota Council has decided not to disclose the prophecy that led us to this course of action. Our people have been persecuted relentlessly because of the Virus Prophecy. We don’t want to add to their suffering by risking judgment about this current prophecy. Mankind must listen to what our faith has to say, however, so we won’t stop proclaiming the truth.”



“Get a load of this guy,” said a man sitting down the bar.



The bartender arrived with my Scotch, and I took a large swallow.



Lee shook his head at a reporter’s question. “We won’t cause more panic by revealing the current prophecy we’re dealing with, but it has led us to this course of action, yes.”



What action? I thought.



Then I read the scrolling text at the bottom of the screen: ‘Kota Council purchases custom-built spacecraft from World Space Program in the largest purchase ever by nonprofit entity. Scheduled departure is not yet known. Destination is China’s light anomaly.’



I sucked in a breath.



“The Kota Council,” said Lee, “has asked for one thousand volunteers from among our religious communities. The WSP was very generous in designing a spacecraft to fit our specific needs, and the ship should be ready by the end of the month.”



The newsfeed cut to two reporters sitting at a desk. I didn’t hear anything more they said. Picking up my phone, I tried calling my brother. It went straight to voicemail. Not knowing what to say, I hung up. 
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“Something’s happened”



 



 



 



Spring of the following year, I sat in my living room in front of the television, eating cookies I’d bought from the kid next door. Nervous, I’d eaten half a box in the past ten minutes. I’d also been home, sick with a cold, for a week. The resulting state of my apartment was not great. But with everything else going on, I didn’t care.



On my television, a Chinese reporter stood outside a WSP airport. In the background, a jumbo-jet-meets-cargo-plane-like spacecraft taxied down the runway. It was the biggest spacecraft I’d ever seen, and it must’ve cost a fortune. 



The reporter looked excited to have landed this gig. “Kota have gathered here from across the globe. Moments ago, one thousand passengers and twenty crew members loaded onto the ship you see behind me. I can tell you that the scene was a mix of excitement and really joy, Tom. There were tears of parting, of course, but most of these Kota volunteers weren’t leaving anyone behind because whole families signed up together. The Kota Council members, as the leaders of this religious organization, were among the first to enter the spacecraft. I asked who will lead the Kota remaining behind, and a councilman told me their followers are free to move forward any way they choose. One woman informed me that, whatever becomes of these volunteers, the Kota who remain will continue to spread their message to the rest of the world.”



I bet Lee will be in charge, I thought.



I’d learned from a series of text messages that my brother wouldn’t be among the volunteers on the WSP spacecraft. This had been a great relief, but the media coverage of this whole affair had intensified as the Kota volunteers’ departure date approached. I’d heard less and less from Lee, who’d been busy as the Kota Council’s spokesperson. 



The wars haven’t affected Tibet, I thought. Not like the urban areas of China. Lee is safe. But all this media coverage is throwing a lot of anger the Kota’s way. Many people still blame them for the DRK, thanks to the Virus Prophecy. Now that they claim another prophecy says something about the light anomalies…



I wasn’t the only one watching this news program today. Everyone wanted to hear the Kota’s reason for this drastic action. Legally, nothing was being done to stop the Kota volunteers, but few people on the outside approved. I personally thought flying into the light anomaly was a pointless, expensive, dangerous thing to do, although I disagreed with an interviewed man who’d claimed, “The Kota will piss off the aliens.” 



“And there they go,” said the reporter.



I popped another cookie in my mouth. 



The camera left the reporter and zoomed in on the WSP craft as it accelerated down the runway. My entertainment center’s surround sound rumbled across my living room as the ship shot off the end of the runway into the air. The spacecraft gained altitude, and the news channel switched cameras to cover from a better angle. Now, the screen showed a blue sky with the ship ascending at an angle to intercept China’s swirling, fiery light anomaly.



The anomaly is huge, I thought. Now that we can see it in relation to the gigantic spacecraft… It must be a half mile wide. 



Off-camera, the reporter was talking to fill the silence. “Local scientists report that nothing happens when probes are sent into the anomaly. No data ever transmits back out, but they can’t say if-”



“Excuse me, Stacey,” cut in the news anchor’s voice. “The ship’s about to reach the anomaly.”



I jammed three more cookies in my mouth as the craft flew straight at the swirling lights. Then, the tip of the ship crossed some dimensional point into the lights, and a moment later the rest of the ship was swallowed as well.



“Now the real questions begin-”



Suddenly, the light anomaly vanished.



“Oh!” I yelped in surprise from my sofa. This hurt my already aching throat, and I coughed and nearly spit cookies before reaching for my tea. 



The anchor and reporter discussed this rapidly, but it was clear they had no idea what had happened. The camera swung back and forth in the perfect blue sky, but the anomaly was gone. Simply gone. The video feed cut back to the reporter at the airport, and she filled time by babbling something about how everyone there was shocked as well.



Annoyed, I hit mute and sat back on my sofa. 



What the hell? I thought. Did the Kota know that would happen? Everyone will freak out about this. Lee…



I reached for my phone and called my brother, but, once again, it went straight to voicemail. Instead I shot him a quick text asking him to call when he had time. 



 



I woke in the late afternoon to something that sounded like a siren. By the time I figured out where the noise was coming from, my wolfhound lurched from the sofa and fetched the ringing phone.



“Hello,” I croaked. “Troy Kandoya here.”



“You sound wretched.” It was Lee.



I woke enough to lift my face from the sofa. “Where have you been?”



“Never mind that. Can you get to the airport? I have a jet waiting that will bring you to me.”



“Sure,” I moaned sarcastically, “let me throw on some pants and I’ll be right there.”



“Seriously, Troy. I need you here.”



“I can’t just up and leave, Lee. Sick or not, I have to work tomorrow. I want very much to know what you've been doing, but I don’t have time to visit. I’m sorry.”



“This could be the last time I ever see you.”



That got my attention, and I sat up torpidly. “What? Where are you?”



“North. Just go to the airport we used the last time we visited Dad. The rioters so far haven’t disrupted security at the airport. You should be safe, and I have people waiting to bring you to me. Please, hurry.” He hung up.



Guess I’m going to Canada, I thought. Really, Lee? Why now? As if I don’t have enough to deal with! CDC reports. Light anomaly files. Riots. Tensions and accusations flying around the Capitol House… James disappeared, and we’ve been ordered not to report anything. And did Joanne’s husband really take a job in Nebraska’s greenhouse? I’ve been sick all week, so what else might I’ve missed? They probably won’t like it that I’ll be gone for longer.



I started to dial my office. With a chilling suspicion, I stopped. 



Lee didn’t want to tell me where he was, I thought. He didn’t even tell me the name of the airport. Is my phone tapped? That would seem ridiculous, but with everything going on… 



Despite my annoyance with him, something told me to trust my brother. 



My mind raced as I got dressed and swallowed what might’ve been a few too many prescription pills. Before I left, I made sure to text the neighbor kid to feed Toto. I had no idea how long I’d be gone.



The next several hours blurred together, but somehow I reached the airport and even the correct private hanger. I fell asleep before the jet took off, and I didn’t stir for some time.
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“Some Kota prophet’s wacky dream journal”



 



 



 



I stand in a thousand different places at once, yet they’re all the same place. Whenever the scene changes, it’s only the time of the place that changes. I suddenly stand in my living room, and a swirl of red and yellow light is before me. I make a motion with my hand that triggers the anomaly. I’m then floating in a place where only the light exists. It seems eternal. Swirling hues of red mix around me and pulse in and out, acting as the heartbeat of this realm. Different openings appear before me. As I float over the lights, I see that these openings look into many exotic lands and places.



The dream ended as I felt myself being nudged. With a start I opened my eyes, and I looked up at a woman in a flight attendant’s uniform. She smiled. I held my head to make the interior of the jet stop spinning.



“Sir, your brother is waiting in a vehicle outside if you’d like to follow me.”



I nodded and rose from my seat. Carrying nothing, I joined her at the open exit. Stairs awaited me here, and cold wind blew into the jet. The flight attendant gave me a reassuring, if somewhat fake, smile before I exited. 



I’m not one for adventure, I thought. I need an explanation for whatever’s going on ASAP. Where’s Lee?



On the top stair, I was met by a dark, cold night. My coat flapped in the wind, and I nearly fell over but caught myself on the rail. Despite the darkness, I knew immediately we were no longer anywhere on the eastern coast. The air was too bitter cold against my face. The landscape showed a different kind of vegetation. Every direction I faced showed only hills of forest.



Holding the rail as I descended, I saw we were at a private airport in the middle of what appeared to be nowhere. When my feet touched earth again, I noted that the pavement of the runway was cracked and covered in pebbles. 



Car lights approached from behind, and I turned woozily. Some sort of jeep-like vehicle pulled to a stop a short distance from the jet. Considering absolutely no one else was around, I assumed the vehicle had been sent for me. I proceeded with an arm raised against the beams of the headlights, but then a man with wavy hair and a beard leaned out the nearest backseat window.



Lee, I thought. 



He waved me toward the jeep. “Have a nice flight?”



“I don’t really remember. –Is this a hover jeep?”



Lee laughed and disappeared back into the vehicle. The door opened for me. I climbed into the dark back seat and shut the door. Lee motioned to the driver. It was a hover jeep, and I felt a smooth, gliding motion as we sped off. It smelled like leather.



My pills were wearing off by this point. Conscious of my feelings once again, I realized I was extremely annoyed. “Where are we? Lee, what’s going on? What did you mean this might be the last time I see you?”



He turned to me in the darkness, and the leather squeaked as he shifted. “Troy, when we came up here for Dad’s funeral, our Kota relative showed me a lot more than just that book he gave me. The Kota have a facility up here that’s tucked away and virtually unknown.”



“I don’t want any part of-”



Lee waved me off. “After the Kota volunteers left – and you know how that turned out – I met with our scientists. We then began the next big task ahead of us.”



“There are scientists in the Kota?”



Lee laughed. “They’re not all little men in humble robes, Troy. How do you think we funded the WSP craft?” He wasn’t picking up on my frustration. “Anyway, in order to do what we have to do next, the scientists needed me to come to this facility. It’s amazing.” He pointed across me out the window. “See for yourself.”



The jeep slowed to a stop, and I turned reluctantly to see where my brother had brought me. 



We’d reached a military-grade security gate. Our driver was talking to an armored guard, and a gate before us swung open to allow the jeep entry. 



Inside the compound, I saw a cave ahead in the hilly forest, but this was no rustic scene. The cave was enormous, and an entire building fit inside the open cave mouth. The facility blended in with the surrounding woods and hills, but it was clearly visible from the angled road we’d arrived from. Our jeep drove into a wide parking lot, and this lot held trucks and more jeeps. Atop the roof that jutted out from the cave, floodlights swept back and forth. 



Finally, we parked beside the building’s entrance. Soldiers working to unload a truck looked over as our driver got out. He opened the door for Lee and myself. Lee smiled and ushered me to follow.



Why soldiers? I thought. What’s Lee gotten us into? If this is some sort of militia planning a coup…



I followed Lee into the building through a set of security doors. Once inside, I blinked to adjust to the bright florescent lights. I then saw that we stood on a wide balcony running around the building. Glass doors on this level looked into medical rooms. The interior’s lower level was cluttered with instruments, computers, and mechanical devices I didn’t recognize. People in lab coats scurried about the various work stations. An excited and anxious mood hung in the air, not to mention the smell of chemicals. 



My illness was blurring my sight and slowing my brain from processing at normal speeds, but I saw enough to know something out of the ordinary was going on.



I looked at my brother in the bright light. Lee’s face held an expression of command. He motioned for me to follow him along the balcony. As we walked, several passing doctors and scientist types nodded to him in respect.



I began to get an uneasy feeling. “What is-”



My demand for an explanation was cut short when Lee stopped before a glass door and opened it for me. I stepped inside to find a medical examination room with a pair of gurneys. Lee sat on one like he owned the place and motioned for me to sit on the other. Uncomfortable but figuring I had no other choice, I complied.



“I hear it’s getting rough out there,” said Lee. “I’ve been stuck here a while, preparing things, so I haven’t seen much for myself. The news clips I’ve caught look pretty awful, though. Africa is devastated. Two million dead in the Euro Civil War. The DRK is taking out just as many.”



I sighed. “Lee, what-”



The door opened. A young man entered with a clipboard, which he handed to Lee. The man was in his twenties, pale, and thin to the point of being gaunt. A scar ran from behind his ear to the top of his shaved scalp. This was disturbing enough, but the sides of his throat were cut in slits like gills. As he spoke quietly to Lee, I saw them breathing. The young man glanced at me before looking away and hurrying to exit.



Lee looked up from the clipboard, saw my expression, and went back to reading whatever the young man had brought him. “That’s Rion. He came to us from Boston after escaping from a research facility.”



Shocked, I shook my medicated head, trying to shake off my stupor. “In Boston?”



“Your bosses don’t tell you everything, Troy. They’re trying to keep up with research done overseas before the war. I don’t know much, but what Rion told us isn’t good.” Lee frowned and kept looking over the clipboard. “The Kota take in refugees seeking asylum from every danger you can think of. The remnant’s gone much more underground than we ever planned, but that’s allowed us to quietly protect these refugees. And we’ve learned things from them that the public doesn’t want to know.”



I was lost. “What are you talking about?”



“The U.S. government is funding…all kinds of research, Troy. It’s out of control. Genetic engineering’s been around for years, but with the genetic manipulations these scientists are attempting, it’s like they’re playing god. People with altered genes have intensified speed and strength capabilities, longer life spans, and a host of other abnormalities. It’s bizarre, but it’s within the reaches of known science too, you know? I just didn’t think anyone would dare go to these extremes.”



“This is happening in the States? Are you sure?” I’d read allegations from crackpot conspiracy theorists on the blogs, but…



Lee was serious. “I myself talked to a man who’d undergone experimentation in Georgia in the early days of these experiments. He’s now had children with genetic mutations. He’s not the only one. Rion, in fact, is second generation.”



This can’t be true, I thought. But that Rion kid… He’s certainly real.



“Like I said,” Lee continued, “the States are just trying to catch up with Euro breakthroughs. Overseas, they’ve been at this for even longer. According to a British researcher who came to us, there are more of these people in Eurasia’s population than anyone knows. The Euro scientists say they carry what they’re calling ‘mutate-genes.’ The theory is, mutate-genes will continue to spread to each generation until we reach a kind of equilibrium. They’re calling it ‘forced evolution.’” Lee glanced at my shocked expression and scowled as he read the clipboard. “You really didn’t know this was going on?”



I shook my head. 



Lee nodded with sympathy for my shock. “Also, it sounds like the DRK really is a result of all this. Overseas, when ethically questionable research got out of hand, the authorities couldn’t control rogue laboratories. Every test-tube-happy geneticist ran with what they found. Somewhere along the way, the DRK popped out.”



“That much I know,” I said. “The DRK’s origins were uncovered months ago. Not that it points us to anything like a cure, though. Eurasian authorities either don’t know anything or aren’t talking.”



And how much has our government covered up? I thought. How much have they used me to cover up? If our government is secretly conducting experiments… 



I felt my palms sweating. “The Health Department has been secretive lately. I assume because of what you’re telling me. I’ve barely gotten updates from the CDC. Are they experimenting on these people with mutate-genes in relation to the DRK?”



“Yes. Since there’s some link between the Euro genetic experiments and the DRK, leading American scientists apparently think the cure might be found in people who’ve undergone similar experiments.”



“How are they keeping this quiet?”



How have I not heard about this? I thought. Oh, shit. James disappeared after he went up to Boston… 



Lee frowned. “They’re secretly rounding up these poor people. That’s the real reason behind the riot in San Francisco last week. The government isn’t telling the public yet because there’d be nationwide outrage, but once the virus gets here…”



I knew what he was thinking. “Most of the nation will clamor for more research if it means finding a cure. They’ll claim it’s for the greater good.” I felt sick. “But it’s inhumane.”



“You have no idea. Those scientists in Boston cut into Rion’s head to study him. He didn’t exactly volunteer. And like I said, he’s not the only one who’s come to us. Six members of our community here came from Boston alone. There are more from Texas, New York, Georgia…” 



I saw in Lee’s eyes once again that he’d risen to a position of leadership, and he seemed concerned about these people. I was starting to sympathize.



Lee sighed. “It’s not their fault the virus exists. It’s not even like they’re carriers. Your government friends have authorized horrible studies in search of antibodies, so far without success. The DRK infects them just like everybody else, but these poor people are getting persecuted. Those Boston scientists told Rion he deserved to be experimented on because, as someone with mutate-genes, he was to blame for the spread of the DRK. But that’s just nonsense, right?”



“Yeah. The virus doesn’t travel in immune hosts. No one’s immune, so there aren’t antibodies. The virus spreads so rapidly because it infects everyone it comes in contact with. Experimenting on these people isn’t the answer.” I felt horrible for being in any way a part of this. “I had no idea this was going on, Lee. I swear to you.”



“I know, Troy. It’s not like you could’ve stopped this even if you knew.”



I was relieved he meant this, and I tried to remember all that had come across my desk. “I haven’t read anything concrete on a cure. Nobody has a clue. Not even the few Euro geneticists the CDC brought in when this mess first started. Few know how the virus works because most people are too afraid to study it. Death is one thing; factoring, quite another.”



Lee shook his head in wonder. “The world’s a mess, and look how quickly it happened.



 



’The Virus



When the mind of man abuses all known by him



and calamity comes most unnatural,



the sons of men shall be tested.



Some will revolt from truth;



others faithful will remain.



Only the true Kota, the un-tainted,



shall escape the curse of man’s corruption.’’’



 



“Yeah.” It was all I could say.



“We should’ve seen it coming long ago.” 



We sat with our own worries for a moment. Lee was no doubt thinking about the Kota, this prophecy, and the many people he was trying to save. I, for once, had to wonder which of us was the better man. I now had to reevaluate my work and the fact that I’d aligned myself with those justifying these terrible actions.



Now I really feel sick, I thought. Lee risked a lot by bringing me here to tell me this – I probably am being watched. The president herself worried I might side with the Kota and my brother. What am I going to do now? If I quit my job, they’ll suspect I know something. If I stay… Is the president hiding these experiments? Did she have something to do with James disappearing? 



With a sigh, Lee shook his head before growing more personal. “I’m sorry to dump this on you all at once. How’ve you been? What’ve you been up to these past months?”



I snorted. “Oh, I've been fine. I trained Toto to fetch the phone when it rings.” I looked out the door at the rushing scientists on the level below. “You’ve certainly done well.”



Lee laughed nervously. He was excited about something.



I should let him get back to work, I thought. 



I stood from the gurney, although sitting had helped my pounding headache. “Thank you for telling me all this. I’m not sure what I can do about any of it, but… Sorry I was so upset you brought me here.”



He scratched his beard. “Um, well, this isn’t exactly why I brought you here.”



A large percentage of my earlier skepticism returned. “It’s not? Then why am I here?” I sat back down.



“Well, I don’t know where to start, but I don’t have much time to explain.” Lee chuckled. “Actually, that’s kind of the point. First, I should tell you why our Kota volunteers went through China’s light swirl. Let me read that prophecy.” He pulled out a tattered book from his pocket and flipped pages.



“Oh, I knew it.” I glared at the Kota writings in his hand. “Just like that, we’re back to your religious nonsense. That’s the book you got the Virus Prophecy from, isn’t it? It’s from that old man at Dad’s funeral who started this mess. Is this why you dragged me here?”



Lee hesitated. “Troy…”



I shook my head. “I’m not getting involved. You should know better by now. Okay, I see now that the Kota are doing a lot of good for people, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to swallow their prophecy bullshit. These people might be charitable nuts, but they’re still nuts. Clearly I have more important things to worry about – and, again, thank you for informing me – so let me get back-”



“Hear me out, Troy.” Lee read from the book.



 



“’The Signal



When all arrives,



time shall be opened.



Heaven’s churning lights will be key – 



a sign unto the Kota.



Through the doorway they shall pass,



but some knowing truth will remain behind.



Hope will come for Earth’s side of the gateway.’”



 



So he does know something about the light anomalies, I thought. Well, it’s more of an answer than anyone else has. 



I tried to hold back my frustration by pinching between my eyes. “So that’s supposed to explain what these light anomalies are? They’re some kind of gateway? Like wormholes after all?”



“Yes. I think we were given the Signal Prophecy to prepare us for the swirls just like we were given the Virus Prophecy to prepare us for the virus.”



I mulled over the rest of what he’d read. “So your Kota volunteers went through China’s light anomaly because they believed that’s how they’d be safe from the DRK? The Virus Prophecy says only the Kota would be saved from the virus, so this was how they escaped it?”



“Yes.”



I made a face. “Sucks for the rest of you who stayed.”



Lee chuckled. “Well, we have other work to do. We stayed to spread the truth and bring hope to the rest of humanity.”



I ignored this for now. “Where’d they go? Why did the swirl vanish?”



“We’re not sure. Until more is revealed to us, we’ll just trust Heaven has a plan.” He searched again in the book. “Anyway, other things go along with this. Here’s what pertains to why I sent for you.”



I squirmed irritably. 



 



“’The Bearers



The remnant, remaining to reveal the light, must strive on.



Hope will come, as vowed by heaven.



Through preservation, time shall hold the chosen brothers.



The one will seed;



the other will foster.



And so, both shall bear.’”



 



I sighed at him. “’The chosen brothers.’ I see from your face that means us.” 



He grinned at me. 



It was all coming together now. “That’s why you’re so respected by these people, isn’t it? This is ridiculous! What are you doing?”



Lee waved his hand to indicate what was happening out the door. “They’ve found a way to preserve us through time, Troy.”



“What? How-”



“Cryogenics!” Lee reached over and slapped my knee. “It’s not a new concept. The WSP does it all the time. These Kota scientists have just perfected the process for our purposes. We can stay encased in cryogenic beds for up to a thousand years and only physically age ten to twenty. The Kota remnant will pass down our prophetic knowledge to future generations. ‘Through preservation, time shall hold the chosen brothers.’ We’re meant to do this until the time is right to bring hope to the world. Someday, when the time is right, the Kota remnant will revive us.”



I looked around at the medical room. “Holy… You mean that’s why you brought me here?” 



Lee nodded.



“Do you not hear how crazy this sounds?”



“Troy, this is important. It could lead to saving everyone.” Again, out came the book.



 



“’The Mark



By the Bearers brought into time,



fulfillment shall come in a Mark,



and hope in four children born.



Evil will flee Earth before the four Marked.’”



 



“Well, that can’t be right.” I snorted a laugh. “Now you’re saying Earth’s only hope depends on children!”



Is this a joke? I thought. Is he insane?



Lee set the book at his side on the gurney. “Troy, this is crucial. The prophetic visions came to our people for a reason. Look at what’s happened – the virus, these churning lights, the Kota’s entrance into the swirl. You've seen these things for yourself. You can’t deny the world is falling apart, and it’s clear only a miracle will save it! These four Marked children are our hope to rid Earth of evil, and we think the prophecies mean the virus is the evil. These children might save the world from the virus, Troy! If they’re somehow to come from you and me, shouldn’t we do anything we can to make this happen? The Kota volunteers went through a swirl to escape the virus, and now it’s up to us to fulfill the rest of these prophecies so Earth can someday be safe too!”



I was so tired of this nonsense. If I’d thought the Kota were crazy before… 



I stood from my gurney and heard my voice rising as well. “Cryogenic freezing? That’s what they’re getting ready to do here? To us! Okay, the WSP does it all the time, but we’re in the middle of the freaking wilderness!”



Lee rolled his eyes. “The Kota scientists are experts, Troy. They-”



“Aside from that.” I waved him off. “How can you be sure we’re the chosen brothers? I’m sure a few other Kota brothers stayed on this side of the light anomaly. Those prophecies, even if I did believe in them, are pretty vague. Why are you so convinced this is about you and me?”



Lee looked up at me patiently. “Dad’s old relative tracked me down because he had a vision that told him I was one of the Bearers. I had my doubts too, by the way. I spent a lot of time with the Kota Council in Tibet. We spent months researching this. Finally we all agreed this would have to happen.”



I scoffed. 



“Troy, I’ve had months to analyze and test this. For whatever reason, you and I are meant to carry on through time. You’re right; this is why these people respect me. And I believe the rest of the prophecies will be fulfilled someday. I don’t know how long it’ll take, but someday the Kota remnant will need to revive us so we can bear these children. These four children will save Earth, Troy! We’re not one hundred percent sure how they’ll do it, but hopefully the remnant will find more answers between now and whenever the rest of this is to take place. Now is the time for the chosen brothers, you and me, to prepare ourselves. Somehow, the future of mankind depends on the decision we make right now.”



Still on my feet, I shook my head. “You’re just eating up whatever these people dish out, aren’t you? Lee, you don’t know what any of this means. You don’t know how long we’d be frozen. There’s no guarantee these Kota people will survive to wake us up! They might die, and then we’d be frozen forever. Count me out. I’m sorry, but the world is falling to pieces out there, and I won’t hide inside an icebox while-”



“Troy Kandoya, there’s a plan at work here! We have to do this!”



I looked at my brother in surprise. It was the first time since we were children that I could remember him screaming at me. He was mad. I was madder.



“No,” I said in my older-sibling voice. “I’m not letting some Kota prophet’s wacky dream journal decide how I live. Are you going to throw away what could be the rest of your life? Think about it, Lee. You told me yourself that the Kota aren’t one hundred percent sure about this. How can you claim we’re the only two men who can have children who’ll destroy all evil?”



“I’ve studied the proph-” 



“And what are you calling this ‘evil,’ Lee? What are these children really supposed to get rid of? The DRK virus might be the great evil, and in that case I’m all for wiping it out. But are you sure that’s what your prophecies mean by evil? So far in history, religions have seemed to think the enemy is anyone who disagrees with them. If some kind of prophetic power did wind up in your hands, you people might wipe out anyone who-” 



“It wouldn’t be like that!”



“You know that for sure? I don’t.” 



Lee looked at me sadly for a minute in silence, then he gave up. He rose from his seat and put his hand on my shoulder. “Okay, Troy. I’ll have someone take you back to the jet. But I have to do this. They have everything ready, so I have to go.” 



I glanced out the door and grabbed his arm. “Please, listen to me. Don’t do this. It’s insane.”



But I can’t stop him, I thought. Even if I managed to drag him from this place, he’d come right back. I should’ve stopped Lee from ever getting involved with these people. Now…



With a sad smile, Lee turned to walk out the door. 



“Lee!” 



I followed at first but stopped just outside on the balcony. A pair of men in contamination suits met Lee, and they glanced my way before Lee motioned them to follow him farther into the building. I held onto the railing and watched Lee descend a staircase. Once on the lower level, he walked to a few huddled scientists. They tried not to look up at me, but clearly they were disappointed. 



“He’s sick anyway,” Lee told them. “Now might not be his time.”



One doctor looked up at me when he heard this, and I swallowed hard. 



If I was healthy, I thought, would they force me to do this? 



I was about to call out to Lee, but then he looked up at me, smiled, and turned with the scientists to walk out of sight. 



I was furious, and I couldn’t watch anymore. I had nowhere to go until someone took me to the jet, so I turned my back on the lower level and reentered the medical room to sit on my gurney. 



A string of curses went through my mind, but there was nothing I could do.



Who could I even tell about this? I thought. I don’t know who to trust anymore. If I reported this place, that’d mean exposing all the refugees. And it might get Lee killed. Shit. When did the world go crazy?



I distracted myself by looking where Lee had sat. My eyes came to rest on the book my brother left sitting there, and I reached for it absentmindedly. I think I did it because it was the last personal thing I’d seen him touch, but I can’t be certain. Maybe it was something else. In any case, I took the book and tucked it into my coat pocket as a doctor came into the room. 



“Lee is prepping for the procedure now,” the man told me. “We’ve checked his tests, and everything should go smoothly. Don’t worry. Your brother wished for you to be driven to the plane if you’re sure you don’t want to do this.”



I stood from my seat. “Oh, I’m sure.”



The doctor looked disappointed, but he led me out of the room and motioned back the way I’d arrived. “Someone outside will drive you to the jet.”



Outside, I found a pair of soldiers who knew who I was. They were kind enough to drive me back to the airfield. I was kind enough not to go off on them.



I did not return to that place for a very, very long time.
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“Good riddance”



 



 



 



Oh, what a difference time makes in people. For the next couple of months, I continued to do my work on the DRK virus at the Capitol House. It would be the very least to say my heart was no longer in it, but I knew my life might be in danger if I quit. A few more colleagues had disappeared or been murdered after questioning new healthcare policies, and I was certain now that I was under surveillance. So, I played dumb and did my job. I stayed as low profile as I could, even declining a higher position at the Capitol. If I’d accepted the position, I wasn’t sure where that might’ve led in the future. 



Also, it would’ve taken away from my time studying my brother’s book.



Since that night in the lab-cave, as I’d taken to calling it, I’d spent every spare moment reading the tattered book I’d taken from the lab-cave. And when the Kota remnant in Tibet released a new book of prophecies, I obtained one of these as well. But, reading that book meant first learning the ancient, Asian language of these new Kota prophecies. Once I learned the language adequately, I investigated the prophecies with the hope I could get Lee out of the mess he’d gotten himself into. After finding nothing useful, I turned to the older Kota texts. 



This, truthfully, turned out to be my most important investment. As I read these texts, I came to understand the truth of the Kota faith and history. My brother would’ve been pleased to know I’d at last accepted his beliefs, and I wished more than anything we could’ve parted under better terms. Learning about the Kota became an obsession to me, and I poured over the texts night and day. I now accepted that the Kota wasn’t a cult but merely a denomination against denominations. They were a community trying to revive the truths of an ancient faith which had become tainted over the years. The Kota faith, as it turned out, was less about religion and more about living rightly with one another. The Kota – loosely translated from a Native American term – were allies.



I don’t know when the transition occurred, but one day I found myself defending the Kota to a stranger on the street. We stood on the curb waiting for the light to change, and a nearby newsstand’s screen changed to an article about the Kota who’d flown into China’s anomaly.



The man next to me pointed to the screen. “I read that article. It said they made the light anomaly disappear so we couldn’t follow them through the wormhole.” 



I rolled my eyes. The Kota’s disappearance had stirred up intense debate over where these ‘wormholes’ might lead. It didn’t help that the media somehow got its hands on the Signal Prophecy, which of course explained why the Kota had done what they’d done. 



“The Kota,” said the man, “learned of a better planet and wanted it for themselves.”



“That’s ridiculous,” I blurted. “How could they know what’s through the anomaly?” To my great surprise, I told this complete stranger, “I have Kota ancestry. Can’t say I’m really one of them, but I don’t blame the Kota for escaping their lives of persecution. If it means they’ll be spared from the virus – as the old Virus Prophecy and Signal Prophecy suggest – then good for them.”



The man gawked at me like he might catch something and hurried across the street. 



Since the leak of the Signal Prophecy, two other groups had ventured through the remaining light anomalies. A classified, government-funded team entered America’s swirling anomaly in an enormous WSP spacecraft. The group that went through Eurasia’s anomaly was a collection of refugees who won their tickets via a lottery system. Neither of these anomalies disappeared afterward, but that didn’t mean the Kota had purposefully done anything to China’s anomaly. None of these brave souls were ever heard from again, and afterwards the World Space Program forbade anyone else from entering the anomalies. Still, no one judged these other groups who’d flown into the unknown; only the Kota were vilified. 



But not by me. Not anymore. I was surprised by my new passion for the Kota, as was the stranger I argued with. 



 



One gloomy afternoon, everything clicked. I lay on my sofa with Toto by my side, and suddenly it hit me. I’d been struggling with a few of the old and new prophecies, and I was irritated because I knew they connected somehow. My book of old prophecies lay beside the sofa, and I looked down to read it as if for the first time.



 



’The Bearers



The remnant, remaining to reveal the light, must strive on.



Hope will come, as vowed by heaven.



Through preservation, time shall hold the chosen brothers.



The one will seed;



the other will foster.



And so, both shall bear.’



 



Something clicked then. Why did the prophecies always emphasize time?



I grabbed up a notepad with my notes on the Kota prophecies. I checked my ragged cross-reference and found every other writing that focused on the word ‘time.’ Enough passages existed that I’d be able to check my theory. I looked first at the two old prophecies that Lee had read to me, and then I read a new prophecy from my new book.



 



’The Signal



When all arrives,



time shall be opened.



Heaven’s churning lights will be key – 



a sign unto the Kota.



Through the doorway they shall pass,



but some knowing truth will remain behind.



Hope will come for Earth’s side of the gateway.’



 



’The Mark



By the Bearers brought into time,



fulfillment shall come in a Mark,



and hope in four children born.



Evil will flee Earth before the four Marked.’



 



‘The Interceder



Torn, the chosen brothers will take divided paths –



one, a cold path of solitude;



the other, time’s lonely eternity.



The doubtful Bearer will repair.



He alone will do the work, and he will do the work alone.’



 



“’Cold path of solitude,’” I read aloud. I looked across my apartment and thought of my brother. “Freezing cold, I’d say.”



That was the one thing I knew I’d interpreted correctly. As for the rest of the Interceder Prophecy, I felt certain it had to do with me. 



I’ve tried contacting the remnant, I thought. They understandably don’t wish to speak with me. But I’m pretty sure they’re keeping tabs on me. That man following me yesterday wasn’t a government spook, and I think I saw him in the lab-cave. That means Kota. But they won’t make contact. They don’t trust me. Without their guidance, how am I going to interpret the Interceder Prophecy? 



I tapped my pen against the notepad.



Despite my frustration, I’d grown more and more certain that something was meant for me. It had seemed a ridiculous fantasy at first – especially considering the very real dangers surrounding me – but there was something about all this that I couldn’t shake. 



I again looked over my notes. ‘Time’ felt important.



How will I figure this out alone? I thought.



I lay on my sofa for a good portion of the night until finally falling asleep. 



I stand in a thousand different places at once, yet they’re all the same place. Whenever the scene changes, it’s only the time of the place that changes. I suddenly stand in my living room, and a swirl of red and yellow light is before me. I make a motion with my hand that triggers the anomaly. I’m then floating in a place where only the light exists. It seems eternal. Swirling hues of red mix around me and pulse in and out, acting as the heartbeat of this realm. Different openings appear before me. As I float over the lights, I see that these openings look into many exotic lands and places.



In the sort of conscious awareness that can occur in dreams, I realized I’d dreamt this before.



I woke to Toto barking. Sitting up, I yelped when I saw a red and yellow swirl where my kitchen had been. The swirl hypnotically pulsed and shone its light into my apartment. It didn’t move. It didn’t explode. I couldn’t decide if the lights were threatening or comforting. Nothing happened.



I remained glued to my sofa for probably ten minutes, staring into the flaming lights. Eventually, I decided to see what the hand gesture I’d made in my dream would do. I moved my arm and fingers just so, and suddenly the swirl vanished. In a panic, I made the gesture again, and the lights reappeared. 



I let out a long-held lungful of air. “Are you seeing this, Toto?”



He barked.



Cautious, I rose from the sofa and approached the swirl to examine it from every angle. Even though it looked flat head-on, it appeared the same from every side. 



It’s like a gap in existence, I thought. 



After working up my nerve, I reached a hand into the lights. I could feel the warmth on my sweating skin, but it didn’t burn in the least. I stretched my entire arm into the lights and discovered that the swirl had depth beyond my reach. I drew my arm out and saw it was perfectly fine.



These churning lights are openings in time, I thought, according to the prophecies. Then there’s my dream…



With a deep breath, I decided to go for it. My eyes closed, I walked into the swirl. 



I opened my eyes and found nowhere to go. The lights around me swirled and pulsed, but that’s all there was in this place – unending fiery light. When I turned around, I saw my apartment’s living room where I’d just been standing. Toto sat on my sofa, whining at me.



I was in a stupefied calm. “Okay, Toto, let’s think about this for a minute. The Signal Prophecy says time would open when these churning lights came. We Bearer brothers are supposed to be preserved through time. Lee was frozen. I’m… I think I’m meant to be the Interceder and live in time.”



I looked at the lights around me. This was an opening in time, if the prophecies were correct. No wonder nothing had been discovered scientifically about the light anomalies – we didn’t have a clue what we were studying. Sure, scientists suspected the anomalies showed another dimension, but this was no wormhole. I wasn’t in another world. These lights were a real place all their own but tangible as a part of our world. It was a dimension, but a realm we’d never imagined existed.



I’m in this place, I thought. And somehow, I can be in just this place…



After considering my options, I stepped out of the lights to grab my Kota texts. Thinking it wise, I put on my shoes and coat. I tucked the books into my coat pockets. I didn’t know what else to bring, so I took nothing. Then I stepped back into the lights. 



I looked for the last time at my wolfhound (with mortal eyes, anyway). I paused to consider the consequences of this decision. 



Lee was always the adventurous one, I thought. Not me. What are you doing, Troy? You could be killed! But…I’m the Interceder. And damn it, but I really want this. So much for good old, sensible Troy. 



I smiled. “Good riddance.”



With my hand, I made the necessary motion. The swirl closed around me.





  


Part II



 



The Bearers Prophecy and the Interceder Prophecy



__________



 



 



6



[image: ]



“Five hundred years”



 



 



 



Outside time



 



Over the course of the next five hundred years, mankind learned more about the light anomalies. We now understood that the swirls were gaps exposing another dimension in what we’d known of existence. This didn’t mean another reality or world, but simply a part of our physical existence we hadn’t been aware of, except in theory. 



The light anomalies revealed a dimension not width, length, height, or even time. The realm of the swirls was instead an encompassing filler between these and other dimensions. It was an outside. And this space dimension existed between everything on so fine a scale it was impossible to detect. We’d always known of a space between everything in existence, but now man saw that that space wasn’t as blank as we’d thought. This outside realm held the flowing, pulsing, fiery lights, which pulsed like a heartbeat and touched everything in existence.



The two remaining light anomalies – referred to by now as the DuoPorts – were the most evident openings of the space dimension. Somehow they’d shifted the dimensional clockworks, and the space between matter stretched to cause a rift in usual physics. They’d opened our eyes to the fact that we didn’t know everything about how our reality operated after all. 



The space dimension had always existed, and many scientific and paranormal phenomena now made more sense. 



In our human way, this knowledge was absorbed, compiled away, and taken completely for granted within a century. But, I knew more. When someone or something entered one of the DuoPorts, they were pulled along a permanent course that existed within the space dimension. Those conspiracy theorists had been right; the DuoPorts were like wormholes. They skipped the normal lengths of space. It was as if those entering the portals were on a shoestring and the portals were the shoe holes. And it should be noted that the holes led to very distant…shoes. The rest of humanity on Earth wasn’t able to see this, but I’d learned that the portals weren’t restricted to our little planet of self-importance. The space dimension encompassed all of existence, don’t forget. When the DuoPorts opened, their other ends had also opened in different places – places so distant from Earth that the only way to get there was by taking the path the portals allowed.



In any case, my situation was a little different. I hadn’t been pulled through one of the wormhole-like DuoPorts. The swirl in my living room hadn’t been a great rift in the dimensional clockworks. Instead, my portal had been a temporary opening that led me into the space between. 



I existed in this outside realm. I wasn’t led to another part of space but only into the space between. And, I was held there. The DuoPorts led into this outside realm, but, as I said before, those portals didn’t allow for pause. Only my temporary portals, which I opened by using the certain hand motion, were free from the strong pull of how the system normally worked. 



Living in this outside around all things, I floated along the light realm until I reached a point in space I wanted to enter. Then, I made my hand motion and created a temporary rift that allowed me to selectively enter time, space, and the normal dimensions of reality. I was also able to watch what occurred inside reality without having to enter it. I did this by opening weak portals that showed me reality without those in existence seeing the rift.



My situation was also different because of what the Signal Prophecy meant by ‘time shall be opened.’ While those inside reality could only play with the dimensions involved in space travel, my position allowed me to play with time. For example, although I’d entered the portals five centuries ago, I was still physically forty-three years old. This was a strange benefit. I floated in the outside realm without aging, and my adventure with time was stranger still. 



I’d found I could inject myself into different parts of history. I wasn’t yet sure how this worked, but I used preexisting holes in the space dimension that somehow led me back into past time. And, I was able to alter some events in history to change the outcome. I’d learned that this was my work as the Interceder of the newer prophecies. I was supposed to travel through history and make repairs – I was to do my work in time. 



I couldn’t change anything I pleased, as some fates couldn’t be swayed. Fate didn’t leave me without clues of its plan, however. Occasionally I was shown a glimpse of the future through a window-like portal. These showed me in advance what would happen. These futures couldn’t be changed, but I was to ensure that they came about as intended. The portal windows remained open until real time caught up to that glimpse of the future. Then, that portal window closed and a new future replaced it, and after that a new future, and after that a new future, ad infinitum.



This was all wildly beyond anything I’d expected, but I’d adjusted some time ago. An awesome power had been bestowed upon me, but I took my responsibilities very seriously. I told no one about the time-altering part of my work, as I knew people would forever ask me to change things I couldn’t. It was the saddest part of my existence that some futures showed painful events any man would wish to change, but alas. Some things I couldn’t change, no matter how hard I tried. These things were meant.



I truly worked alone as the Interceder. I did interact with people whenever I entered time and space – I’d have gone insane if completely isolated. But, as a condition of however my abnormal life worked, I was never connected to whenever and wherever I entered. I wasn’t wholly myself. Because of this, I only entered reality when extremely necessary. It was just too weird, and I only felt like myself when in the outside realm of the fiery lights.



All things considered, I’d developed a very backward concept of what was real. In many ways, I hadn’t been Troy Kandoya for centuries. I’d discarded my name, in fact. I chose instead to be ‘Trok’ so no one could investigate who I was or where – or when – I came from. 



As I floated in the portal lights outside time, I mostly watched as humanity struggled on. I did what I was supposed to do here and there and now and then, as was my duty. But, for great expanses of time, I observed as the world aged and I did not.



And, oh, how the world had changed.



Finally, a future window opened that showed me waking my brother from his frozen state. When the day arrived, I knew it’d be best to participate rather than just observe. This meant I’d enter real time and once again be not completely whole. After centuries of watching myself outside myself whenever I entered time, it was a strangeness I’d come to accept.



“But it’s finally time to wake up Lee.” 



After a deep breath to prepare myself, I made the now-familiar motion with my hand. A portal stretched open before me, and I smiled with excitement.



 



Real time



 



Lee’s expression was one of complete confusion as he looked up from within the cryogenic bed and saw Trok kneeling beside him. Reviving him had been a shockingly easy procedure, but the Kota scientists with Trok had prepared for this their whole lives. 



Lee coughed and struggled to sit up in the steaming cryo bed.



“It’s all right,” said Trok. “You’re okay. Just take it easy.” 



He was so excited and relieved to see Lee alive that he nearly grabbed him in a long-overdue embrace. Instead, he placed a hand on Lee’s shoulder to steady him. Trok was tense for several reasons, but first off he wanted to make sure Lee was okay.



He’s my long-lost little brother, thought Trok. Please, oh, please, just let him be okay! 



As the doctors examined him, Lee looked beyond Trok at the dozen men and women gathered. Then he looked around the lab-cave. Trok knew Lee would see immediately that a good deal of time had passed – the state of the lab-cave showed centuries of disuse. Trok and the descendents of the Kota remnant had always kept a careful eye on the place, but some things couldn’t fight age. Faint running lights hummed overhead, but the balcony around their lower level had rusted long ago and collapsed in places. Most of the ancient machinery was broken. Only the life-support functions remained intact, though the system had been repaired many times by the Kota assigned to guard over Lee throughout the years.



Lee looked back at Trok and examined his face. Lee himself had physically aged maybe ten to fifteen years while sleeping. Now middle-aged, his forehead was wrinkled. His hair and beard were peppered gray. His body underneath the medical scrubs appeared only minimally atrophic, though very pale. 



“You…” Lee cleared his throat to find his voice. “You were frozen too?”



Trok lifted an eyebrow. “Not exactly. Let the doctors check you over, and then we’ll take you out of here. I’ll explain everything once we’re safely away.”



“These are the Kota?”



“Yes.” 



“How long has it been?”



Trok hesitated, knowing this would be hard, but there was no real way to ease into it. “Five hundred years.”



Lee’s eyes widened, but he’d been prepared for this. He asked no more as the doctors finished examining him.



The doctor in charge stood, lowered his x-ray scanner, and turned to Trok. “Sir, he’s as stable as we could’ve hoped. I think we’re safe to move him. He’s weak and groggy, but that’ll wear off soon.”



“Good.” Relieved by this news, Trok focused on the next concern. He lowered his voice so as not to worry Lee. “I don’t want to stay here any longer than necessary. I’m sure Dominion patrols check this place on a daily basis in hopes of intercepting us.”



“Good thing we brought soldiers, then.” 



Yes, thought Trok bleakly. Kota soldiers, anyway. And we’ve only got five with us. They’d be no match for Dominion drone soldiers.



“I’d rather we didn’t have to use them,” he told the doctor. “We can’t afford getting caught in a firefight.” He looked down at his brother.



The doctor nodded and turned to help his partners with their patient. Lee seemed curious about why the Kota deferred to Trok, but he allowed himself to be lifted into a wheelchair. Once he was ready, the whole group hurried for the ancient building’s exit. 



Outside, the warm sunlight pouring down didn’t bother Trok’s eyes. He looked over the wilderness beyond the crumbling gates, searching for danger. Trok saw Lee take a deep breath of fresh air and close his eyes to feel the sunshine. This once again reminded Trok how disconnected he was from everything around him. 



But now Lee’s with me, thought Trok. I’m not as alone anymore. I just hope he can handle this. 



“No patrol activity in the area, sir,” called a Kota soldier from his position near a hover hummer.



Trok snapped into action and took over wheeling his brother toward this soldier’s vehicle. “Let’s be sure we’re gone before they arrive.” 



“Yes, sir.” The soldier whistled to his partners. “Load up!”



The Kota doctors and soldiers piled into the other vehicles as Trok helped Lee into the backseat of their hover hummer. Once Lee was secure, Trok closed his door and stepped around the vehicle to climb in the other side. He watched as the first hummer started off toward the road. 



So far, so good.



Inside the hummer, Trok ordered their driver to go. They took off smoothly, and Trok relaxed enough to face his brother. He remembered the last time they’d been here – at the lab-cave, in a hover vehicle, with a Kota driver. 



Things are so different now, he thought.



Lee took a drink from a thermos the doctors gave him. “I don’t think I can wait until we get to wherever it is you’re taking me.” He was coming to life a bit. “What’s happened?”



Trok smiled. “First, it’s so good to see you, you have no idea. I’ve missed you more than you can imagine. Are you okay?”



“Yeah, I think so.” Lee took another drink and faced the window. “Funny how nature looks the same. Five hundred years hasn’t changed Canada much.”



Trok tried not to frown.



Lee looked back at him. “Where are you taking me?”



“There’s an abandoned village not too far from here. That’s where the rest of this group is waiting.” 



Lee wore an apprehensive smile. For a moment, he looked like the boy who’d always sought his older brother’s approval. “So… Since you’re here, does that mean you joined the Kota?”



“Yes, Lee.” Trok reached over to place his hand on his brother’s shoulder. He’d waited centuries for this. “I want to apologize for how I acted. Please, forgive me. I was such a gigantic ass.” 



We need to be fixed before we can tackle bigger problems, he thought.



“Of course I forgive you.” Lee squeezed Trok’s hand. He made a curious face as he examined Trok again, then he let out a sigh and shook his head in amazement. “Five hundred years… Okay, explain why you look exactly the same. I have a million questions, but let’s start there.”



Trok explained what had happened to him personally. Time travel, immortality – it sounded so bizarre even now. And Lee was the first person to learn everything about Trok’s abilities. It felt wonderful to have an ally, a brother. By the time he finished, Trok realized how badly he’d needed Lee.



Lee whistled a long breath. Then he thought a minute. “What’s the new Interceder Prophecy, again?”



 



“’The Interceder



Torn, the chosen brothers will take divided paths –



one, a cold path of solitude;



the other, time’s lonely eternity.



The doubtful Bearer will repair.



He alone will do the work, and he will do the work alone.’”



 



 Lee nodded in thought. “You said new prophecies came after I was frozen. Anything else pertaining to us?”



Of course, Trok had had centuries to analyze the prophecies. “Many were fulfilled over the years, but a few still pertain to our part in the Kota story. Nothing mentions us specifically, but there’s a prophecy about the Marked children we’re supposed to be Bearers of. 



 



‘The Warriors



The marked children will fulfill



the work set out for them.



First the Leader and the Hunter, joined.



Second the Seer and the Fighter, compelled.’”



 



“What does it mean?”



“No idea.” Trok laughed. He flopped his hands in his lap. “Now that you’re back, you can live with these Kota and study the prophetic texts we’ve collected over the centuries. I’ve been watching after the remnant all this time. I’m sure they’re the best people to help you figure out where we go from here. Honestly, I’ve just been waiting for you.”



Lee seemed relieved by this.



Hmm, thought Trok. It must be hard to see me in a position of authority among the Kota. Maybe Lee thinks he isn’t needed anymore… I should bring him up to speed as much as possible before we get to the hotel. We’re the Bearers, together, not one of us better than the other. Lee needs to be prepared for whatever the Kota ask of him. And there’s much he needs to know about the world.



Lee must’ve been thinking the same. “You’d better give me a quick history lesson. These people seem so…scared. What was that about patrols? The Dominion?”



“Things got ugly after you were frozen.” Trok frowned. “A few years after I entered the portals, the Euro Civil War ended. However, that wasn’t a positive step for humanity. A man named Ludvig Olander – who had Kota ancestry, by the way – came to power in northern Eurasia because he alone discovered a working treatment against the DRK. He told no other soul how he’d found the treatment.”



“But do you know?” asked Lee. “If you can see into time-”



“No,” Trok said with a sigh. “Everything to do with the creation of the DRK treatment is hidden from my viewing, for whatever reason.” 



Lee looked disappointed. “Oh.”



Trok shared this frustration but continued. “Because every nation was riddled with a factored population, many countries pleaded with Olander to share the treatment. That’s how he gained power. Because he held the DRK treatment, no government on Earth dared refuse him political power for fear of being ostracized. When a nation submitted to his rule, he immediately administered the treatment to its people. Because the treatment didn’t work as a permanent cure, the nations then had to remain in submission to avoid the threat of losing the scheduled treatments he supplied. Within ten years’ time every nation bowed to him, and every person alive received the DRK treatment. Within a single generation the virus was under control and the remaining global population’s health was secured.”



 “So that’s why everyone living isn’t a factor by now. Good to know.” 



“Yes. But while the virus isn’t rampant in the world anymore, it’s still out there, lurking. That’s how Olander kept control. With the viral threat lessened, he ceased global DRK treatments. That meant, once again, anyone could potentially be infected. And that kept just enough fear in the air to make people continue their submission – only those on Olander’s good side continued to receive DRK treatment injections. If any nation’s subjects got out of hand, the penalty was removal from the treatment list. That meant the perpetrators were thrown back into the mix with the rest of the untreated population. Olander dangled the DRK treatment like a carrot before the peoples’ noses, promising his followers protection if they did as he said. Because of his unfaltering control, his global tyranny came to be known as the Dominion.”



Lee’s eyes lit with recognition at the term.



“The current Lord High Commander of the Dominion is a descendent of the original. His name is Thurston Olander. He’s known to have Kota ancestry, like each Dominion leader, but this Olander detests our people. He sees the Kota as a threat to his power.”



Lee nodded. “It makes sense the Dominion wouldn’t want any Kota alive to birth the Marked children destined to fight against their precious viral weapon. But surely the previous tyrants knew of the Mark Prophecy. Why did none of them take out the Kota prophecy threat?” He made a face. “Not that I’m not grateful for their oversight, but…”



“I don’t know.” Trok had wondered this many times. “Whatever their reason, this tyrant is doing the job. He’s ordered Dominion drone soldiers to comb the globe for Kota and slaughter them whenever they’re found. Because of the Kota’s commitment to public preaching and charity work, they’ve gathered together in communities to help their fellow man – that’s made them easy targets. The Kota were completely annihilated in Eurasia, and Olander’s soldiers are swiftly moving through the rest of the globe. The only sizeable Kota community left is here in Canada. There are around two hundred here.”



Lee’s eyes widened. “Only two hundred? That’s the biggest group?”



Trok nodded. “I’ve watched over the other Kota communities whenever I can, helping them escape. But the Dominion is ever narrowing in, tracking them down, and soon…”



Lee appeared deeply saddened by this. He looked at the back of the driver’s head. “That’s why these people are so scared.” He needed a moment. “So the Dominion is global?”



“Yes. The original Olander set up an entirely new governing system. The Dominion only accepts three official world languages, and millions of people are forced to comply. Nations no longer exist, and that has stripped many peoples of any sense of identity. Regions across the globe are assigned to the Elite, those members of the Dominion given the highest level of power. They govern with direct control over the regions and the cities within those regions. The system is so simply effective it’s sickening. Geographical territories are labeled quite generally as the Mainland-Euro, which also includes the African continent; the Mainland-Asian, including the islands of the East; the Southern Continent, or South America; and the Northern Continent, which is where we are now along with the former United States. The Dominion even holds its headquarters in our now-ancient Capitol House, if you can imagine.”



Lee looked as if he could easily imagine, and Trok reminded himself that Lee had seen the corruption in America’s government long before he had.



Trok made a face. “Now, globally, every child is implanted with an ID tag at birth. The tags are classified as either common citizens, Dominion Youth, Dominion operatives, Dominion executives, or Dominion Elite, depending on what level a person rises to. The tags allow for tracking and general identification, but they also keep record of who should and shouldn’t be on the DRK treatment schedule. When the time comes for vaccinations, people go to the treatment stations and scan their tags for authorization. On top of that, the tags monitor all financial and communicational activity worldwide. Funds flood into the Dominion from major world corporations the tyranny now owns. No one else ever gains any power because the Dominion either buys them out or runs them out – and that second approach usually involves revoking DRK treatment privileges.”



“But the virus is dormant? Once the Dominion restored the population, outbreaks stopped?”



“For the most part, yes. The treatment isn’t administered in territories that are considered lost, but those populations are so small that any factors just die off before the infection spreads. Every Elite region receives the DRK treatment as long as they stay in line, like I said earlier.”



“Does anyone study the virus anymore? If Ludvig Olander found a treatment, shouldn’t someone else be able?” Lee looked as if his mind was rolling on this topic. “If the Marked children are to drive evil from Earth – and it sounds like the virus is still the biggest danger – that must mean they’re to fight against the virus.”



“Yes, I agree. The Kota scientists who survived you tried to study the virus once it hit America. Unfortunately, they were killed when a few refugees factored and…turned on them. After that, the Kota still tried to band together and find a way to end the viral madness, but everything spiraled out of control pretty fast. The U.S. research facilities were destroyed in the wars or else laid waste by the infected factors when… Well, it was a catastrophe. Then Ludvig somehow did find the DRK treatment, and he put a stop to viral research. He slaughtered thousands of scientists and doctors. He destroyed research facilities. Now, even though the Kota don’t have scientific resources to use, Thurston Olander is still wiping them out to stop the prophecy.”



Lee shook his head in thought. “What about those horrible experiments on people with mutate-genes? Did that lead Ludvig to the treatment?”



“No. That got a little crazy.” Trok raised his eyebrows. “I’m sure you remember the theory that mutate-genes would continue to pass on to future generations?”



Lee nodded.



“Well, now millions of people have genetic quirks. Nothing ever came of the accusations that they held viral antibodies, so they’re not experimented on anymore. But they’re still not exactly accepted by the rest of the population. It’s kind of funny, in a stupid way. No one living today remembers why they were originally persecuted, but now it’s because they’re just…weird. They’re called MOB now, the Misfits of Breeding.” Trok sighed. “But they also have their uses. The Dominion embraces MOB who are gifted in ways that could be useful – as soldier operatives, labor workers, whatever. Since the genetic abilities show up during puberty, many MOB eagerly join the Dominion Youth to escape persecution or sometimes just to make a life for themselves.”



“So from a young age these kids get indoctrinated and never turn back.” Lee was starting to grow angry, which Trok had come to respect as a sign of decency in anyone who heard the Dominion’s evils. “It sounds like most people are sucked into this Dominion system. Please tell me the Kota aren’t the only ones refusing to go along with it.”



“No, there are other rebel groups,” Trok said without enthusiasm. “Once the Dominion formed, a few old militaries joined together in an attempt to regain their individual nations. That plan led to a slaughter, unfortunately, as former allies turned against them for fear of losing the DRK treatment. After that, the Olanders cracked down and took control of every military instillation across the planet. As the Dominion took more and more, the rebels lost more and more. Now, the rebels simply can’t do much against the Dominion’s massive forces. They just don’t have the resources. For one thing, anyone condemned as a rebel loses their financial accounts, their ID tag is flagged. The ID tags make it impossible to remain undetected for long, unless one is surgically removed – and if they do that, say goodbye to the DRK treatment. Since the rebels have no real way to function, they’ll never get the resources they need. And I won’t even horrify you with how little education or training they have. These Kota soldiers are tough and would give their lives to protect our people, but they’re no match for what they’re up against. Other rebel groups have more experience – they’re far less isolated than the Kota here in the Great White North. But, the Dominion always has the upper hand, no matter the playing field. Untrained and outmanned, the rebels do what they can, but it’ll never be enough.”



The hummer turned onto a new road, nearing their destination.



“But now I’m back,” said Lee. He appeared to be thinking aloud. “Even with so few Kota left, we could do the world some good. We could speak out, gain strength…”



Trok felt a flush of worry at this. “No, Lee, you don’t understand. The Dominion isn’t just a corrupt government like those of our day. They’re unstoppable. All-powerful. They could kill the remnant openly and no one could do a thing about it.”



No one would do a thing about it, he thought. I’ve seen enough history to predict how things will go. The Dominion will destroy the Kota eventually. Probably soon. It’s only a matter of time.



“But we have the prophecies, Troy,” Lee reminded him with growing excitement. “There is something we can do, even if we don’t see it yet. You and I are meant to be the Bearers of these Marked Warrior children, and our people will listen to us. We have to prepare for the children’s arrival. I’m sure of it.”



Trok looked at his brother uneasily as the hummer swung up a side street through the abandoned village. 



Have I become too cautious? he thought. Am I too patient? I know the Kota are running out of time, so is Lee right? Do we need to move on these prophecies fast? But we don’t understand what these children are meant to do… 



Finally, the hummer pulled up in front of a three-story hotel on the main strip of the otherwise abandoned village. Already Trok saw dozens of people waiting at the hotel entrance or peeking through windows.



This is risky, thought Trok. The Dominion patrols could stomp us out once and for all if they discover we’re here. We can’t stay long. These people will have to scatter back to hiding once Lee and I come up with something hopeful to tell them.



The last of their caravan pulled into the parking space beside them. 



“You’re already a celebrity,” said Trok. “Are you ready for this?”



“I have to be.” Lee also looked out the window, and he took a deep breath.



A soldier opened his door and pushed the wheelchair close. 



Lee faced Trok with a wink. “Well, my Bearer brother, let’s not keep them waiting.” He then allowed the soldier to help him into the wheelchair.



Trok had to smile, and he got out of the vehicle on his own.



The crowd ran up and called out to Lee, wishing him well. They included Trok in these well-wishes when he joined his brother. Trok once again felt uncomfortable with the near-worship level of admiration these people had for him. Lee, however, had always been a people-person, and he shook hands with the Kota as the soldier pushed his wheelchair at a slow pace through the crowd. 



When they reached the hotel entrance, a young woman hurried forward to open the door for them. She was very beautiful, and Lee held up his hand for the soldier pushing his wheelchair to stop.



“Thank you,” Lee said to the woman. “What’s your name?”



“Vedanleé,” she said with a smile.



Trok looked at the woman more closely. Vedanleé. He knew this name, for some reason. He didn’t think she looked familiar, though. Trok guessed her age at thirty. Her long, golden hair reached to her waist. The delicate features of her face were stunning, but Trok caught a flicker in her eye that made him nervous. 



“Thank you, Vedanleé,” said Lee with a charming smile. “I hope to see you again soon.”



“I’d like that.” Standing aside, Vedanleé only glanced at Trok as they entered the hotel lobby.



Lee looked up at Trok with a wide grin on his face. “Nice girl.”



Trok felt uneasy. Making a decision he’d regret later, he said nothing. He went to find someone who’d help Lee to the room prepared for him.
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“Who’s to say”



 



 



 



Lee hadn’t listened to Trok about keeping the wedding celebration small, judging by the number of people in the decorated warehouse. At least he’d picked a remote setting. Snow blew hard outside the abandoned airport, and Trok hoped this would blind the Dominion to their location. For added security, Lee had posted Kota soldiers around the airport, for what that was worth.



Over the past few months, Lee had quickly become the much-beloved leader of the Kota remnant. Trok, never comfortable with the position, was happy to turn over command. He was also relieved to have someone in his life from the old days. No one remembered anymore what Earth had been like, and it was disheartening to see the lack of hope in even the Kota remnant. Man knew no other way, remembered no better time. 



But now my gung-ho little brother is awake, thought Trok. I prayed for centuries that he’d take to this job and restore hope in the remnant… Be careful what you wish for. 



Lee stood from his bridal table to make a speech. He wore a fine black suit, and his wavy, graying hair and beard were neatly trimmed. He held up a hand to gather attention. “My people, I’m so pleased we could gather here tonight. The Dominion may rage outside these walls, but they can’t take this happy moment away from us.” He lifted his drinking glass to the crowds. “To happier times ahead!”



The Kota, seated at tables around the warehouse, cheered and toasted their leader.



Trok tried not to frown. 



To his dismay, Lee was convinced the Kota remnant needed to stand up as a voice against the Dominion, although Trok knew this would earn them a swifter death. Trok always thwarted the Dominion patrols hunting Lee’s group, but he hadn’t been able to warn the last Kota on the Southern Continent in time. They lost fifty people that day. Lee chalked it up to a necessary sacrifice, mourned with the rest of their people, but went right back to sending missionaries to the nearest rebel camps. 



He needs to be more careful, thought Trok. Why won’t he listen to me?



More troubling still, Lee had thrown himself into the self-appointed work of fulfilling the prophecies. First and foremost, he’d sought a wife among the Kota. Lee’s drive to produce the Marked children worried Trok for a number of reasons. 



Lee sat in his seat and kissed his bride before turning to his cake. Vedanleé smiled at her husband. She looked stunning in her flowing white dress.



I wish I could go back and prevent their meeting, thought Trok. But would it do any good? She would’ve gotten her claws into him eventually. Well, no, that isn’t fair. I’m not sure who’s using who in this happy romance.



There was indeed a reason Trok had heard of Vedanleé. She was originally from a clan of Kota in northern Eurasia, a region now simply known as part of the Mainland-Euro. In her native lands, she’d been renowned as a witch – a lifestyle of controlling the unknown that the Kota firmly knew to be wrong. 



Okay, thought Trok, judging her on that count is a little hypocritical and narrow-minded. I wave my hand and open portals to another dimension. How far off is that from magic? But what they saw Vedanleé can do is…different. Somehow. 



Trok’s biggest concern with Vedanleé was this: She’d been the chosen companion of Thurston Olander, the current Dominion tyrant. Vedanleé had even bore him twin sons. Because of this, Trok worried about her loyalties. On the other hand, she didn’t have any great love for Olander now. He’d taken her boys from her once he got what he wanted, namely heirs. He’d then tried to kill Vedanleé. She’d escaped and begged the Kota remnant to protect her, and that’s how she’d ended up with this group. 



I can’t see much of her past because of her magic, thought Trok. I understand people change. Loyalties change. But something about her is just off. And I know she’d do anything to get her boys back. If Olander wants to kill our people so badly…



What Lee continually pointed out was that Vedanleé had repented of her former life and deserved a clean slate. She did have Kota ancestry, so he’d decided she was suitable to produce offspring. Hence, this wedding now.



Trok sighed. 



At least I kept my doubts out of my best man’s speech, he thought. 



Rising from his seat, Trok needed to stretch his legs – not that he felt any stiffness, but on principle he was never comfortable in any one position for too long. He made his way around the wooden tables decorated with pine branches and homemade candles. Celebratory Kota smiled and greeted him. 



Trok had no planned destination, but he arrived at the drinks table. Here he stood and observed as people moved to the dance floor. He noted without surprise that several Kota had turned out in their best for the special occasion, but fashion had always been foreign to him. 



“Sir.” A lovely woman came to stand beside Trok at the punch bowl. She poured herself a drink and then one for him. 



“Thanks.” Trok smiled at her and took the offered glass, unsure what to do with it. He never ate or drink because his body didn’t need it. And it wasn’t as if he could taste anything. 



The woman stood awkwardly beside him for a silent minute, then crossed to join her dancing friends.



Lee had viewed this entire encounter, and he approached Trok with a laugh, clapping his hands. “Smooth, Troy. You could loosen up a little. It is my wedding.” 



“Sorry. Afraid I’m doomed to remain a bachelor.”



Lee laughed and examined the woman. “Too young?”



“By about five centuries.”



Chuckling, Lee slapped Trok on the back and turned to watch the dancers. “Well, the prophecy does say only one of us is to ‘seed’ the Marked children, so I guess the responsibility is mine, old Interceder.”



Trok’s eyes drifted and found Vedanleé dancing in the crowd. “Lee, be careful. That woman… I’m not sure you’ve made the wisest choice.”



Lee’s jovial nature fell several degrees in warmth. “I know you don’t like Veda, but that’s going a bit too far.”



Trok tried to soften his delivery. “I only mean she’s been through a lot. If you thrust prophetic responsibility on her, it might be too much. Her last lover wanted her for offspring too, you know.”



“I’m not-”



Trok held up a hand. “Your heart’s in the right place. But everyone knows you’re single-mindedly focused on bringing the Marked Warriors into this world. Vedanleé just wants to be loved.”



“I do love her,” Lee insisted as he gazed at his dancing bride. “Everyone loves her.”



Not all these people love her, thought Trok. Many whisper that Olander’s hatred of her puts the remnant at risk. There’s no real danger of Vedanleé being reported, but the Kota are wary of her.



Lee smiled as he watched his bride. “You’ll see. She’ll be great.” He waved to Vedanleé. “Honey, come say hello to Troy. I need to check with Davis about travel arrangements. Keep my old, bachelor brother company, would you?” 



Vedanleé left the dancers and pulled up her gown to walk over. Lee pecked a kiss on her cheek before leaving her with Trok and heading into the crowds.



Trok studied the woman beside him. Vedanleé’s shy, reverent nature had changed of late. With Lee’s support, she seemed less fearful of the Kota’s suspicious glances. This might’ve been a fine thing, but her confidence had crossed a line into defiance. 



She’s using Lee’s position to protect herself, thought Trok. You have to respect the woman’s survival instincts. If Lee’s defensive of her with me, he’ll certainly stand up for her against any of his followers.



“Trok,” said Vedanleé with a smile and a curtsy. Then she laughed. “Let’s not pretend, shall we? I know you’re not happy about this.” 



Trok glanced away from her. “I’m sorry. I’m just worried and trying to keep Lee out of trouble.”



“And I’m trouble?” she teased. She looked at the crowd, her smile flickering. “They certainly think so. I heard one woman saying she was sure Lee only married me because he had to.”



Trok looked at her.



Vedanleé rolled her eyes and continued facing the crowds. “I’m not pregnant. Not yet. Calm down.” Then she looked up at him. “But shouldn’t you be happy if I was?”



Trok tried to be delicate. “Vedanleé-”



“Please, call me ‘Veda.’ Everyone I like calls me that, and it’ll help me pretend we’re friends.”



“Veda,” Trok began again with a slight grin. “Of course I’d be happy to see these prophecies underway, if I was sure everything was as it should be. But Lee’s acting a little rash – most of the Kota know my opinions, so I’m not telling you any big secret.”



“No.” Vedanleé paused and pulled her golden curls over her shoulder. “I admire Lee’s passion and commitment to our people. But you’re right about him needing to be careful. Lee is…young to this world.”



This shared understanding surprised Trok. 



“But,” she went on, “Lee’s not making a mistake with me. I can help him, Trok. I know you think my past makes me unworthy of your brother, but-” 



“It’s not that.” He faced her and realized he truly meant this. “I’m concerned for your welfare, Veda. Thurston Olander nearly ruined your life. I can’t imagine how much it must’ve hurt to give up your boys. And since your future children will be so important… I don’t want you to get tangled up in something if you’re not ready to deal with it.”



Her smile was gone now. “What would you have me do, Trok? Go into exile? Let Thurston kill me? Lee is offering me the best life I could hope for. And if I’m promised more children…” Her eyes moistened, and she reached up to wipe away a tear. “Stop trying to ruin this, Trok. Who’s to say this isn’t exactly what your precious prophecies want?”



Trok considered this, but he had a feeling… “You don’t actually care about the prophecies, do you? Veda, what if your future children are destined to leave you too? I’m not saying Lee or I would take them from you, but they’re meant to do something great. We have no idea what that means – that’s mostly why I want Lee to be more careful. You might not be able to protect them. And I know my brother, Veda. He’ll drive these children to whatever destiny’s set before them, since it means saving the world. If…” This was so tricky. “If you don’t believe these prophecies matter, you need to give this up right now. For your own sake.”



Without another word, Vedanleé put on a mask of happiness and walked away toward a group of laughing women.



Great, thought Trok. I’m just making things worse.



A short time later, Lee stomped toward Trok. “What did you say to Veda?”



“I was only trying-”



“Can’t you mind your own business?” 



Trok looked around, but fortunately most of the Kota were out of earshot.



“Did you tell Veda you’d send her back to the Dominion if she didn’t leave me?”



“What? No!”



“Oh, really?” Lee crossed his arms.



Trok tried to diffuse the situation. “You’ve been drinking, and we both know how you-”



“This watered down swill wouldn’t get a fruit fly drunk!” Lee pointed a finger in Trok’s face. “I’ve had it with you! I thought you were just jealous because these people chose me as their leader instead of you, but that’s not all, is it? I’m moving forward with the fulfillment of the prophecies, and you can’t stand the fact that you’re not an important part of it! So what, you were going to chase off my wife? Are you so disconnected from reality that you honestly think I’d side with you over the woman I’ve sworn to spend the rest of my life with?”



 “Lee, you have to believe me! I didn’t threaten-”



“I don’t believe you! I don’t even know you, man! I can’t pretend like this is okay anymore!” Lee motioned up and down at him. “You stand there like a statue. You’re barely flesh and blood. It’s creepy!”



This hurt. “Remember what the Interceder Prophecy says. ‘He alone will do the work, and he will do the work alone.’ I’m not connected to humanity in any real sense. I guess that’s the price I pay to do what I do.” 



“I hate how you speak of humanity as if you aren’t part of it.” Lee shook his head. “I’ve tried to accept that this whole Interceder thing means you’ve changed, but it’s more than that. You think you’re better than everyone – better than me! I’m the one in charge here, Troy! I’m the one who has the responsibility of bringing these children into the world!”



Trok tried to stay calm. “I understand your confusion about how I’ve changed. I wasn’t exactly a Kota promoter way back when, and now here I am insisting you take it seriously. That must be frustrating. But keep in mind it’s been five hundred years for me – anyone can grow in that time span. And you need to listen to me. I may exist outside of time, but I’ve at least been awake this past half millennium. I watched humanity while you were frozen.” 



Lee rolled his eyes. “Oh, believe me, you’ve made it very clear you think I made a mistake by entering cryo. I have to tell you, the last thing I expected when I woke up was a lecture from you, Troy. I figured I’d be spared all that with you long dead.”



“Funny how I pushed nothing and yet ended up right beside you, isn’t it? ‘Preservation’ apparently has a few different meanings.” Trok paused to hold down his frustration. Fighting wouldn’t be helpful. 



Lee, however, was up for a fight. “I did what I thought was best, Troy. I stand by that decision even now. It was up to me, since you didn’t believe in any of this at the time, don’t forget.”



“But I believe it now!” Trok insisted. “That’s what matters. And I’m telling you, you need to listen to what I’ve learned and seen and-” 



“I’m not an idiot! I committed my life to the Kota long before you jumped on the bandwagon! I know what I’m doing. Why can’t you get that through your thick skull? I’m just doing what’s necessary to fulfill the prophecies!”



I have to make him listen, thought Trok. His challenging the Dominion… His marriage… He hasn’t listened to me this whole time.



“Lee, you need to be more careful. I don’t think it’s your responsibility to take the weight of these prophecies entirely on your shoulders. Following your own interpretations of the prophecies has caused nothing but trouble. Don’t talk down to me with this holier-than-thou attitude as if you were the great fulfiller of destiny, baby brother. This is bigger than you. Or me. Neither of us has control of this situation. You need to be careful.”



Lee glared at him. “How hypocritical can you be? You talk about not taking control, but you try to order me around all the time! And now you’re threatening my wife because you don’t think she’s good enough?”



There was nothing Trok could say. He saw that now. 



Good God, he thought. I’ve lost him. Lee hasn’t been listening to my advice for how long now? And Vedanleé knew exactly how to get rid of me…



Lee took a noticeable breath to calm himself, then blew through his lips. “Look, maybe it’d be best if we got some distance. Keep warning us of danger, of course, but…leave me and Veda alone.”



Trok nodded. “Yeah, that might be a good idea.” 



With a final sad smile at his brother, Trok made the hand motion that opened a portal. He heard gasps of awe from the Kota around the warehouse-turned-reception-hall. Before anyone could ask once again about the portal lights, he hurried to leave. Trok stepped into the portal, made the motion to close it, and left Lee to his bride.





  


8

 


[image: ]



“Let whatever happens happen”



 



 



 



Three years sped by. Trok didn’t go to the Kota remnant anymore because he preferred to avoid their gossipy whispers about how the Bearers were fighting. When Vedanleé bore Lee a daughter, Trok hoped things might cool down, but they didn’t. If anything, Lee became more arrogant. The child was born with a circular Mark on the back of her arm near her shoulder, and the Kota remnant rejoiced. As was the custom of the Kota, Lee’s child should’ve been given a name resembling that of the mother’s. Lee chose the name ‘Loree,’ and everyone knew he chose the name because it bore a resemblance to his own as well as to Vedanleé’s.



After waiting five hundred years to see his brother again, all this was rather disappointing. 



Trok had fashioned an armband pager that allowed Lee to signal him whenever he wanted to speak, which was rare. Instead of meeting face to face, Trok and Lee used black market transmitters to communicate. Lee’s was with him in the Kota camp. Trok kept his in an isolated, abandoned cabin in the northwestern region of the North Continent.



Wind swirled outside the small cabin and blew pine needles and snow through the hole in the window pane. Trok felt nothing as he sat at a table in the otherwise empty room. He paused their transmitter conversation long enough to calm himself and watch the blowing snow.



Why does Lee get me so riled? he thought. I’ve lived hundreds of years. I’ve had thousands of friends and enemies. No one frustrates me like my little brother. But this is important. What we’re working to accomplish is the only hope for mankind. I have to make him listen. 



 Trok turned back to the transmitter and tried to sound patient. “Lee, the Dominion is slaughtering every Kota they find. Those with you are the last – you know this. I understand that means we have to hope the rest of the Marked children are born soon, but what if you mess something up? Look what happened with your ex-wife. You went overboard in your obsession with Loree’s Mark. I’m not sure I blame Vedanleé for leaving you. I warned you she wouldn’t be able to handle this. She never believed in these prophecies, I don’t think. The poor woman was just trying to escape her old life, and you were so kind as to give her a fresh start. The power behind witchcraft is a hard love to get over, and it’s not surprising she turned back to it once you became obsessed with Loree. Veda felt used, so she ran away. I’ve no doubt she’s still bitter because you used her.”



Lee was silent, which suggested he was starting to listen. 



Trok stifled a big ‘I told you so.’



Lee sighed into the transmitter. “Vedanleé knew what our life would be like when she married me, and she accepted it. I could’ve lived with her past faults – although the fact that she had ties with the leader of the Dominion should’ve been a blatant red flag, I admit. Trying to sneak away with Loree was unforgiveable, not to mention dangerous.”



“Yes, ‘dangerous’ is the word du jour. Lee, the Dominion is searching for you with more intensity than I’ve ever seen, and I’ve watched them hunt down a lot of threats to their power. Olander knows Vedanleé had a child with the Mark, and he won’t stop until all threats to his power are gone. Lee, he has access to everything. You won’t be able to hide for long. You, Loree, and your new wife are in danger. You need to be careful.”



Lee huffed. 



Trok glanced out at the snow. “I might’ve found a way to protect you. You’ve heard of the Underground, the main resistance group? They’re taking in refugees. If things get bad, I can put in a good word for you with Jole Cagod, their leader.”



“The Kota remnant is hiding us quite well for now. Besides, I don’t dare travel with Zada so close to her delivery date.”



Trok gaped. “Zada’s pregnant?” 



This explained why Zada had been mysteriously sequestered inside their family tent. Vedanleé, at the climax of her hatred of Trok, had cast a spell on the Kandoya family tent so Trok couldn’t see inside, not even by using his portals. Trok had told Lee about this, but Lee spitefully continued to use the cursed tent even after Vedanleé ran off. Apparently he’d kept Zada’s pregnancy a secret from Trok on purpose until now.



What did he think I’d do? thought Trok.



“Yes, Zada’s pregnant,” Lee confirmed. “The baby’s due soon, so the second Marked child is on the way.”



This was news and cause for concern. “So are you going to handle yourself the same way this time? If this child is also born with the Mark, will you treat it as you do Loree? Loree’s only three, but already she’s picked up on your manner toward her. She’s not a god; she’s only a child.”



“But she’s special. Loree has no reason to have mutate-genes, although granted they’re not abnormal anymore. But she is the only child to ever show signs of genetic abilities before puberty. That’s unheard of.”



Trok had to concede this was true. “Yes, and Loree knows she’s different. I suspect the child within Zada’s belly will share the feeling. These prophecies don’t come out of thin air. There’s something about these children that’s unique, maybe even miraculous.”



“What are you hinting at?” Lee’s voice dripped with curiosity. “Did you go into the future and see something?”



“I can’t go into the future. I’m only shown points in future time when they’re shown to me. So, no, I don’t know anything about these prophesied children yet.” Trok sighed. “Right now, all I’m saying is that I think you need to be careful how you treat these children. We still don’t know what exactly to prepare them for.”



“Let me handle my own family, Interceder. These children are Earth’s greatest hope, so of course I’m going to treat them differently. I’ll raise them however I see fit. You have no right telling me how to treat my own children.”



Trok looked out the window for inspiration. 



Crap, he thought. It’s come to this. I have to tell him.



“Lee, there’s something else I should tell you. I know your interpretations, but listen.



 



‘The Warriors



The marked children will fulfill



the work set out for them.



First the Leader and the Hunter, joined.



Second the Seer and the Fighter, compelled.’”



 



“Yeah, so?”



This was the major concern on Trok’s mind. It was how Lee might ruin everything. “Lee, I don’t think the prophecies mean for you to have all the children. That’s-”



“But the Bearers Prophecy clearly says, ‘the one will seed; the other will foster.’ I’m meant to father these children, and you to watch over them. We agreed on that, I recall.”



“I think,” Trok said slowly, “it only means we’re both to play a part in the Marked children’s lives. We aren’t solely responsible, as I keep trying to tell you. You’ve obviously sired one of the children, so you do play a part. I don’t know what my role as Bearer means yet, but I suspect you’re right and I’m to watch over them.”



“So what’s your point?”



Trok debated a moment. “Here’s the thing, Lee… A Marked child was born to another family. She has the exact same birthmark as your daughter.”



“What?”



“The girl was born a short time ago, in your camp, but her parents have kept her Mark secret. Both the man and his wife are loyal Kota, and they don’t know what it means that their daughter has the Mark only your children are supposed to have. They’re afraid. You’ve made these people believe your interpretations of the prophecies. But, the Warriors Prophecy suggests that the Marked children will be from two different families. Listen again.



 



‘The Warriors



The marked children will fulfill



the work set out for them.



First the Leader and the Hunter, joined.



Second the Seer and the Fighter, compelled.’”



 



“Who are this girl’s parents? I’ll go to them and see for myself-”



“They asked not to be revealed.”



There was a pause followed by an angry, “You’ve talked to them and haven’t told me about this until now?”



Trok took a breath, himself uneasy about these recent developments. “Lee, I’m trying to help them. I’m watching after the other Marked child. If anything happens, I’ll let you know. And don’t go storming through your camp, asking to see every baby girl. Just trust me, if you still have that in you.”



Lee was livid. “But we’re the Bearers, Troy.”



“Yes. You will ‘seed’ some of the children, and I will ‘foster’ them. I think the Warriors Prophecy explains this – the Leader and Hunter will be from one family, but the Seer and Fighter from another. Loree is the firstborn, so she must be the Leader. That would suggest your coming child will be the Hunter. The other Marked girl was the second child born, so she must be the Seer.” 



Go easy, thought Trok. 



He took a breath before saying for the hundredth time, “I don’t think your interpretations of these prophecies are correct, Lee. It’s like I’ve been saying – the newer prophecies seem to show clearer interpretations of the old. Each new prophecy balances out an older one. The Interceder Prophecy complements the Bearers Prophecy. The Warriors Prophecy goes with the Mark Prophecy. See what I mean? I think the newer prophecies only came to the remnant because we needed clarification.”



As there was a pause, Trok surmised that Lee did at last understand and agree. 



“I still love you, brother. Please, believe me. I’ve been trying to help, not trying to make you angry.”



And I’m sorry I was right about Vedanleé, he thought.



“Lee, you might not play as big a role as you’d like, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t important. Just tone it down a little. Raise your daughter and your coming newborn. We’ll see what comes. Maybe for once we need to let whatever happens happen. The Warriors Prophecy says these four children will be Warriors, and I have no idea what that means. We may be wrong in thinking they’ll be genius scientists who’ll cure the virus. We have no choice but to slow down and make sense of things.” 



“Troy, I can’t believe you’ve hidden this from me.” He was irate, even if he was listening now.



“Honestly, Lee, I wasn’t sure what you’d do if you knew. Until recently, I wasn’t even sure what I knew.” Trok sighed. “And you can stop calling me Troy. You know I go by Trok now. A proper name isn’t necessary in my line of work.” He’d meant this to be funny.



Lee took it another way. “And I’m the one who’s being holier-than-thou, Trok?” With that, he ended the transmission.



Trok switched off the transmitter and glared at the ancient machine. He decided they must never speak again unless face to face. 
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“Take care of them”



 



 



 



Three more years later, Trok stood outside his moonlit, isolated cabin. The porch stairs sagged from rotting wood, and the main door hung loose on its hinges. But no matter. Trok only needed this location as a rendezvous. The Collins family wouldn’t stay long enough to need shelter. 



Trok heard the crunching of snow and turned to see them coming down the moonlit trail. He’d told Drake Collins to bring his family here, since Dominion patrols ignored these woods. Also, the Kota camp they were fleeing was within walking distance. 



“Trok.” Drake Collins was a well-built man, appearing even stockier because of the large coat he wore. He reached with a glove to shake Trok’s bare hand. 



Trok only then remembered the cold of this region. As was usual when he entered time, he physically sensed nothing. He wondered if his bare hands even could get frostbite. 



Refocusing, Trok inspected Roux Collins, a pretty blonde, and the two children. Alex, the Marked girl, had grown and was now four. She stood beside her mother, bundled in warm clothes, peeking up at Trok with blue eyes. Roux held her son in her arms. Ryu was only a year old. 



At long last the Leader, Hunter, Seer, and Fighter of the Warriors Prophecy had entered the world.



Trok swallowed as he examined the children. He had yet to meet Loree or his nephew. 



He faced Drake. “Did anyone give you trouble for leaving?”



The big man shook his head and exhaled a cloud of breath. “No one’s known what to do with us since that nurse discovered Ryu’s Mark. Your brother and the rest of the camp… Well, they’ll notice we’re gone, but I don’t think they’ll question why we left. Everyone knows how awkward life’s been.”



Trok nodded. 



This is so awful, he thought. Lee’s so fixated on being right that he can’t accept these children. Everyone in the camp treats the Collins family like they don’t belong. Now they’re going to leave our people, live in isolation…



 “I’ve spoken with your mother,” he said to Drake. “She’s looking forward to having you stay with her. Are you sure about this?”



Drake looked at his family. “This is best. It’ll be better to live with my mother in her village. I want my children to grow up in a place where they won’t be stared at as either freaks or mankind’s only hope.”



Trok had to agree with this. “You can never tell your new neighbors that you’re Kota. I’ve investigated your mother’s village. I think you’ll be safe there, but you must be careful. If the kids are ever reported to Dominion authorities…”



“We’ll keep their Marks secret.” Roux cradled her son and looked down at her daughter. “We’ll raise them to model the Kota faith, but they’ll grow up oblivious to their…destiny.”



Drake nodded at me, his eyes serious but kind. “We’ll only tell Alex and Ryu the whole truth when you say it’s time. I promise, when the time comes we’ll prepare them for their work.”



Whatever that work may be, thought Trok with a frown. I still don’t know what these children are supposed to do!



But he agreed Drake and Roux’s plan was for the best. 



Trok turned and opened a portal. The burst of red and yellow lights cast a glow over the snowy woods, and Trok heard Alex gasp beside her mother. 



Trok faced the girl and smiled. “Okay. Let’s go meet your grandmother.” 



Drake picked up their daughter, Roux carried their son, and together the Collins family entered the portal. Trok stepped with them into the lights, and once inside he made the hand motion to close the swirl.



It opened again in the living room of a country home on the other side of the Northern Continent. 



 



Outside time



 



After leaving the Collins family in their new home, I reentered the swirling light’s realm. It was then I discovered a new portal window, a new glimpse of the future. Curious, I floated in the lights to see what this future held.



It was devastating.



In less than an hour, I’d finally begin my work as a Bearer. But I couldn’t be happy about why this was so. 



I’ve sensed the end approaching, I thought. When you’ve been at this as long as I have, you learn to recognize the signs. But I’m not ready for this. 



My armband pager activated. I read the screen and saw a message from my brother. The message said only that he needed my help, and I suspected Lee must be desperate if willing to break his long silence.



This only reinforced that this horrible future was already in motion. 



Making the now-familiar motion with my hand, I opened a portal and stared absentmindedly at the snowy forest. I forced myself not to show foreknowledge in my expression, and I prepared to see my brother. Then I stepped into reality.



 



Real time



 



As Trok emerged from the swirling portal, he saw a thick mist hanging over the woods where the Kota remnant camped. The early morning hour meant no one stirred outside the tents. The remnant had been forced into these woods in the northwestern region only a few days ago. In the snow, tracks from the Kota’s few vehicles could still be seen leading up the hill into the camp.



They don’t even know how to cover their tracks, thought Trok. It’s a miracle the Dominion’s taken this long to find them.



Despite the eerie setting, Trok felt no connection with the physical world around him. He did, however, have a strong sense of apprehension.



As Trok approached Lee’s family tent, he saw his brother standing outside its opening. From the look on Lee’s face, Trok guessed his feeling of uneasiness was warranted. 



It was strange to Trok that Lee was bodily older than himself now. Lee’s face was wrinkled, his hair fading, and his eyes were full of stress. Trok knew at once that Lee’s once dignified spirit was defeated. The determined pride of his youth had burned out. Trok had always loved Lee’s confident look, even as quarreling children and later as bickering adults. It was disturbing to see his sullen expression now.



Everything looks exactly the same as the future window showed me, thought Trok. Even Lee. I knew this would be hard…



“Lee, what’s wrong?” Trok kept his voice low so he wouldn’t wake anyone.



“I need your help,” Lee said in a cloudy breath. “The Dominion is coming. Today. We can’t run this time. Somehow they know where we are. Please, I need you to take my children away before the drones get here.”



Trok couldn’t explain his foreknowing sadness to Lee, so he simply nodded. “Okay. I’ll take them.”



Lee let out a short sigh of relief. Had he doubted Trok would help? “Trok, for what it’s worth-”



Trok stepped forward and put his hand on Lee’s shoulder. 



Our quarrels mean nothing now, thought Trok. There’s no time for it. 



“It’s all right, Lee. You were right about one thing; a plan is at work here. Take that as comfort, dear brother. We’ve known I’m meant to foster these children, so now it’s my turn to see if I’m up to the task. I’ll do everything I can for your children. The Dominion won’t get their way. These prophecies will be fulfilled. I promise you that.”



With a sad smile, Lee said, “And you used to be the doubtful one.”



The tent flap opened as a dark-haired, slender, six-year-old girl slipped outside to stand at her father’s side. The girl’s deep green eyes looked up at Trok. Her face was pretty, but her eyes fixed on Trok in a way he’d never seen a child’s look. 



Loree has a bit of her mother in her, thought Trok. But she also looks like…like she has a sense of purpose. My goodness. After five centuries and then some, I’m finally in the presence of the Warrior Leader destined to save Earth. 



It was an incredible thought, and Trok understood why the Kota remnant was equally mystified by the girl. But, seeing this girl now brought his work into perspective. This was a real girl. A real child. And she had a tremendous duty ahead.



Lee also examined his daughter, and apparently he was thinking much the same as his brother. “Loree’s the firstborn child with the Mark. She’s the Leader of the Warriors. These children will wipe evil from Earth, and she will lead them.”



“The two Collins children are safe,” said Trok. “I’ve seen to it.”



Lee nodded with a passable degree of concern. He bent at the waist to his daughter’s level and said in a sweet tone, “Loree, this is Trok, your uncle.”



Just then, a lovely blond woman came out of the tent. Zada cried quietly so she didn’t wake the boy she held. She looked at Trok in slight surprise, but she seemed to know who he was and why he was there. She whispered to him, “Please, take care of them.” 



Them, thought Trok. Not him. Zada cares as much for Loree as she does for her own son. This is a good woman. It’s a shame she didn’t come along first…



Lee took his sleeping son. “This is Zaak.”



Trok exchanged a look with his brother. Neither of them said a word about it, but it was clear from the name that Lee was seeking redemption. Trok had assumed Lee would name his son after himself, but the name ‘Zaak’ showed humility that Trok hadn’t expected. Zaak was named mostly after Zada, as Kota tradition guided. In a way, Lee had honored Trok’s own change in name – he’d acknowledged the Kandoya family name as Trok had done by placing a ‘k’ on the end.



The children’s uncle took Zaak from Lee and looked at Loree where she now peered at him from behind her stepmother. Loree must’ve been told the plan, and Trok was relieved she didn’t object when Lee gently ushered her toward her uncle. Trok adjusted the boy on his side and used his free hand to open a portal. Then he held out this hand for Loree, and she placed her small hand in his.



Now, thought Trok.



Zada shrieked as a portal opened, but Trok knew from his earlier view of this point in future time that the portal hadn’t caused her outcry. The serene peace of morning that had made the situation bearable ended in that moment.



“Vedanleé,” Lee gasped. “What are you doing?”



Trok turned and saw his brother’s ex-wife with a group of Dominion-cloned drone soldiers at the bottom of the hill. Vedanleé’s otherworldly, spindly, golden hair hung to her knees. Trok noted she was still absolutely beautiful, but her beauty had turned unnatural and grotesque at the same time. After a sneer, Vedanleé started running up the hill straight for them. Greater than fifty Dominion drones followed, and Trok knew there’d be no escape for the Kota remnant.



Nothing that followed happened quietly. The drone soldiers swarmed the camp, doing what they were programmed to do. They dragged many terrified Kota men and women out of tents and killed them on the spot. Soon chaos broke out across the hilltop, and the condemned Kota ran for their lives as the drones laid waste to the campsite. Fires erupted among the tents, and cries filled the air as the drones fired their assault weapons into the running crowds.



Trok, disconnected, watched as if this scene moved in slow motion. Then Loree squeezed his hand, and Trok snapped to life and tried to help Lee and Zada find an escape. But, deep down and with increasing awareness, Trok knew there’d be none. 



Vedanleé ran straight for them, and it was clear she’d be no more merciful than the drones. Her eyes turned on Trok when she saw he had her daughter, and her pace quickened.



Lee yelled at him. “Trok, get my children out of here!”



Trok looked at his brother in anguish. “I’m so sorry I can’t do more-”



“Go!” Lee rushed forward and pushed the children and Trok into the portal just as Vedanleé reached the top of the hill.



Trok held the boy as they entered the swirling light, and the girl clung to his other arm. Trok tried to make the motion to close the portal, but Zaak was now wide awake and trying to get free. Loree wouldn’t let go of his other arm. 



Vedanleé struck Lee and Zada aside as she rushed toward the portal’s opening. Trok scrambled to close the portal, but Vedanleé grabbed her daughter’s leg and pulled. Loree screamed in terror, and Trok strained to hold her. Zaak continued to cry and squirm for freedom, and the jostling didn’t allow Trok to focus on the boy’s sibling. Loree screamed again as Vedanleé pulled her halfway back out of the portal. The drones closed in, and Trok knew he had little time.



Vedanleé also realized this and glared at Trok. “You have a choice, Immortal! Give me Loree and escape with the boy, or lose both of them and your own life. It’s up to you. I have no interest in the boy.”



“Why are you doing this?” Trok shouted over the gunfire and screams in the camp. “Veda, the Dominion will kill Loree! You know the prophecies!”



Vedanleé tightened her hold on her daughter. “I’ve made a deal with Thurston. I was to lead his drones to exterminate the Kota, and he was to let me take Loree and go free. He’ll never keep that promise, but I’ve made sure he’ll pay. I’ve used my arts so he’ll perish the instant he sends anyone after Loree or me. I’m going to take her and go free, now that I’ve kept my end of the deal.” For emphasis, she looked behind her at the burning Kota camp. 



Will that curse work? thought Trok. Do such things really work?



Vedanleé locked eyes with him. “Thurston Olander will never kill anyone ever again. My sons will soon rule his Dominion, and Loree and I will be safe. I don’t care about these prophecies. It’s brought me nothing but pain! I just want what’s mine! We’ll disappear, Trok. Loree will be safe. I promise. Just give me what I brought into this world of my own great pain! You know I deserve this! Give me my child, or lose your life and the life of the boy!” She looked frantic.



For a brief instant, Trok felt sorry for the crazed woman. He saw the drones approaching, and his heart sank as he made his decision. He’d seen this of the future, and he at last accepted that it had to be. 



Trok released Loree as the drones reached Vedanleé, and the girl was pulled out of the portal with a final scream. Trok then quickly made the prescribed motion that closed the portal as the drones hurried to reach him.



 



Outside time



 



The portal closed before the drones could enter. 



I floated in the portal’s pulsing lights while the boy clutched my chest. At once, I snapped alive so I was wholly myself again, and I gasped and sobbed as I realized what had happened. 



“No, no, no. Why this way? Why?”



Taking a moment, I sought a way to undo this horror. But, no, there was nothing I could do. As the Interceder, not even I could alter what was meant. I’d seen this catastrophe in a future window, and such futures were never alterable. I should’ve better prepared myself. But no fate had ever struck this close to home. 



My brother was dead. 



Our Kota people were exterminated. 



The Warrior children, the hope for mankind’s future that I’d sought for so long, were scattered. 



I took a deep breath. “Calm down.” I held the boy and closed my eyes. “Think…”



The Collins children were with their parents, for the time, but I suspected they couldn’t hide forever. Loree was lost, but I knew Vedanleé genuinely loved her and would protect Loree for as long as she could. I had Zaak, but I couldn’t think of anyone who’d be able to keep him safe. My only option was to take Zaak somewhere and raise the boy myself. 



Yes, I thought. I’ll raise Zaak. And I’ll train so I can prepare him for anything he might need to do. As the only Marked child in my direct care, Zaak will be the one I’ll use to unite the Warriors. 



I’d watch after each Warrior, but I suspected much would take place before their reunion. Until then, I’d trust that things were under control, though certainly not mine.



Completely inept, I looked down at the boy against my chest. Zaak was staring at the churning lights. He clutched my armband pager and didn’t seem willing to release his grip of me. He was only a toddler, but what potential did he have? I’d seen enough of history to respect how things take time to develop into greatness. Someday, the destined boy in my arms would become one of the four Warriors who’d drive evil from Earth.



What do I know about taking care of a child? I thought. Oh, well. Now I am indeed a Bearer, and my life no longer belongs to me. From now on, these Warrior children are all that matter. I promised Lee that much.





  


Part III

 


 



The Warriors Prophecy



__________
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“I’m an enigma”



 



 



 



Real time 



 



When Thurston Olander’s heir inherited the Dominion throne, he made swift upgrades to the global empire. First, Cruelthor relocated the Dominion seat of power to a metropolis now called Capital City. This was the largest city on the Northern Continent’s northeastern coast. Cruelthor ordered several costly renovations to the Capitol compound, but he allowed himself all the luxury he could afford – and he could afford quite a lot. 



Although only in his mid-twenties and younger than the majority of his subjects, Cruelthor held power none dared question. As new Lord High Commander, he even banished his younger twin, Beathabane, upon his coronation. This exile, Cruelthor coolly explained to the public, had been done as a precaution against Beathabane ever challenging his rule. This turned out to be a brilliant first move, and no one questioned ever again if Cruelthor had a soft spot. It didn’t hurt that Cruelthor possessed mutate-genes which enhanced his physical strength. He had every confidence his rule was secure, and he didn’t even bother appearing cold and ruthless. Everyone knew. Cruelthor was unabashedly proud of being more intelligent, pitiless, and tyrannical than his father – and that ‘great man’ set a pretty high bar.



Bullseye knew her powerful brother was very, very accomplished. It was a bit much to live up to.



A trim-bodied girl of sixteen, she sat tipped on her chair’s back legs and twisted her shoulder-length, dark hair. Bored, she admired the Capitol’s grand meeting hall. The room was fashioned with tiled floors, high ceilings, stained-glass windows, and spiraling pillars. Two marble tables faced each other down the length of the hall. At the far end of the facing tables, Cruelthor’s seat stood like a throne. 



This hall was where Cruelthor gathered the Elite, those chosen few who governed entire regions of the world. Their current discussion focused on what to do with a potentially treacherous, Mainland-Euro executive who might’ve given information to the Underground rebel group. Cruelthor seemed more interested with looking around his grand hall, however, and the Elite were coming to no conclusion. They’d gathered over an hour ago.



Haven’t any of them noticed Cruelthor’s apathy? thought Bullseye. He’s just sitting there, bored, and they keep arguing and shouting. 



She looked at the Elite through her crystal water glass. She recognized them from newscasts and political studies. Malice governed the Northern Continent’s northern region. Crow governed the Mainland-Euro’s central region. Yanka governed the Mainland-Asian’s southern region. Abduction governed the Southern Continent – all of it, except the lost territory in the interior.



From their glances in Bullseye’s direction, she knew none of them had a clue why she was there. True, she was only classified as a member of the Dominion Youth, so she had no real right to be present. And she hadn’t said a word.



Her green eyes swung to examine the man on the throne. Cruelthor wore an earned look of superiority on his chiseled face and a tailor-made suit on his commanding physique. But he wasn’t paying her any attention, so Bullseye ceased her probing. 



Yanka, in the third most common legal language, suggested that the executive in question couldn’t have known what he was doing. He’d always been loyal, so why would he throw away what the Dominion had given him?



Malice, a younger man with an absurdly pointy nose, pulled his blond ponytail in exasperation. He answered Yanka in English, the primary Dominion language, in an obvious attempt to put Yanka in his place. “The Underground undoubtedly offered the executive sanctuary if he gave them information about our cerebral augmentation technology. They’ve already captured a handful of our augmented operatives, so they’ve seen the enhancing effects. The rebels want their own people to undergo the surgery, and they’re offering high rewards for inside information. The executive probably jumped at the chance. I fail to believe he accidentally left that security gate open and accidentally turned the password-lock offline.”



This could go on forever, thought Bullseye. Are all the Elite this dumb? Maybe I don’t want to be one of them. No, of course I do. The rulers of the world may be hotheaded, but they still get to rule the world. If these idiots can be Elite, I can swing it too. What will make them take me seriously? Cruelthor’s not going to introduce me, apparently.



She tipped her chair to sit level. “Sure, but-”



“I’m with Malice.” Crow had earlier been bordering on insubordinate behavior, and now she turned up her nose as she faced the Dominion leader. “Cruelthor, we have to eliminate this executive before he repeats his treason. We can’t wait around to see if he’s loyal or not. Let’s take him out in a show of force. That will send a message.”



“Crow’s wrong, sir,” said Abduction.



Bullseye gulped. As Cruelthor’s trusted friend, Abduction had more liberties than most of the Elite, but there were other reasons he was feared. 



When Cruelthor first made improvements to his empire, Abduction’s region conducted research on the space dimension. Common knowledge said that magnetic storms and lightning involved a slight tear in the dimension of the portal lights. Abduction’s experiments had tried to hold such a tear open longer than usual, but the dimension was impossible to control. During an experiment involving a storm, lightning struck Abduction (or whatever name he’d used at the time), and his subordinates assumed they’d lost him. However, while his physical body was destroyed, he hadn’t exactly died. Some part of him had connected with the space dimension in that brief instant, and his ghost-like being separated from his body. To stay connected to this world, he existed now by inserting himself into other physical hosts. It was a brutal form of possession, and he’d earned his new name well. 



This was disbelieved by the common citizens, but those within the Dominion had seen Abduction take scores of bodies. Hence he was allowed to say and do pretty much whatever he pleased.



Bullseye saw several Elite glance at Abduction and shift in their seats.



I’m not going to argue with him, she thought. Rumor says even Cruelthor is only friends with Abduction because he’s afraid of being possessed if he isn’t friendly. Which is a stupid rumor. Anyone who knows Cruelthor…



“Why is Crow wrong, Ab?” asked Cruelthor smoothly.



“This executive,” Abduction answered, “is head of one of our strongest businesses on the Mainland. He has good relations with local citizens. If we decide to eliminate him, we need to find a subtle way to do it. Rushing in with drones would turn the citizens against us. Using operatives or even wraiths is an option, but we have time to plan. Information on cerebral augmentation is hardly a threat to Dominion control. We don’t need to worry as long as the Underground doesn’t get the necessary equipment. The rebels have no augmentation technology, so what the executive gave them wasn’t that damaging.”



Bullseye tried again. “Why don’t we-”



Malice snorted. “So what? Slay him. He’s done enough to deserve it. We should punish anyone who cooperates with rebels. If we let him go, that sets a bad precedent.”



“I agree,” said Abduction, “but Crow strikes without consideration for effects on our public image.” He glared at the woman.



Crow tossed her dark curls and crossed her arms. “I get results. And I’ll do it again. I’ll send a force of drones after him as soon as I return to the Mainland.”



Yanka countered in a stream of Mandarin. 



“We can’t just rush in,” Abduction insisted at the same time.



“What would you have us do?” shouted Malice. “You’d wait until he gave the rebels the augmenting equipment!”



Oh, I’ve had it! thought Bullseye. If I can’t get into the conversation…



The splattering of water caught the quarreling Elites’ attention. Their heads turned to see the girl holding her drinking glass over her head and pouring the water onto the marble table. The water ran off the stone and onto the floor, and the Elite on either side of her pushed back to avoid getting sprayed. When all the Elite finally hushed, Bullseye tipped her glass upright and set it on the table.



Crow made a face at her. “What are you doing?”



“Do I have your attention now?” Bullseye looked to make sure she did. “Do any of you realize that, while you’re sitting here having a meeting about this executive, none of you know where he is?”



Malice eyed her over from the facing table. “Listen, sweetheart, I don’t know who you think you are, but we’ve been handling this kind of thing since you were in diapers.”



Smiling, Bullseye stood and swung a leg to come around one side of the chair. She knew they were watching, but she kept her eyes on Malice as she crossed the space between the tables. Her boots padded across the floor, but everyone was silent as they sat in confusion. Then she stopped before Malice and smiled at the sitting man. Leaning forward on the table and turning her head to see Cruelthor, she shot out an arm and slammed Malice’s head into the table, breaking his nose. 



The Elite beside him recoiled, but they didn’t move to assist Malice when they saw the smirk of approval on their leader’s face. Malice sat back up and held his bleeding nose, cursing and glaring at the girl. But, he also saw Cruelthor’s smile and did nothing in retaliation.



Bullseye held Malice’s gaze, and she spoke loud enough for the others to hear. “I already eliminated the executive, sweetheart. He’s dead, and the augmentation information was retrieved. I did it quickly and quietly. The public has no idea what happened to him, and a confirmed traitor has been taken care of. Problem solved.” She stood back from the table and crossed her arms. 



I’ve got their attention now, she thought as her heart pound in her chest. I hope this works.



Cruelthor clapped not only to congratulate Bullseye but also to command the Elites’ focus. “That’s enough now. Leave Malice and his wounded pride alone.”



Bullseye obeyed and walked to bow before the Dominion throne. It was an extreme thing she’d just done, but training told her it would work. 



Cruelthor’s impressed, she thought, so that’s what matters. He’s the one who’ll promote me, not the Elite.



“This is Bullseye,” Cruelthor told the others. “I’ve kept her hidden for years, but I know rumors about her are whispered in every corner of the realm. Most of them are true. Bullseye’s worked as an undercover assassin operative for a few years now, but I brought her to this meeting because she’ll soon be joining your ranks as an Elite. The Youth program is no longer suitable, although it’s kept her a secret for some time.”



The Elite looked surprised to learn who she was. And impressed. 



Validation is a wonderful feeling. She’d always had Cruelthor’s support, but earning the respect of others on her own was important to her. Having people respect you because their continuation of life depends on it isn’t quite as gratifying as deserving it.



Cruelthor turned to Bullseye while the Elite shuffled and whispered amongst themselves. “You took an hour to speak up. Why’d you wait so long to tell us you eliminated the executive? I could’ve gone to dinner and back by now.”



“I’m shy, sir.” Bullseye got the chuckle she’d expected. Knowing this was her time to prove herself, she launched into a confident account. “Besides, my instructors taught me to take appraisal of a situation before acting. I wanted to evaluate how the Elite operate. Then I realized I needed to make an example of one of them. I wasn’t sure who to single out until Malice got cocky. The ‘sweetheart’ cinched it.”



Cruelthor’s eyes locked onto hers in a manipulative way that made his other subjects squirm.



Bullseye purposefully never squirmed.



“Ambitious little thing, aren’t you?” Approving, Cruelthor motioned with a manicured hand that she was to leave. “Well done. Now shoo. They’ve seen enough of you for now.”



Bullseye turned and walked down the open space between the tables, and she shot Malice a smirk before sauntering through the double doors of the grand hall. 



When the doors closed behind her, she dropped the mask of confidence and grinned, knowing she’d been lucky everything went so well. She glanced around, then placed her ear to the door. If caught, she’d argue that she was trained to be curious and nosy. Bullseye had little reason to fear punishment – being Cruelthor’s half-sister carried advantages beyond job promotions. If anyone noticed her eavesdropping and knew who she was, it was doubtful she’d even be scolded. 



Of course I’m indulged, she thought. Why wouldn’t I use that to my advantage? Once I’m an Elite, they might not go so easy on me.



Inside the room, Crow was asking, “A child assassin? How’d she go through the necessary training so quickly? She’s only a teenager. I didn’t complete basic training that fast.”



“She is young to be an Elite,” said Abduction.



“Age doesn’t matter,” said Cruelthor. “Bullseye’s mutate-genes have worked since childhood, so she’s had more experience with her abilities than any Youth MOB. Most of those pubescent twerps are only beginning to show their gifts. Edlyn, her instructor, tells me Bullseye has flown through the Youth courses. Her mutate-genes give her perfect hand-eye coordination, hence her code name. Obviously that’s why we use her as an assassin. And, she’s also developing her stealth-like ability to dematerialize, becoming undetectable to the human eye or security systems. I know what you’re thinking, but somehow it is possible. I’ll show you the video from one of her training sessions, if you like. Believe me that this sixteen-year-old girl is invaluable as an assassin operative and quite ready to be an Elite. She did manage to take care of the executive you were at a notable loss to control.”



Bullseye smiled against the door.



Yanka cleared his throat. In his native tongue, he told Cruelthor he’d heard stories. Everyone knew that Cruelthor, the unmentionable twin brother who was dead to them all, and this girl shared the same mother – Vedanleé. It was this woman who’d had some involvement in Cruelthor’s great father’s death. They knew Cruelthor’s own twin wouldn’t serve him. What if Bullseye turned traitor like Beathabane? Perhaps the girl had been influenced against the Dominion by her mother.



That perked up Bullseye’s ears. They weren’t allowed to speak of Vedanleé, but Bullseye naturally wanted to know all as she could about her mother.



“Are you questioning my will?” asked Cruelthor with tense playfulness. “I think you’re missing the golden link in this little chain of command we have here, Yanka. Me sovereign; you expendable. See how well that works?”



“Your own great father,” said Crow, “tried to slay Vedanleé, this girl, and all your people, sir. We know those stories too, although they’re older.”



Cruelthor sighed, and Bullseye imagined him rubbing his eyes in exasperation. “Do I need to inject one of you with the virus to prove my seriousness? Honestly, am I not strict enough? I doubt the Caesars, Stalin, or Hitler had to say, ‘Because I said so.’ Should I bring out the DRK?”



“No, sir,” came the unanimous answer.



Everyone knew that, while his forefather’s had used the DRK treatment to gain power, Cruelthor was using the virus to keep it. As in the old system, the Dominion Elite, operatives, executives, and specially selected citizens were still routinely given DRK treatment injections. These chosen few received injects on a timetable so the mysterious protection remained in their blood, giving them immunity for a certain time until its potency faded. Along with this old system, Cruelthor had added a new policy – private Dominion labs now stored the DRK virus. If anyone did anything illegal, they no longer simply lost their DRK treatment privileges. Now, even common citizens who dared commit a crime were injected with the DRK. This made Cruelthor’s grip even tighter than before, and the crime rate had steadily dropped. There was always the danger of catching the virus by accident, but the threat of being directly injected made many fall in line. 



Cruelthor toyed with the Elite. “Are you sure I shouldn’t call the lab? I can have them whip up a nice warm batch of DRK in no time if you-”



“It’s reasonable to have concerns,” Abduction hurried to defend. “When Vedanleé escaped with the girl, your father raged about their survival – we all saw that and watched him slip into madness. Many say that, in his last days, your father insisted that this girl would end the Dominion. Something in his hysterical rantings was about how a prophecy concerning her spelled the empire’s ruin. Sir, it’s my belief that your father feared this girl more than anything he’d ever encountered.”



“Yes, father was a paranoiac. Lucky for me, he told me everything before he died. Knowing what he did, I would’ve gotten rid of our people too. I don’t understand why my grandfather or those before him didn’t do it themselves.” Cruelthor sighed. “I know what my father feared from Bullseye, but I’ve made precautions. She knows nothing that could end the Dominion. I’m not worried. This prophecy nonsense is a little hard to swallow.”



“You said yourself that her mutate-genes developed early,” said Crow. “And no one in the history of the MOB has ever had skills of dematerialization. There’s something strange about her, sir. Bullseye spent her early years with your mother, and Vedanleé was a witch.”



“Magic,” Cruelthor said with a laugh. “No, Bullseye’s abilities are completely within the realm of science. The girl is not your concern. As my followers, your duty is to follow me. Simple, but I can see you’re having problems with the concept.”



Yanka wondered aloud what would happen if Bullseye was dangerous, as Cruelthor’s father had feared. Cruelthor should slay her, as his father had wished. Why take the risk?



“The risk? My father was a suspicious, paranoid control freak. That’s what killed him – he didn’t have the strength to maintain our vast empire. I do. Bullseye follows me. So what if there is a prophecy? I’m not afraid. As far as I can tell, a prophecy only means this girl has power. That’s why I brought her to live where I can guide her – unlike my father, I want to harness her power instead of destroy it. Bullseye’s skills are unparalleled, and she is of incredible use to me. Here, I’ve already trained her power to serve my will. I want that power here!” An echoing crack suggested he’d broken the armrest of his throne. Cruelthor’s voice lowered as he added, “Believe me, all of you. There’s no reason to fear the ancient dream of a dead people. Bullseye will follow me. We’re family.”



Bullseye heard chairs rake against the tiled floor, and the eavesdropper knew the Elite were departing. She backed away from the door and quickly made her way through the twists and turns of the Capitol compound to the Youth barracks.



What’s all this prophecy stuff? she thought. I’ve never heard anything about this. Sure my abilities are a little unusual, but is there some hidden power in me? And Cruelthor’s father wanted me dead because of this prophecy? 



She tried to recall her studies.



I’ve read historical accounts, she thought. I know Cruelthor’s father strove to eradicate the rest of our Kota people. But that was because he feared a prophecy about me? I lived with the Kota when I was little, but I don’t remember anything…



She remembered her father and early childhood only as one remembers something slightly more real than a dream, and she remembered her mother only a little better. Cruelthor was right; he was the only family she knew. Vedanleé had sent her to the Dominion when Bullseye was only seven, and Cruelthor had taken Bullseye in and given her things she never would’ve had elsewhere. 



The Dominion gave me everything, she thought. Now some prophecy says I want to end the Dominion? That’s ridiculous! Luckily, even if Cruelthor’s father wished me dead, Cruelthor doesn’t. In fact, it sounds like he thinks I’m incredibly valuable. He sees that I have worth. He’s training me and giving me everything I could ever want. I… Okay, I don’t love Cruelthor like I vaguely recall loving my long-lost parents. And deep down, I can’t worship him as a hero. But I’d die for him – many a mission he’s sent me on has proven my loyalty. If Cruelthor believes in me, there’s no reason to worry about this prophecy ruining my potential career.



Youth members walked the halls, and several looked at her with a mixture of awe and jealousy. She tried to avoid eye contact.



These guys want me dead and out of the top ranks, she thought. They want operative-level status for themselves, if only for my living arrangements. No roommate. My own-



A muscular boy jabbed her with his elbow as he walked by. “Watch it, cha!”



A bolt of pain radiated from the collision, and Bullseye stifled a cry. In pain, she hurried up the hall to her living compartment. She entered her room, closed the door with her leg, and held her side. With a gasp of pain, she ran to the bathroom and vomited in the sink.



Lucky shot, she thought as she wiped her mouth.



Wincing, she stripped off her shirt. The young assassin then looked in the mirror and saw a massive bruise on her side where the executive’s bodyguard had kicked her. It hadn’t been an easy mission, but she’d chosen not to reveal this to Cruelthor. 



Bullseye paused as she looked at her reflection. The mirror returned a less confident expression than the one she’d plastered on for Cruelthor and the Elite. Her eyes shone less proud, her posture less carefree. 



I look more like the driven, eager-to-impress girl I am, she thought. But no one gets to see this girl. Guess my undercover training has been useful in real life too – I have a variety of masks to slap on when I need them. This hurt like hell when I was with the Elite, but they didn’t notice, did they? I can hide whatever I want. As long as I keep my head, I bet I can do this forever. 



In a more sedate mood now, Bullseye left the bathroom. She removed an antique knife from her boot and set it on her table before kicking off her boots. Next, Bullseye looked at her bunk, realizing she was too sore to climb into bed. Instead she lay on the floor and forced herself not to cry out in pain, and she controlled her breathing the way her instructor had trained her.



 Out the corner of her eye, Bullseye saw the birthmark on her upper arm near her shoulder. She let her mind wander. This strange, crossed-circle-shaped blemish was a nuisance because she couldn’t get rid of it, but it was helpful in getting her mind off of things. Cruelthor said it was just something she’d been born with, but she always wondered why it wouldn’t go away with laser removal. She’d tried to have it removed several times, but the birthmark reappeared within days. Deciding it wasn’t worth the hassle, she’d stopped having it removed.



Bullseye tried to touch the birthmark, but the pain of reaching across her body stopped her. She lay still and bit her lip. Hearing her door open, she forced herself to sit up and ignore the sting.



“What are you doing down there? Are you hurt?”



Edlyn, her Youth instructor, stood in the living compartment’s open doorway. Edlyn had Mainland-Asian roots, and her olive skin was shadowed by dark locks that hung to her chest. Her normally upbeat expression was turned to one of concern. Edlyn wasn’t old enough to be Bullseye’s mother, but she filled the position effectively. (Although Cruelthor was her family, Edlyn was the only person she really loved. Bullseye would never admit this. Explaining one’s feelings was a sign of weakness to hide. This was a good defensive strategy, however much it stunted personal relationships.)



Still sitting on the floor, Bullseye motioned behind her instructor. “Shut the door, Edy. What do you want?”



Edlyn closed the door and came to stand in front of her pupil. “They haven’t been able to study your genetics in the lab. When I asked the doctors, they said there wasn’t anything they could examine. You don’t have any records or samples on file.”



Bullseye now remembered she’d asked her instructor to look into her medical records. If she wanted to perform to the best of her ability, she had to know everything she could about her abilities. The news that she couldn’t investigate her medical information was disappointing. 



“Why aren’t there any? I’m on the DRK treatment injection schedule. There must be record of-”



“No, there’s nothing,” Edlyn cut in. “Bulls, I shouldn’t poke around. I know you’re on the DRK schedule, so that’s the first place I checked. Your injection records are classified, I’m guessing so no one can look in your related medical file. I mean, your records are more protected than any I’ve ever seen. None of the tests on your mutate-genes are accessible. The doctors I talked to said your blood samples from when you first dematerialized were confiscated from their lab. I don’t know why everything is so confidential, but I don’t think I need to explain my reasons for giving up. I’m sorry. I can’t risk getting caught poking my nose into something I don’t even understand.”



Bullseye frowned. “Yeah, I don’t blame you. Sorry. I thought maybe there’d be a medical explanation for how I dematerialize. If my information is classified, then I’ll just have to figure this out on my own. Why would my med files be classified?”



“I don’t know. But, hey, whatever your mutate-genes are doing, it’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen. When you first got here, your hand-eye coordination was explainable, but this whole invisibility thing is beyond me. And it’s getting stronger, isn’t it? I’ve seen that much during your training sessions.”



“Yeah.” Bullseye chuckled in memory. “Let’s be glad I’ve figured out how to dematerialize my clothes with me now.”



Edlyn shook her head in wonder. “I’ve never seen anything like it. How do you do it?”



“I don’t know. That’s why I was hoping you’d find something in my med file.”



“Okay, so we don’t know how you do it, but what does it feel like? You have superb control of it now, so you must be able to feel it out when it happens.”



Bullseye tried to compose enough words to explain. She’d been just as amazed as everyone else when the ability first manifested itself. Since then she’d had time to practice, and she wasn’t afraid anymore. Still, it was very strange. 



“The first time was a real shock. I was training for stealth with Matsuri, and he caught me as I was sneaking up on the attack dummies. Mat was going to grab my arm and use it to get control for the win, but I somehow made my arm…fade away. Mat’s arm went right through where mine should’ve been, and I looked down and saw that my ID tag had fallen out of my nonexistent hand.”



Edlyn nodded, remembering that much.



“I think it has something to do with the space dimension. I always see the edges of my materialized parts flicker red and yellow like the light of the portals. It’s like my matter goes into the space dimension, and I’m so interwoven on so small a scale that no one can see me. I go invisible because my body is broken up and put into the space between…air, I guess. No one can feel me either because I’m in a…matter limbo. I can move around objects and go through slivers of space. I don’t think I stretch or change form or anything. My body’s always…in my normal shape. I just move through the space around the smallest particles.”



“So…” Edlyn tried to help. “On a microscopic level, it’s probably like water moving around rocks or through a screen?”



“Yeah, I guess so. And, I feel a tingling, burning sensation like the one I get whenever I use my mutate-genes. Only, when I dematerialize, the tingling burn is outside my skin, not inside like when my mutate-genes kick in.”



It’s impossible to describe, she thought.



“That first time with Matsuri, I really had to concentrate to pull my arm back together. My ID tag lay on the floor, but my hand didn’t have a cut or anything. When you reported what happened and those doctors took me to the lab, I did it again for them. They took readings and samples – I guess we’ll never know if they found answers. But I remember Cruelthor didn’t seem that surprised. He just told me he thought my new skill would be useful and that I should keep practicing.” 



“Yeah. He ordered me to set aside time to let you practice.”



Bullseye nodded, then shrugged. “You know the rest. I’ve dematerialized in training sessions ever since. I can make my whole body – and my clothes, and small objects I’m holding – invisible by slipping my matter into the space dimension.” She frowned. “I don’t know how it works. Believe me, I’m even more curious than you are. That’s why I’ve been trying to find some answers.”



Edlyn was thinking. “This has to be why your med files are closed. You’re sure the lab crew didn’t say anything when you were tested that first time?”



“Not to me. But Cruelthor sure got there in a hurry, so they must’ve found something. They did put me onto the idea of the space dimension because they analyzed my genes and didn’t find anything new. They tested my blood, took a spinal tap, did an MRI. None of that seemed to give them any answers.” Bullseye thought a moment. “I remember a couple of scientists used equipment I didn’t recognize. I think it was stealth technology, working with electromagnetic light waves, radiation, that kind of thing.” 



Edlyn raised an eyebrow. “That might make sense. Mutate-genes were first created by radiation during genetic experimentation, right? Since you’re a MOB, you must have that same radiation. Maybe it’s the radiation that somehow lets you dematerialize into the space dimension.”



“Yeah…” Bullseye twisted her mouth in thought. “You know that tingling burn I feel? What if it’s from the radiation? When I only make a part of myself invisible, I focus the sensation there. It might work like controlling body heat – strong in some places and weaker in others. I can make my clothes dematerialize because I drive the sensation over my skin where the clothes are, although the thinner and tighter the clothes the better. The stealth-like radiation really might be a part of this. It would account for the tingling burn I feel. All MOB have radiation because of how mutate-genes work, but it must work differently in me for some reason. None of the other MOB ever know what sensation I’m talking about, but…”



Wait a second, she thought. If this whole thing means I’m different from everybody else, does this have to do with the power in me that Cruelthor’s father feared? Are my strange abilities a part of whatever Cruelthor was talking about?



Edlyn sighed and knelt on the floor beside Bullseye. “It’s incredible, however it works. No one’s ever been able to control the space dimension – Abduction learned that the hard way. You’re a real miracle, Bulls. I’ve been telling the other instructors you’re no normal sixteen-year-old. You reason like a training manual and behave like an adult, but that’s just from training. These skills are beyond known mutate-genetic abilities.”



“Yeah, I’m an enigma.” Bullseye thought back on what she’d overheard.



“No, I mean it. Someday…” Edlyn shook her head.



Bullseye looked at her instructor.



I wonder if Edy knows about this prophecy, she thought. If this power is what makes my abilities so unique, that’s probably what Cruelthor wants hidden in my files. I can’t admit eavesdropping on Cruelthor’s private meeting, but I might be able to get at this another way. If my abilities come from the power Cruelthor’s father feared, then it must connect to my mother and to our Kota people somehow. If Edy thinks I’m curious about my mother, she might let slip other secrets they’re not telling me. I want to know why I can do what I do!



Bullseye tried to appear innocent. “I’ve only been able to dematerialize since coming to the Dominion. I couldn’t do it when I lived with my mother. Of course, I was only seven when I left, and it was ridiculous enough that I could use my mutate-genes that early. With Vedanleé, I only had perfect aim.”



Edlyn’s expression flashed with understanding. “You know Cruelthor doesn’t want anyone talking about her. Especially with you.”



“Yep, that’s true.” Bullseye made no attempt to hide her intentions now. “I’m just wondering if my mother’s magic has anything to do with my abilities. She was teaching me to be a witch like her. I remember some of what she taught me. It was scary stuff. Maybe the magic is responsible for my dematerializing. Maybe it was a part of our people’s magic and I’ve inherited power because of it.”



“We shouldn’t be talking about this.”



“But nobody ever tells me anything about my mother or anything useful! I have to scrap around for information on my own. Edy, if you can’t get into my med file, can’t you at least tell me what you know about my mother? It’d be better than nothing.”



The older woman relented. 



That’s one of her flaws, thought Bullseye. Edy caves if you poke a little emotional sympathy.



“Okay,” said Edlyn. “I never met Vedanleé because I wasn’t in the Dominion yet when she was here. All I know is that she fought with Cruelthor’s father and left. She ended up with the rest of your people. Then you were born, and something happened. Vedanleé came back to the Dominion and bargained with Cruelthor’s father. He agreed to help her get you back, and she agreed to lead him to your people where they were hiding.”



“How were we separated in the first place?”



“I don’t know. Anyway, Cruelthor’s father told Vedanleé he’d let the two of you live in peace. Everyone knew he was lying. Vedanleé must’ve known it too, and she put a curse on him if he broke his deal by coming after her. When the Dominion exterminated the Kota, Vedanleé slipped away with you and went off into hiding. Cruelthor’s father sent assassins after her, but he went mad and died. Then Cruelthor took over. Cruelthor sent for you, and your mother agreed that he could raise you in a better environment. Vedanleé went back to wherever she’d been living and left you in your brother’s care. You were seven. You know the rest. I don’t know if her magic did anything to you or not.”



Bullseye nodded. She’d heard it all before, but something was missing. Something had to be missing. Whenever she heard this story, she always thought they were leaving parts out. Now that she knew a power was inside her, Bullseye suspected whatever they were hiding had to do with it. 



I’d never use my abilities against the Dominion, she thought, so why won’t Cruelthor let me know about them? Doesn’t he know how loyal I am?



Edlyn gave her a weak smile. “I swear, Bulls, that’s all I know. You need to drop these questions about your mother. It must be hard, but your life doesn’t leave room for these kinds of questions. You aren’t allowed to be an ordinary young woman, and your mother is gone. You need to forget about these things. Cruelthor wouldn’t be happy if he knew we were talking about her.” 



Bullseye paused and traced a pattern on the floor. Edlyn thinking she was so interested about her mother made her wonder if maybe she should be. But she just wasn’t wired that way. 



“Yeah, I know I should drop it. Cruelthor factored that psychologist who tried to help me recall my early childhood.”



Edlyn rose to her feet. “I should go. By the way, I thought I’d give you a heads-up on your next mission. The Underground stole a transport full of cerebral augmentation equipment this morning. That’s why they wanted the augmentation info from that executive. We think they’re planning to operate on citizens so Dominion executives will have competition for top-ranking business positions. You and Matsuri are being sent to the medical facility where the Underground is storing the equipment. It’s one of our own facilities, or so we thought. Apparently the rebels have had control of it for months. Your orders are to bomb the building. The mission is to send a message as much as anything, so you’ll destroy the equipment right along with the rest of the facility. There’s no need to recover it.”



This new trouble put the past discussion aside, and Bullseye scowled. “Great. Another assignment and I’m not healed from the last one.”



“So you are hurt?”



Bullseye nodded and raised her arm to reveal the bruise.



“Do you want me to pull you from the mission? I can pass it along to another team.”



“No, I’ll be fine.”



“You don’t look fine.”



Bullseye shook her hair in her face. She felt tears of frustration coming, and she didn’t want to break down in front of her instructor. “I don’t want to flush my shot at this promotion. Cruelthor’s only pushing me so I’ll be ready to be an Elite. I need to be an Elite, Edy.”



Edlyn paused. “Do you even know what you’d be leading as an Elite, Bulls?”



“Sure. Cruelthor said I’d be assigned half of Diablo’s region on the Mainland-Euro.” 



“That’s not what I meant. How often have you been in the outside world? Not undercover – that’s different. You lived in isolation with your mother. You’ve been kept a secret since you got here. Now Cruelthor thinks you’d be capable of governing an entire region? You don’t know what it’s really like out there. You haven’t seen enough. I’m not sure you know how to govern to the extent necessary. He keeps forgetting you’re only sixteen.”



This is the one thing I need, thought Bullseye. Can’t Edlyn see that? 



Bullseye tried not to glare at her instructor as she held her voice under control. “This double life inside the Youth is killing me, and for what? I haven’t been groomed and educated this whole time just to end up an assassin. Besides, it’s not like assassin operatives have particularly lengthy lifespans, so is that what you want for me?”



“No, Bulls. I only meant-”



“I can’t explain it, but I know I’m meant to be a leader.” Bullseye was sure of this with every fiber of her being. She again fought back tears. “I have to be an Elite, Edy. Once I am, things will make sense.”



Edlyn looked at her. “Okay. I’ll expect to see you first thing in the morning for mission briefing.” With that, she turned to the door and left.



Bullseye held her aching side, rose, and pulled a blanket off her bunk. Wrapping herself in the blanket, she lay back on the floor and tried to get comfortable.



So what if I am isolated? she thought. It’s not like there’s anything better out there. I have to focus and stop questioning everything. If this is all some big secret, I shouldn’t pry. Cruelthor has his reasons, I’m sure. I have to stick to my work and prove I’m worth the trouble. I really should sleep now…



After lying on the floor for an hour and listening to the shuffles from the hall outside, she sat up. “Flush sleep.”



Bullseye grabbed clothes, changed, and headed out. After she opened the door to the corridor, she focused on her body and felt a tingling, burning sensation on her skin that she’d come to recognize. For the briefest instant, she saw her body flicker with reddish light. Then, feeling that her body was now in that strange, other state, she walked through the cracked doorway. Once on the other side, she materialized her hand to solid form and shut the door. Bullseye concentrated to dematerialize again and walked unseen down the hall. 



A roaming Youth cut off her path, but this was no problem. She continued walking, and her matter inside the space dimension commingled with his for the briefest instant as they passed. Turning, she saw that he hadn’t sensed anything. Bullseye strolled by the oblivious guards at the exterior exit and stopped long enough to see nothing on the security monitor where she stood. Next she turned to the closed exit. This was her greatest challenge at the moment, so she concentrated extra hard on the crack of the double doors. Then, she stepped through the doors – literally – by focusing on the slight gap between them. 



In the cool moonlight, she let go of her focus and came back into visible existence. After a quick check, she smiled. She’d once again kept her clothes on through the dematerialization process. Free now, she walked into the Youth’s recreational yard. The sound of a bouncing ball reached her from the courts. 



Well, she thought, let’s meet the other Youth defiant enough to be out after curfew.



“Yo, cha!” The greeting definitely came from a Youth.



Bullseye looked around and saw a tough-looking, short-haired, blond girl sitting on the back of a bench beside the ball courts. The girl tried to appear threatening, but she was caught off-guard to find a stranger on her turf this late after curfew. A smaller, dark-skinned girl sat with her, but she seemed reliant on her friend for security. Three guys played ball on the court, but they stopped long enough to size her up. By the lights coming from the roof of the compound, Bullseye saw their faces and recognized each from the Youth profiles she’d studied. Even together they weren’t much of a threat.



“Who are you?” 



The young man who addressed Bullseye she knew to be Jib. He was around her age, well-built, and tall. His dark skin made him difficult to see against the night. Erik, his pale friend beside him, stuck out like a beacon. The third teen, Ian, was nondescript but did nothing to hide he was checking her out. Nikki, the tough girl on the bench, also saw this and wasn’t pleased. The dark-skinned girl, Lilae, didn’t look like she wanted to get involved.



Time to slip on a mask of superiority, thought Bullseye. They’re trying to intimidate me, and that certainly means they don’t know who I am! That gives me the advantage. I bet I can have a bit of fun with them. And they might be useful… They’ll be my unknowing test subjects.



“What are you doin’ here, cha?” Erik sounded annoyed.



“I’m just lookin’ for some glow.” (Despite the fact that she spent most of her time on her own, she did know how to talk like the Youth. It was essential for survival whenever she had to blend in among her peers.)



Jib seemed in charge, and he dribbled the ball between his legs. “Wanna go?”



She laughed. “Me? You don’t wanna play me.”



“Come on. You can’t be that chief.” Jib grinned.



Bullseye held out her arms. “Don’t say I didn’t warn ya. First shot’s yours.”



Jib walked to the line, and he took only a second to shoot. The ball fell through the chained hoop, and he ran to catch the ball before it hit dirt. Turning to Bullseye, he passed the ball to her with a grin.



“Your turn, new cha,” Nikki taunted from the sidelines.



From where she stood near the edge of the court, Bullseye looked at the hoop. She felt a tingling burn run through her body as her mutate-genes kicked in her perfect hand-eye coordination. Bullseye next locked eyes on her opponent. With a quick motion of her arm, she threw the ball in the direction of the hoop without looking. She saw Jib’s eyes widen as she heard the ball pass cleanly through the chains.



“Whoa.”



Bullseye smirked as she stepped to lean in on her flummoxed competitor. Having long since learned to ignore the hormonal drives of adolescence, she still knew what effect this would have on him. As she expected, Jib’s teenage body tensed as she leaned close to whisper in his ear, “How about we call it a draw? I wouldn’t want you to look shoddy in front of your chas.”



Jib threw a quick glance at the two girls. “Deal. I’m Jib, by the way.” He uneasily took a step back, and he motioned to his friends. “These guys are Ian and Erik. The chas are Lilae and Nikki.”



Bullseye looked at the group. “You can guess who I am now? I’ve heard the rumors about the cha who can’t miss what she’s shootin’ at.” When they nodded, she bobbed her head at the far perimeter wall. “Wanna get outta here?”



Nikki turned to Ian and the others. “She has her shots, you guys. Bulls over there has nothin’ to sweat with the treatment pumpin’ through her veins. She’s gonna get us factored! Flush it.” Nikki backed away, expecting her friends to follow.



The punishment of DRK injection always loomed over the Youth. Few were on the treatment schedule. It wasn’t unreasonable to fear viral injection for leaving the compound unauthorized after curfew. These Youth seemed particularly aware of the risk, and no doubt this wasn’t their first time breaking curfew.



“Fine, stay in here.” Bullseye waved around the yard. “I’m just offerin’ a little off-compound glow.”



The Youth exchanged glances and wordlessly debated the way a group of close friends can. Finally, Jib smiled at her. As the rest of the group stepped to join Bullseye, Nikki hung back and crossed her arms. Bullseye waved to Nikki before turning to lead the others toward the perimeter wall. As they ran across the yard, Bullseye heard Nikki catching up.



Good, little sheep, she thought.



The Youth scaled the wall and jumped over the far side before guards could spot them. They landed on a sidewalk that ran along the street outside. A topless recreation vehicle sat parked not far away, and it didn’t take long for Nikki to override the security system. Soon they were cruising away from the compound in the direction of Old Dunt, a nearby city on the coast.



With wind blowing her hair, Bullseye leaned forward from the back seat to shout in Nikki’s ear while the girl drove. “Where’d you learn to boost cars?”



“Every girl needs a skill.” Nikki took a drink from a bottle Ian had found in the front seat. “I was on my own without anyone to sponsor me for the Youth program. So, I stole cars and sold them for enough kronar to pay my own way.”



“It’s great having a loaded girlfriend,” said Ian.



Nikki slugged him. Ian laughed.



Erik, sitting beside Bullseye, spoke quietly so the others wouldn’t hear. “Nikki’s parents died in a rebel uprising a few years ago. Their family restaurant was right next to a Dominion financial institute. When the rebels blew up the one, they got the other by accident. Nikki was on her own and would’ve had to… Well, it would’ve been an unpleasant life. She wanted in the Dominion bad. When we graduate, she’s hopin’ to be a Dominion executive so she can be in business like her parents always wanted. Nikki’s a bitch sometimes, but she’s really determined.”



Bullseye had heard a few similar Youth stories. Kids usually had sponsors or family connections or exceptional MOB abilities that got them into the program. A kid earning their own way was rare. 



Huh, thought Bullseye. Maybe I like this girl after all.



 



Much later, the Youth drank on the roof of a skyscraper overlooking Old Dunt. Erik stood on the ledge shouting nonsense at the world, and Lilae was trying to talk him down. Nikki and Ian were making out under a satellite dish. Bullseye and Jib lay on their backs, looking up at the occasional star that shone through the haze of the city. 



Bullseye handed back their shared bottle, her head starting to swoon. “Enough for me, thanks.”



“Ooh. Has the super-cool assassin hit her limit?”



I’m way past my limit, she thought, but even drunk I can handle you people. Drinking and manipulating sheep into liking me – this is what qualifies as a fun Friday night. Besides, I need to blow off some steam.



“I’m chief,” she told Jib. “I just thought you might not be able to afford liquor like this very often. Enjoy it while you can. I doubt Nikki will buy another round, and I’m not going back to that liquor store.”



Jib laughed. “Ouch. Okay, yeah, I’m not at your pay grade. Back off.” He looked over at her. “You’re technically classified as a Youth, but you’re also an operative already, right? Is it as chief as I’m hopin’?”



Her head swam with every move now, so she closed her eyes and held still. At least the alcohol had a numbing effect on her bruised and battered side. “You want to be an operative?” 



“Sure do. Wanna put in a good word for me?”



“I could do that.” It’d be helpful if Jib needed her alive for something. “Got your code name picked out?” 



“Nah. Don’t wanna jinx it. What’s your real name, anyway?”



Eyes still closed, she scowled. “I don’t remember my name. I’ve been Bullseye since I came to the Dominion, and…” In her memory, she could see her mother’s face calling to her, but what was being called was inaudible. “Well, I was seven, and I don’t remember much before that.”



“Why not?”



Bullseye opened her eyes. The stars above danced in her vision. Whether from her level of inebriation or the mental strain of the day, she answered honestly. “My psychologist thinks I suffered a traumatic event and blocked out my early childhood. I remember bits and pieces, but nothing concrete. I remember my mom a little. And my dad, but nothing about him, just his face. My shrink says it’s odd because I have an exceptional memory otherwise, so I must’ve experienced something traumatic.”



But I’m also not supposed to remember my mother, she thought. Cruelthor doesn’t want me to…



“Can I have another drink after all?” She faced Jib again, who now lay with his head propped on his muscular arm.



That’s a pose if ever I saw one, she thought. Sorry, dude. I’m better at this than you.



 Jib slid the bottle to her. As she took a drink, he said, “There are tons of stories about you, ya know. You’re a big mystery. Everyone knows you’re Cruelthor’s half-sister, but I’d heard once that you were kidnapped.”



“Nope. Mom brought me here for a better life. And I do. It’s super. I’m a super, awesome mystery of a girl.”



I’m starting to sound dumb, she thought.



“Enough about me.” She rolled on her side to face him. “The whole point of this outing was that I befriend you people, and I haven’t asked you anything about yourself.”



“Oh, that’s what you’re doin’ with us lowly children?”



Oops, she thought.



But Jib seemed to think her statement only part of her bravado. “Well, okay, let’s see… I’m a bit of a mystery too, ya know. I’m damaged.”



Bullseye laughed and almost snorted out the drink she’d just swallowed. “How so?”



Jib grew very serious. “I was kidnapped. That happens, I’m sure you know. When the Dominion finds a particularly talented MOB, they first approach the family and offer admission to the Youth program. If refused, the Dominion next tries bribery. If that fails, they take the kid. I don’t even remember my parents. Guess we have that in common.”



Bullseye regretted laughing at him. “Oh, I…” 



A huge grin spread on his face, his white teeth shining. “Gotcha. I had sponsors, and I visit my parents every couple of months.”



Bullseye punched him half-strength in the arm. But she had to laugh. “Does that sob story usually work on girls?”



“Yeah. That’s my first approach. If that fails, I have other ways. –Hey, I’m like the Dominion!” 



She rolled her eyes and took another drink. 



“See here.” Jib opened his mouth wide and stuck out his tongue.



“I’m not sure what I’m looking at.”



With his mouth still open, he said, “In my ack hov hote.”



She rolled her eyes but looked closer.



Inside the back of Jib’s mouth near his tonsils, two small jets of flame burst in a poof. He closed his mouth and grinned. “I volunteered for a rather interesting experiment. They put an implant in my throat that shoots out a chemical. It reacts with air to create fire. I can control it so it sprays out of my mouth like a flamethrower.”



“Dragon,” she blurted. She set down the bottle and looked at him. “Your operative code name should be Dragon.”



Jib smiled. “Yeah, that’s perfect.”



Then, Bullseye laughed at herself and rolled on her back again. “How many girls fall for that? I can’t be the first to see how obvious your code name could be.”



“Well, you’re the first to catch me. You’re out of my league, cha.”



Bullseye smiled. She had an idea, sat up, and checked on the others. Nikki and Ian were still going at it. Lilae sat by herself, gazing up at the stars. Erik was peeing over the edge of the building. 



Such are my new friends, she thought. These idiots better be worth my time.



She stumbled to her feet and put out a hand for Jib. “Get up. There’s something I wanna do with you.”



Jib raised an eyebrow in interest, took one more drink, and accepted her hand to stand. “I’m all yours. What do ya have in mind?”



Bullseye pointed to an empty space on the rooftop. “Sparring. You want me to put in a good word for you? Then I need to test if you’d make a decent operative. Besides, you’ve shown me your little trick. Now I’ll show you mine. I’ll bet anythin’ you want that you can’t singe a hair on my head.”



Jib grinned down at her. “You’ll bet anything I want?”



She nodded once, hard, which was a bad idea as her brain pounded against her skull. “Yep. Won’t matter. I’m gonna win.”



 



She’s a girl, and she’s throwing knives at a tree stump. She isn’t even paying attention to where she’s throwing the knives, but she hits the stump every time. Her mother looks on, smiling, from their small tent. When she walks to her mother with the knives in hand, her mother tells her to keep one of the ancient knives as a gift. Suddenly, a squad of Dominion drones storms out of the woods into their campsite. Her mother doesn’t look surprised, and she holds her by the hand as the drones prepare to take her with them. She kicks and screams for her mother, but the drones drag her away.



Bullseye woke and looked around before realizing she was back in her living compartments. She lay on her bunk, dressed in clothes from the night before. Her hairline felt sweaty from the dream. She dropped her head back onto the pillow and rubbed her eyes. 



How’d I get home? she thought. I remember the rooftop in Old Dunt… Something about fire… 



She looked down at herself and saw a hole burned in her shirt. Her skin underneath was fine. 



What happened? she thought.



Her injured side throbbing, she climbed off the bunk. She changed into workout clothes and hesitated a moment before going to her table and replacing the familiar knife in her boot. She took a breath, then hurried out. She had to meet Matsuri for their morning exercises.



Rounding the last corner, Bullseye saw she was late. Inside the training room, her partner was already working with Edlyn on the mats. They looked to be finishing warm-up exercises. As Edlyn went into a side room, Bullseye snuck into the training room, dropped to the mat, and hurried through her warm-ups.



Matsuri dusted off his blond hair and made a face at her, displeased with her late arrival. Although only two years older than Bullseye, Matsuri always tried to act as if he had some responsibility for her. He’d protected her since they were kids. A year ago when he’d graduated from the Youth program, he’d even put his career on hold by volunteering to partner with her as she trained to be an operative. Matsuri’s tall, lanky frame had never proven to be a match for her in the past, but Bullseye rarely hassled her partner. She feared his judgment and needed his support. And, she trusted him enough to let her guard down. She could be herself – or as close to herself as she was capable of being – with Matsuri. If she’d known what the label was intended to mean, she would’ve called him a brother.



“Late night?”



“Think so.” Bullseye shrugged.



Matsuri stood over her as she stretched. He looked unsure of what to say but decided on, “Were you on another solo mission? I asked Edy, but she wouldn’t say anything. Did you take another mission without me?”



For the love, she thought in annoyance.



They’d had this discussion a number of times. Matsuri was always upset when Cruelthor authorized Bullseye to go on a solo mission without him. Never mind that the majority of these missions were mind-numbingly boring, like the time she’d been sent to steal a file in a rebel camp. Never mind that many of the missions were flat out too dangerous for him. No, telling Matsuri that she alone was needed for these missions never satisfied him. He always wanted to be a part of everything, even missions only she could complete.



“It wasn’t a mission, Mat. And I’d appreciate if you wouldn’t go around asking questions. It was stupid, what I did. I don’t want too many people to know about it.”



“You swear you weren’t on a mission? This sounds suspiciously like what you told me the last time you went on one.”



“Mat, that mission was a complete waste of time. I ran eight kilometers over the forested hills of some war-torn, ancient, Mainland country. It was just to find stupid plans the rebels were hiding. It turned out the plans weren’t even there.” She shrugged and stretched out a leg. “Most of the missions I take alone are like that, but last night wasn’t a mission. I…went out.”



Something in Matsuri’s expression twitched, like he hadn’t expected this confession. 



Does he know something? she thought. Oh, well. 



Matsuri glanced away and crossed his arms. “So you went out with the Youth? I’ve been hearing things – the underlings want to slay you. You wanted to make allies?”



“Yep.” She made a face. “I drank too much and thought it’d be a great idea to spar on a rooftop. Then… I think I blacked out. Whatever I did, it must’ve worked. I’m not dead, anyway.” She gave him an exaggerated wink. Humor often got Matsuri off her back. She saw it was working.



Matsuri tried not to smile. “You’re so spoiled. Do you even realize that? You pull stunts like this all the time – breaking curfew, ignoring the rules. Anyone else would’ve been factored a hundred times over.”



You mean you would’ve been factored a hundred times over, she thought. You’d be caught in an instant. That’s why I do most of the undercover work, Mat. You can’t lie to save your life.



Edlyn reentered the room. “Matsuri, leave us.”



Matsuri gave Bullseye a satisfied look and walked out a far door.



The instructor examined her remaining student, who now switched to faking her cool-down stretches. “Bulls, what did you think you were doing last night?”



“I was exercising survival tactics. My life is in danger because the Youth hate me, so I was being friendly.”



“It was partying.”



“It was politics. It just happened to involve partying.” She looked up from the mat. “What did I do, anyway? Matsuri said you wouldn’t talk about it, which means you know something. And besides, he’s acting weird. It’s like he’s embarrassed for me, protecting me, or…something.”



Edlyn rolled her eyes. “You know, sometimes I think I taught you too well. You’re too smart for your own good half the time.”



“Yep, but the other half of the time I’m a complete idiot. Come on, Edy. Can you at least tell me how I got home last night? I woke up in my own bed, so I assume I made it back at some point.”



“I can only imagine how you got in your own bed. As for how you got home, I can guess. We found Malice’s recreational vehicle totaled against the outer gate this morning. Combine that with his broken nose, and you have one pissed Elite.”



Bullseye put her hand to her mouth in delight. “Oh, that’s great!”



“I’m serious. You’re lucky Cruelthor isn’t launching an investigation. You know how tense he is. Cruelthor is factoring anyone who shows the slightest sign of rebellion.”



“Edy, I know the drill. By the way, did any of the Youth get hurt in the accident?”



Edlyn shook her head. “I’m surprised you care.”



“Care? Right. Actually, I’m just making sure my plan wasn’t flushed. It would’ve been a complete waste if the Youth I befriended were slain.”



“Touching. Seriously, Bulls, you shouldn’t use people as pawns like that.”



“I’m doing what you trained me to do.”



Edlyn did not take this as a compliment. “You think this helps you become an Elite? Leading Youth into trouble is not applicable leadership experience.” She sighed. “I’m giving you and Mat the morning off. You need rest before you ship off in a couple of hours. Go get the sleep you skipped, and I’ll make up an excuse for why we have to postpone the mission briefing.” With that, Edlyn left her.



The hum of the overhead lights was all that remained for company, so Bullseye exited the training room and went back to her living compartments to shower. 



Edlyn was right. Bullseye was admittedly thrilled to hear of Malice’s totaled ride, but she regretted drinking to the point where she’d blacked out and missed doing it. She’d blended in with the Youth so much that she’d lost herself. That would not happen again. The first rule of undercover work was to keep your head in the game. She shouldn’t have gotten caught up in the Youth’s careless fun.



I’m not allowed to be a normal girl, she thought. I’m not sure what I am.



 



After their mission briefing, Matsuri and Bullseye loaded into a luxury hover car. The driver was to drop them off near the rebel facility in Resistance City, which was a few hours’ drive from Capital City. The facility was in the richer district, which meant a Dominion-only part of town. It seemed an odd locale for the Underground to choose, but the trained operatives knew something about hiding in plain sight.



Bullseye tried not to squirm in the chauffeured hover car, but the plush seat didn’t offer much support for her bruised side. She knew she should’ve bandaged the wound, but she didn’t want anyone to notice she was injured. Dressed in civilian clothes, they had to be cautious.



Her partner noticed her discomfort. “You need to be more careful,” Matsuri said in his usual, brotherly tone. “You should’ve invisibly snuck past the executive’s bodyguards.”



“That’s just your pure genes talking, Mat.” She knew that Matsuri, unlike many Dominion operatives, was not one of the Misfits of Breeding. He was skilled enough without mutate-genes, but it was something about which she often teased him. “What glow would slaying him have been if he couldn’t see it coming? Besides, I can’t always dematerialize. It gets tiring.”



“What’s it like?”



Bullseye rolled her eyes, growing tired of the topic. “Stop worrying. I’m chief.” She smiled at her use of Youth slang, knowing it irritated her partner.



Matsuri sighed. “I know you’re making friends with the Youth to protect yourself. But if you start talking like Nikki or Jib, you’ll have to find yourself a new partner.”



“I’m kidding. I just…” She raised an eyebrow as a grin spread across his face. “How did you know I was with Nikki and Jib?”



“I went for an early run before breakfast, and I saw you guys climbing back over the compound wall. Jib and the others were too wasted to realize they walked right by the scanners. I over-road the security system and let you guys inside the compound. And I didn’t tell Edlyn, although she probably figured it out.” He smiled. “Jib and those guys can flush themselves, but what kind of partner would I be if I didn’t cover for you? But I won’t always be up at five in the morning to see you stumbling in, so don’t make a habit of it.”



Bullseye had to smile. “I knew you were hiding something! So you brought me to my room last night?”



“Yeah. You cacked on my shoes, by the way.” 



“Oh, flush me! I’m sorry.”



“Don’t worry about it. I’m just glad Jib and your new buddies brought you back in one piece.”



Bullseye looked at her partner as he smiled and turned to his window.



This is a friend, she thought. Mat’s saved my butt a hundred times. In the field and off. 



Bullseye decided to tell him a part of what was on her mind. “I needed to get away last night. I’ve been… I had another dream about the day the Dominion took me from my mother. I can remember that day so clearly, but everything before that’s a blur.” She reached into her boot despite the pain in her side and pulled out the ancient knife to look over the treasure.



“We’ve been over this a thousand times,” Matsuri said when he saw the knife. “Your mother gave you to Cruelthor willingly, so there’s no point digging up details. Vedanleé knew you’d have a better life inside the Dominion because of the advantages we-”



“I know, I know. I’ve been schooled and trained, and I even have the great-and-mysterious DRK treatment injected into my bloodstream every month. I know I have nothing to complain about. It’s just…” She tried to find the words. “I sometimes get this feeling, you know? Like something out there’s bigger than this.”



“Oh, so now there’s more to life than the mission? Since when?”



Bullseye rolled her eyes and gave up. There was no use trying to explain. Matsuri was largely right, and she knew it. She only let people see the part of her focused on the job. But she was more than that too. Wasn’t she?



Matsuri changed the topic to the mission at hand. He always did that. “Why do you think it’s so important we destroy this rebel facility? We just took care of that executive, and now we’re on another job already. What makes this so urgent?”



“Don’t you download the economic reports?” She saw that he thought analyzing these reports to be one of her overachieving tendencies. “Mat, the Dominion executives got where they are in citizen companies because they’ve had cerebral augmentation. These executives are smarter than people without the operation. They have to stay in power in order to maintain the Dominion’s status. If citizens got in top offices, we’d lose control over those businesses. The finances would go elsewhere. If the rebels are the ones performing the operations to make citizens smarter, then the rebels will get the finances. That’s why the Dominion is supposed to control cerebral augmentation. It’s all about control, Mat.”



“Why doesn’t the Dominion seize control of the companies anyway?” he asked with a slight scowl. “Then we wouldn’t have to worry about citizen-run companies.”



Bullseye shrugged. “You gotta give people something. The illusion of free enterprise is better than nothing. We just can’t let things slip too far, which they would if cerebral augmentation was accessible to the masses.” She remembered another report. “And can you imagine if rebel scientists and military leaders had augmentation? The Dominion has weaknesses, you know. If rebels were smart enough to figure out how to exploit those weaknesses, they could cause all kinds of trouble. I mean, sure, they’re trouble now, but let’s not let them engineer geniuses.” 



Matsuri looked at her with a furrowed brow before glancing out his window. “Bulls, when we get to this facility…”



“What?”



“Never mind. Just be careful. You haven’t been doing that lately, and I can’t watch out for you every second.” 



A short time later, the driver announced they’d arrived at the drop-off location. Bullseye and Matsuri stepped from the hover car onto a sidewalk, and Bullseye recognized the street. They were in downtown Resistance City. 



As she inspected the city blocks around them, Bullseye thought it looked like most other Northern Continent cities. Towering skyscrapers blocked most of the overcast sky, and many layers of traffic cluttered the air overhead. On the ground, Resistance City was immaculate. The homeless Bullseye had seen in other cities were noticeably absent. Well-dressed men and women entered and exited buildings across the street. Stores and food stopovers lined their sidewalk.



Matsuri elbowed her in the arm, and she turned the other way. A block down stood a three-story building with a sign proclaiming it was a Dominion medical facility. Right next door was a Dominion drones’ security station, and a patrol machine orbited around the station. Luckily for the rebels, Bullseye saw that its cameras and ID scanner never aimed in the medical building’s direction.



She smirked. 



Not that I have to worry about cameras either, she thought.



“Should be glow.” 



Matsuri shot her an exasperated glance as he swung his bag over his shoulder.



“Sorry. No more slang. Should be fun and absent of problematic complications.” She reached up and flicked his ear.



 They crossed the street to the medical facility. Matsuri reached the door first and pulled the handle, which didn’t budge. Glancing around, he then worked with the lock.



Bullseye noted, “No cars out front. Must be closed for the day.”



“Looks like.” 



While she waited, Bullseye casually leaned on the building and kept watch. She scowled as she noticed that the Dominion security station also seemed empty. “Anything strange about this to you? I mean, on top of the rebels choosing this location in the first place.”



A green light flickered above the door, and Matsuri turned the latch to open the door for her. “Seems a little weird, yeah. But this is a pretty straightforward mission.”



He’s right, she thought. I’m just trying to make this more interesting.



Matsuri pointed at the open door. “Come on, would you? Let’s set the explosives.” He adjusted from foot to foot. “If you hurry up, I’ll buy dinner on the way back.” 



She couldn’t argue with that, so she stepped through the door and entered the main lobby of the building. Matsuri followed right after her. 



Door closed, they stood in the empty lobby and scanned the interior. Bullseye saw waiting area chairs, a reception desk, a side hall with patient examination rooms, and a separate hall ending with a set of closed-off, double doors. The blueprints of the facility had entertained them during the ride, and they knew these doors led to the operating room with the cerebral augmentation equipment. 



Matsuri motioned to this hall. “Take the bomb into the operating room. The explosion will be most effective if it goes off in the center of the building. I’ll work on the detonator.” He set his bag on the reception desk and handed her the bomb carefully. As he did so, his hands quivered.



“What’s wrong with you? We’ve done this before. Stop worrying your blond little head off.” Bullseye gave him a scowl and took the standard-issue bomb, then walked down the hall he’d indicated.



The sterile, airtight doors swung inward to let her through, and Bullseye hummed a song to herself. She continued to where the hall branched right. A second set of doors led to the operating room. Pushing these doors open, she stepped inside a typical operating room complete with medical table, monitoring devices, and equipment she recognized from cursory medical classes. The only problem was, she didn’t see any cerebral augmentation equipment. 



Beep.



Bullseye looked down. Her pulse quickened. The bomb’s display was blinking red, and a timer read ten seconds. 



“Oh, flush me…”



She lowered the bomb on the operating table, then spun to flee. Pulse racing, she ran back the way she’d come through the halls. Bullseye reached the sterile doors and yanked on the handles only to find them locked. 



“Mat! Mat!” She banged on the doors and tried to shake them, but they were solid, airtight, and without a crack for her to dematerialize through.



 Then she understood why Matsuri had been so nervous.



The explosion gave her only a split second to dematerialize before a fireball poured through the hall. The walls shook to life, and the ceiling fell as debris shot through the air in a million directions at once. Dematerialized, she was finally able to make it through the doors as they blew out into the main lobby. But there was too much fire, too much debris. In exhaustion, she came back into physical form and was hit by a piece of falling ceiling. 



“Ahhh!” she yelled as fresh pain seized her torso. 



The chunk of ceiling pinned her to the floor as smoke and flames clouded her senses. She coughed and tried to see, but everything was a blur of fire and dust. She was too drained and injured to focus on dematerializing, and she couldn’t move to pull herself out from under the debris. Bullseye lowered her head to the dirty floor and coughed as her head filled with pain. She felt herself drifting out of consciousness, but there was nothing she could do.



Mat can’t lie, she thought. I should’ve known…



Her eyes fluttered open as the heavy debris was suddenly cast aside. With a gasp she tried to breathe again, but now her head was pounding. She had a sense of being lifted, and she felt her whole body go limp as someone clutched her to his chest. Someone carried her out of the fiery building, and once outside in the open air she looked up and saw Matsuri’s face. 



He didn’t look at her but carried her away from the rubble in the street. A siren blared somewhere near, and Matsuri hugged her to his chest as a squad of drones rushed to the scene. Citizens crowded along the sidewalks, trying to see. Matsuri ignored these people as he ran with her up a side street, and Bullseye’s head bounced against his chest until he finally stopped. She heard a car door open, and Matsuri lowered her into the backseat of their hover car. 



The stillness was a great relief, and Bullseye could no longer fight unconsciousness. The last thing she saw was Matsuri as he yelled at the driver and slammed the door.



Maybe Mat made a mistake, she thought. Maybe it was an accident…



 



When she came to, Bullseye lay on a medical bed. Medical instruments lined the wall on one side, and she rolled her head to see an empty bed on the other side. Beyond that bed, a table held various medical devices. She looked forward and saw that the wall before her was entirely glass. A drone soldier stood by her room’s entrance, and an empty, windowless hall ran before him. 



I must be in a sublevel of the Capitol, she thought. 



She smelled smoke and realized it was from her hair and disheveled clothing. Cuts and bruises covered her arms. A bandage was wrapped around her head. Her back felt numb, and she lifted her shirt to see a bandage over her side. 



The sound of the sliding door made her look up. Cruelthor entered, wearing a suit and looking as dapper as usual. He kept his hands in his pockets and stomped into the room. His expression wasn’t good and brought to mind inclement weather. 



“Do you remember what happened? You’ve been unconscious since your driver carried you in.”



Bullseye held her head and tried to get things straight. “I was locked inside when the bomb went off, but I dematerialized so I wasn’t slain. It was too hard with the fire, so I materialized again, and then I got pinned. Matsuri saved me. He put me in the hover car.” She looked around, dazed. “Where is he?”



Cruelthor first responded with a glare. “Matsuri has turned traitor. It seems he joined the Underground, and they ordered him to eliminate you.”



She felt herself pale. She’d known this. Deep down, she’d known this.



“That’s what we guess, anyhow,” Cruelthor added with a distracted glare at the wall. “Edlyn isn’t saying much.”



“What?”



“Edlyn was caught on surveillance discarding Matsuri’s ID tag. It’s been discovered that she’s been in league with the rebels for years. Edlyn and the brother who’s dead to me-” with a spit “-convinced Matsuri that he should betray the Dominion. When you two got back from slaying that executive, the Underground leaked the location of their cerebral augmentation facility. They set up this whole thing – the equipment was never even there. The Underground was testing Matsuri’s loyalty by asking him to kill you.”



“Me? They wanted him to…” She put a hand to her throbbing head.



My best friend tried to slay me, she thought. He’s joined the rebels. Mat knows Beathabane? Edy’s a part of this? That can’t be right!



“We’re currently looking into whether you are involved as well.”



Bullseye felt a chill as she looked back at him. “You think I’m a double agent for the Underground? You think I’m in on Matsuri’s plans?”



Cruelthor scoffed and began pacing the medical room. “Why are people constantly trying to ruin me? I gave Matsuri and Edlyn everything they could ever want, and they’re not the first to turn on me, you know. Am I that horrible of a ruler? I don’t think so. Do I give orders to kill infants like the great pharaohs? Or stamp out an entire people like the Nazis and my father? Do I raise taxes? No, I don’t! I’m just trying to bring a little order to this messed up world we live in. But people still turn traitor and run off to join my enemies, dear baby sister!”



“I know.” Bullseye winced as he got in her face. She looked away from his eyes. She was starting to sweat. 



If some prophecy says I want to destroy the Dominion, she thought, then of course he thinks I’m a traitor! I have to clear myself of suspicion. 



“Edlyn removed Matsuri’s ID tag?”



“Yes. There’s no way to track him now. Matsuri won’t have access to his accounts anymore, but he’s free as a bird.”



“But Edlyn didn’t do anything about my ID tag, did she? Wouldn’t she, if I was-”



“You don’t have an ID tag! It slipped out of you when you first dematerialized, remember? That’s why I’m spending so much kronar developing new tech. But even if they do make disposable ID tags like I’ve asked, all you have to do is peel them off or dematerialize. I have no real way to track you ever again! You’d be as free as Matsuri! Edlyn didn’t need to do a damn thing to protect you!”



“But ask her. Investigate to see if-”



“Edlyn is no longer of any use to you.”



Bullseye froze. “What does that mean?”



“It means Edlyn hasn’t had her treatment yet this month. Your instructor was injected with DRK a few hours ago. You know how fast direct injection works – she’s already deteriorating to the factor form. I’m sending her to the DuoPort on the next transport ship.” 



Bullseye tried to make sense of this and then remembered. Because DRK injection punishment resulted in an abundance of factors, Cruelthor had decided to get rid of the diseased as thoroughly as possible. The Northern Continent’s portal was too exposed to the public, but the Mainland-Euro’s portal was more isolated. So, the Dominion regularly sent factor-filled transport ships to a base by the Mainland-Euro’s DuoPort. The transports were then flown up to the portal and thrown in. Since everyone who entered the DuoPorts vanished without a trace, this punishment was viewed as all the more serious.



Edy, she thought. Oh, no.



She didn’t know what to say.



Cruelthor looked at her coldly but with indecision. Then he stomped out of the room.



As soon as he left, Bullseye slid off the bed and held in a cry of pain. She stood and waited for the security drone outside her door to turn his head.



The only people I care about are gone! she thought. Why did Matsuri turn traitor? –Control yourself, Bulls. Right now, get to Edy before it’s too late.



This wasn’t the wisest plan, but it was the only one she had. Tired, sore, and scorched, Bullseye gathered her strength as she waited for the security drone to look away. When he did, she vanished from sight and slipped through the crack in the door. 



Adrenaline racing, the accused Youth ran to the prison wing of the compound’s sublevel. Still dematerialized, she ignored the drone at the guard station, found onscreen where Edlyn was being held, and ran down the hall of prison cells. At last she found the correct cell, bypassed the bars to enter the cell, and returned to physical form. Here, Bullseye pulled to a halt.



Edlyn rocked and shook where she sat huddled on the floor of the empty cell. She was factoring. Fungus already grew from her pores, and her skin was a ghastly gray. Her veins were dark and bulging. Edlyn’s now red, bloodshot eyes were the only colored feature of her body. Her long, beautiful hair had fallen out in piles. When the infected woman saw Bullseye, she seemed to recognize her student.



“Edy.” Knowing she had the treatment in her own veins, Bullseye knelt beside her instructor.



“You’re…alive?” The look of relief on Edlyn’s face twisted into one of pain as a convulsion shook her. “Get…out.” She frothed at the mouth, but she struggled to speak. “He’ll…factor…you too.”



“I’m worth too much. He won’t factor me. There’s an investigation.” Bullseye felt uncertain, but she shook her head. “How could you join the rebels, Edy? You should’ve known it was suicide. The Dominion is safe, as long as you do what Cruelthor says.”



“There’s so much more…” Edlyn coughed and scratched fungus off her neck. “Your arm… Special Mark.”



Bullseye glanced at her shoulder. “My birthmark? What about it?”



“Prophecy on outside… You would destroy…”



That widened the Youth’s eyes. “What prophecy? What are you talking about?”



“If he thinks…you’re a traitor…he’ll be more afraid…of you…than ever. Your worth…won’t matter.” Edlyn let out a sob. “Kill me…please.”



Bullseye looked away in disgust at the suggestion. “I can’t.”



“Please… What’s one more…murder…to you?”



I can’t, Bullseye thought. I can’t! Why is this happening? 



She stood and looked at the factoring woman. Then, she bent over and held Edlyn’s shaking head in her hands. The experienced killer began to cry for the first time since she could remember. Finally, she snapped her instructor’s neck. Edlyn went limp, and Bullseye saw that the factoring body had stopped shaking.



Bullseye turned and fled back to the medical room so her absence wouldn’t be noticed and reported to her unfeeling, tyrannical brother. For the first time, she was afraid of him.
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“Return to Earth”



 



 



 



A gust of wind blew sand across Zaak Kandoya’s face. The thirteen-year-old boy was lean and fit, and his brown hair was long enough to hang over his forehead, covering his blue eyes. He was tan from exposure to the Phantasyan sun, but his teenage body was no worse for the wear. He was an attractive young man, but there was no one on Phantasya to pat his already sufficient ego. This ego, Uncle Trok had told him, was definitely inherited from his father.



Zaak sat up and stretched. He hadn’t meant to sleep outside, and he still wore his jeans and dark T-shirt from the day before. 



Oh, well, he thought. Not the first time. Won’t be the last.



Looking around, he saw the familiar dunes, dunes, and dunes of Phantasya. This desert planet was all he’d ever called home, although he’d been born on a planet called Earth in a galaxy several billion light-years away. Trok had brought him from Earth to Phantasya when Zaak was a toddler, and Zaak detested the sand more every day. 



This planet, thought Zaak, offers little entertainment. 



He knew he wasn’t the only human living here. Trok had told him that, long ago, people from Earth traveled through the portals and settled the connecting worlds, including Phantasya. Zaak thought meeting these settlers could’ve contributed to his knowledge somehow, but Trok forbade him from interacting with the locals or interfering with their lives. Trok was big on leaving things the way they naturally were. Trok himself seldom visit the Phantasyans, but he often went to the Leks who lived on Rowen, the blue water moon hanging in the Phantasyan sky. Of course Zaak was never allowed to tag along. Trok assured him this was because of the dangerous raiders on Rowen who’d come from Earth only a short time ago and terrorized the Leks. Zaak personally thought Trok’s concerns unreasonable; Trok said this made him something like a typical teenager.



Zaak sensed Trok behind him before he heard his uncle’s voice call, “Ready for another day of training, kiddo?”



Zaak flexed his arms before shaking the sand out of his hair and rising to his feet. He saw that Trok looked no different this morning than he had any other morning. Literally. Trok hadn’t aged a day or needed a haircut since Zaak could remember, and he always wore the same dark coat. He didn’t even bother changing when they sparred in the heat of the day.



I’m sick of training, thought Zaak. The way I see it, I can’t get any fitter. I’ve mastered the martial art forms, boxing, kickboxing, randori, knife fighting, wrestling. Trok's trained me to use any weapon I get my hands on. I’ve mastered my training! Besides, my mutate-genes make my senses ten times stronger than a normal human’s. With all this talent and training, why is Trok wasting my time? Enough already! Let me get on with the Kota Warrior mission! I’m old enough.



“What are we doing today, Uncle?”



Trok smiled, evidently reading Zaak’s annoyance. “We’ll take another look at our history. I found a battle between the Dominion and the rebels that’ll be beneficial for you to observe. You need to learn more about strategy in combat. The soldiers of that day used weapons and tactics similar to what your enemies will use when you return to Earth.”



Zaak nodded his comprehension. Trok supplemented his physical training with history lessons so Zaak could gain a better understanding of Earth. The fact that Trok took Zaak into history was helpful. Somehow, Trok used the portals to jump around in past time. They’d popped in for wartime histories mostly, but Trok had also taken him to less stressful times. Zaak had visited the Renaissance, the English court, and America of Trok’s day. They’d sat in on gladiator games, basketball games, book clubs. They’d gone to tea parties and bar mitzvahs. Zaak had met Gandhi, Tolkien, and President Lincoln. 



These history trips are a little overwhelming, thought Zaak. But I really want off Phantasya. Trok promises I can move to current-day Earth when I’m ready, and then I can finally work on the Kota Warrior mission. That’ll make all this training worth it. 



Trok made a motion with his hand, and a portal opened before them on the sand. Zaak stepped into the red and yellow lights, and he felt their pulsing warmth as Trok closed the portal.



 



Past time



 



Another portal opened, and they stepped out onto a dirty street. Crumbling buildings lined the city blocks. It was quite different from the scenery they’d just left, but Zaak had traveled with his uncle enough times to adjust to any new environment. People ran everywhere Zaak looked, and gunfire erupted not far up the street. The sky was filled with smoke, and the evening sky glowed orange from fires farther downtown in the broken city. 



We’re in Boston, thought Zaak. I recognize that skyline. We’ve visiting this city a couple of times. 



Trok handed Zaak the electronic pager that would signal Trok’s armband if he got into trouble. “I want you to stay here and watch the soldier’s techniques. I’ll be right back. Remember, don’t-”



“I know,” Zaak yelled back over a burst of gunfire. “I won’t interfere. We’ll let whatever happens happen. You’ve told me a thousand times.”



“Just don’t do anything. You’d be amazed what can be changed during these trips through history. Don’t interfere. Just observe.”



Making an ‘I know’ face, Zaak tucked the electronic pager into a back pocket of his jeans. Trok made sure his armband pager was on before he turned to walk up the street.



Zaak watched after his uncle with admiration. He was seeing more and more as he got older that he resembled Trok. Although Trok was old – probably in his forties – he was still in good shape. Working out with his pupil kept him fit, and no one would guess he was really something like five hundred and fifty-some years old. The way Trok moved as if he didn’t notice the environment made him like a ghost, and Zaak always watched his uncle’s saunter with awe. 



He’s kinda awesome, thought Zaak. Trok’s told me stories of his days on Earth as an office worker, but it’s hard to imagine him as anything other than what he is now. He’s my own-



A boy’s cries brought Zaak’s attention back to the fighting up the street. A young boy stood in the middle of a boulevard beside a woman’s dead body. A squad of Dominion soldiers approached, but the boy was too terrified to move. Two soldiers broke away from the squad to take the boy captive.



Zaak made a face. Trok would be upset, but he couldn’t have meant for Zaak to stand by and do nothing if he could help. What would saving a little boy of the past change? It wouldn’t hurt anything, as far as Zaak could figure. Trok had taught him what could and couldn’t be tampered with, and he didn’t think this qualified as one of the things that couldn’t. 



Besides, thought Zaak, Trok wants me to observe the soldier’s techniques, so I might as well give them a challenge to see how they react. Right?



Deciding to risk it, Zaak looked back just to make sure Trok was gone. He then ran up the street between crashed vehicles, using the wreckage as cover from stray gunfire. Finally, he snuck onto the boulevard as the two soldiers reached the boy. 



“Hey, ass hats!” 



Zaak leapt over the woman’s dead body and flew into the nearest soldier, tackling the man to the ground. The other soldier tried to pull Zaak off, but Zaak kicked out the man’s legs and knocked him to the ground. Then both soldiers wrestled him, and Zaak grunted as they swung at him. They stunk of sweat and blood to his overactive sense of smell, but he kicked one off while punching the other in the face. 



The soldiers fell to the grimy pavement in pain, and Zaak took the opportunity to snatch up the boy. He swept the child into his arms and ran back across the cluttered road as more soldiers arrived on the scene. Zaak hurtled over debris in the street and made it safely to an alley. He put the boy on his feet, and the child ran away down the alley and around the corner of a building. 



Guess that’s all I can do for him, thought Zaak. Good luck, kid.



Zaak’s mutate-genes alerted his sense of hearing, and the sound of rushing footsteps caught his ear. He looked for cover and opted to dive into a pile of trash. It smelled horrid, but Zaak crouched in the trash as soldiers entered the alley. They ran after the little boy in the wrong direction. 



Ha! thought Zaak.



When the scene was clear, he emerged from his hiding place. Smiling to himself, he wiped grime off his shirt and walked out of the alley. He took a few steps and froze.



In front of an open portal, Trok stood with crossed arms. “I’ve told you what a thousand times?” He shook his head and smiled. “Let’s go.”



Zaak grinned sheepishly as he entered the portal after his uncle.



 



Real time



 



Immediately, they stood again on the sand of Phantasya. Zaak recognized the unending dunes with anything but love, and he turned to the small oasis where his tent was pitched.



The swaying palms overhead showed that today was as breezy as any other. The green foliage was a welcome relief from the sea of yellow behind him, and Zaak saw the blue moon of Rowen through the sunlit leaves. Zaak smiled to himself. The moon often kept him company whenever Trok was away. Trok was away quite often.



Zaak sighed as he picked his way over the harder dirt to where the tent was staked. The small shelter gave him enough room to sleep comfortably, but it wasn’t good for much else. It did have shade, though, so he headed inside with his uncle. 



Inside, Zaak sat on his bed of palm leaves and linens to strip off his soiled shirt. Trok sat on a crate on the other side of the tent, and he tossed Zaak the water jug. Zaak caught it with one hand. It was then he noticed Trok preparing for a lecture.



Great, thought Zaak as he drank. Trok always gets that look on his face when he’s about to pontificate. This lecture’s topic: My interference with that little boy. Maybe if I apologize I won’t have to hear another scolding.



He wiped water from his lips. “Sorry, Uncle. You’ve told me repeatedly not to do anything during our trips through history. I should be more careful. You’ve said that the shirt I wear or the person I smile at on the street might change history. I shouldn’t have stepped in and fought for that boy. I-”



“It’s not about that. I’m actually very proud of you for saving the boy.” Trok folded his arms in his ordinary way. 



How does he manage to look uptight and calm at the same time? thought Zaak.



“You remember the Kota prophecies about the children who’ll wipe evil from Earth?”



Zaak rolled his eyes. 



Of course I know the prophecies, he thought. They’re the driving force behind my life, aren’t they? 



“You mean the prophecies you’ve quoted more times than you’ve told me to let whatever happens happen?



 



’The Mark



By the Bearers brought into time,



fulfillment shall come in a Mark,



and hope in four children born.



Evil will flee Earth before the four Marked.



 



‘The Warriors



The marked children will fulfill



the work set out for them.



First the Leader and the Hunter, joined.



Second the Seer and the Fighter, compelled.’”



 



Trok smiled. “Those are the ones.”



“And I’m supposed to be the Hunter. My half-sister and I are from one family, and she’s the Leader. The Seer is the second born, but of a different family, and the Seer’s sibling is the Fighter. How am I doing so far?”



“Top of the class. I’ve been wondering lately if you’re ready to begin the next phase in preparation of hunting for the other Warriors. I think it’s time to take you to current-day Earth.”



Zaak let out a yelp of pure joy. “Sand, you mean I finally get to leave this… this wonderful planet?”



Chuckling, Trok insisted, “You need to know what you’re heading into, so we’re going to visit. I’m not sending you back permanently just yet.”



Still, thought Zaak, it’s a step in the right direction.



“You’ll love Earth. It’s a remarkable world, despite everything. For starters, their modern technology is advanced beyond what little you have here.”



Zaak looked over at his solar heater, which was the only piece of machinery he owned. “Imagine.”



Trok smiled. “You’ve learned enough from our travels through history. I’ve shown you what happened with the Euro Civil War, the DRK virus, and the Dominion’s global takeover. You understand everything that’s happened, correct?”



Zaak nodded.



“And I’ve trained you in every style of fighting under Earth’s sun. You’re comfortable with your physical training?”



Again, Zaak nodded.



“Good. Next, I’ll teach you how to function in Earth’s current society.” Trok sighed as he looked around the tent. “I’ve kept you isolated for a long time, Zaak. And I haven’t been around as often as I wanted. I’ve left you alone in this oasis many times, and I’m sorry for that. There’s so much else I-”



“I know the gig,” Zaak assured him. “I’ve also had the Interceder Prophecy drilled into my head, remember? You have a responsibility to scour time and find things to help us.”



“Yes, but even when I’m here I’m not really here.” 



“Yeah, I’ve noticed how you don’t seem to be all here… Not that I’m making a judgment on your mental status.”



Trok laughed. “Because I’m the only person you’ve learned how to be a man from, you act peculiar the way I do. I’ve trained you to study people, but not how to interact with them. I just don’t connect with people in any normal way, and I’ve passed that on to you. Really, I don’t remember how to relate to people. Honestly, I can barely remember what the sunshine feels like anymore. It was so long ago…” He shook his head in reverie, then moved on. “In any case, we need to work on your people skills. Besides learning to be a man on the individual level, you need to learn how to operate in Earth’s current society. It might take a few more years.”



Great, thought Zaak. 



He tried not to glare out the tent at Phantasya. “So how are you going to teach me to be normal?”



“Same way I’ve taught you everything else.” Trok smiled and rose from his seat. He made the motion to open a portal, and a burst of swirling light opened just outside the tent. “After you.”



 Zaak quickly grabbed a new shirt from his bag, threw it on, and stood with his uncle to face the portal. He always wished he could see what awaited him on the other side, but only Trok knew how these things worked. Instead trusting his uncle for the millionth time, Zaak stepped into the lights.



 



He emerged into a storage room. Trok stepped out of the portal right after him and made the motion that closed the swirl. Trok apparently knew his way around, and he stepped to the door and led Zaak out into a short hall. 



They were in a restaurant. The sounds and smells of the place invaded Zaak’s hyperactive senses, but he followed Trok through the crowds of customers. The exit door stood between large sets of windows, and Trok pushed the door open to lead Zaak out to an even busier street. 



Outside, Zaak’s senses flooded him, and he had to close his eyes. With focus, he dulled his senses the way he’d learned. Once he could handle the surrounding environment, he opened his eyes and looked around. Trok also was admiring the scene, although he couldn’t possibly appreciate the world around them as much as Zaak. 



They stood on the corner of an intersection. White stone and glass buildings rose around them, reflecting the light of a warm summer day. Everywhere Zaak looked, the city was clean and filled with people. The locals wore elaborately styled clothes (although the Elizabethan era took Zaak’s prize for most complicated clothes in history). Their hair was either multi-colored, cut bizarrely, or shaved.



A loud, mechanical noise caught Zaak’s attention, and he looked up to see several levels of air traffic. Vehicles in the lowest level lurched forward as the light changed green. Back at the ground intersection in front of Zaak, he now saw that these streets were used mostly by pedestrians and cyclists. Only an occasional vehicle slid along the track system affixed to the middle of the roads. 



“Dominion cities use air streets for most transportation,” said Trok. 



He pulled on Zaak’s arm to lead him on down the sidewalk through the crowds. Once again, Trok walked as if he had no connection to the environment, and Zaak hurried to keep up.



“That place,” said Trok, pointing across the street, “is what I’d call a fast food restaurant, but now they’re called food stopovers. That building ahead is a news station – Dominion controlled, of course.”



Zaak looked back and forth along the street. “Wait, is this Boston?”



“Resistance City now,” said Trok. “The time I took you to earlier was the final skirmish between the Dominion and what was left of America’s military. The rebels lost everything after Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and D.C. fell. Now, the entire eastern seaboard is controlled by Cruelthor personally, and this region is one of the nicest places on the planet. Not all cities are this beautiful. Not most. The Elite who govern Earth’s regions tend to be greedy and incompetent, but Cruelthor has no equal when it comes to running a region…efficiently. He’s invested in this place so people actually want to live here. He’s provided beautiful metropolises, stability, and opportunity. As a result, his region has the highest population on the Northern Continent.”



“So I’d be smart to live in this region once I move here. I’d be close to where Cruelthor rules from, so I could more easily do damage to our enemies. And I’d blend in because of this region’s multitudes?”



“You learn quickly, young apprentice.”



“What’s that?” Zaak pointed to a hovering orb that floated over the crowds on the sidewalk. His eyesight caught a Dominion sign painted on its metallic surface, and its underside projected an infrared laser.



“That’s a Dominion patrol machine. They sweep the crowds to read ID tags. There are hundreds of them in cities this size. They scan for wanted criminals, mostly, but they also send back records of their scans to the Dominion Capitol. If anyone later is being tracked, the Dominion can go through recorded scans and backtrack people in question.”



“What’s that?” Zaak stepped around a line of people waiting to use a blocky-looking stand with a flipped-open screen and an antenna coming out its back. 



“That’s a public terminal. You’ll see them every few blocks. Unless you’re rich enough to afford personal household terminals, the Dominion’s public terminals are the only access citizens have to worldwide communication. The Dominion, of course, owns the majority of Earth’s satellites. An orbiting station, Solarus 5, controls privately owned satellites, but the Dominion still monitors half the frequencies transmitted through the ionosphere. That’s just one example of how Cruelthor finds a way to exploit a system trying to get around him. The Solarus Company is all that’s left of the World Space Program from back in my day. They’re taxed so heavily it’d be more profitable to sell to the Dominion, but the owners have rebel alliances. Cruelthor lets them stay independent because he knows he can keep making money off them through taxes and fines, and he can monitor half the frequencies anyway. Besides that, Cruelthor isn’t worried about the rebels communicating because they’re no real threat to him.”



Zaak understood. “So if I want to have any decent way to communicate, I’ll have to get a personal…whatever you called it. And a Solarus transmitter that operates on the undetectable frequencies. I’m guessing they’re rare?”



“Extremely rare. And, like I said, expensive.”



A pretty girl with long, blond hair crossed paths with Zaak, and he turned sideways to watch after her.



“That,” said Trok, “is what people call a teenage girl.”



Zaak rolled his eyes. “Teen…teenage g…girl?” he said as if this was a foreign language.



Trok laughed. “Okay, smarty pants. Go talk to her.”



“What?”



Trok stopped and leaned against the side of a building. “Tour’s on pause. You’re supposed to be learning how to interact with people, so let’s see how you do.”



Zaak gulped but hurried after the girl as she walked to the back of the line for the public terminal. Standing behind her, he took a deep breath and tapped her shoulder. “Excuse me, miss.”



The girl turned and looked him up and down. She raised an eyebrow. “Miss? What did you miss?”



“Huh?”



“Huh?” she mimicked snottily. Then she turned her back on him. “Flush away, loser.”



Zaak walked to Trok. His cheeks were burning. “Come on, back to the tour.”



Trok was kind enough not to laugh. He resumed their walk. “If it makes you feel any better, I was never very good at that myself. I wish I could say practice helps, but…”



“That doesn’t make me feel better.” Zaak looked at his uncle in annoyance. “Do you really expect my people skills to improve if I keep practicing that kind of humiliation? What did I do wrong, anyway?”



“’Cha’ is the word people your age use to refer to young women. There’s a whole new lingo you’ll have to learn.”



“Like ‘groovy,’ you mean?”



“Don’t ever say that.”



Trok stopped on the sidewalk and crossed his arms with a scowl, and Zaak looked where his uncle was gazing. Across the street, fences surrounded a Dominion security station and what was left of the building next door. It appeared a fire or explosion had destroyed the building not long ago.



This was more Zaak’s speed. “What happened here?”



“That building was a Dominion medical facility.” Trok still scowled. “The Underground went all out setting up the Dominion on this one. They convinced the Dominion that the rebels stole equipment and were using this medical facility right under the Dominion’s nose. But the Underground never really used this place. They tricked the Dominion into blowing up one of its own buildings. It’ll cost a lot to rebuild. And, now Resistance City’s executives are a little rattled that their nice, secure city isn’t as protected as they thought.”



“Well… That’s a good thing, right?”



Trok said nothing at first, then led Zaak away. “Come. I want you to meet some people. We need to get somewhere isolated so I can open a portal.”



Zaak looked back at the charred remains of the building, wondered what Trok knew that he didn’t, and jogged to catch up.



 



A portal jump later, they were in El Miret, or what had been Detroit. This city was clearly not blessed with Cruelthor’s personal supervision. Everything was in a far worse condition than what Zaak had seen in Resistance City. Trok had brought him here to show him the real effects of the Dominion on the world. Those in the nicer cities forgot or ignored the oppression; those in cities like El Miret were much more aware.



Now standing beside Trok in a dark warehouse basement, Zaak tried to mirror his uncle’s confident stance. In front of them, three men spoke in low voices over a table. The table was covered in organized arrangements of cases. Zaak wasn’t yet sure what they contained.



Quietly, Trok told him, “Cruelthor has tight control on civilian life, and Dominion executives control most legal forms of business. So, you’ll first and foremost have to find a way around Cruelthor’s system in order to get what you’ll need to fight him.”



Zaak glanced at the three men as they too carried on a whisper-y conversation. “Is now the best time for an economics lesson?”



 Trok smirked. “The black market is a valuable tool, and you’ll have to work with these people.”



“That’s who these people are?” Zaak lowered his voice. “Trok, are you trying to get us killed? We don’t exactly have money to-”



Trok opened his coat and revealed a pocket full of finger-long tubes with glowing fiberoptics. “I’ve always kept a stash of kronar, so it’s time we put it to use.”



Zaak reflected on what he’d seen that day. “But I thought financial transactions all had to do with ID tags and palm scanners? You said the public terminals-”



“The tags and scanners are the easiest way, and the safest. Loose kronar can be stolen. It’s pretty much only used for small, person-to-person transactions. The only businesses that deal exclusively in loose kronar are the ones not under Dominion control. That’s because they’re forced to use the tubes – they legally can’t even have palm scanners. Kronar tubes are taxed whenever they’re deposited into business accounts, so it’s hard for a private business to stay afloat.” 



Zaak understood. “So that’s another incentive for folding to Dominion control. If a business signs over control, they get palm scanners so it’s cheaper and less dangerous to conduct transactions. It also probably means attracting richer clientele, since no one risks walking around with a ton of loose kronar when you can instead use your ID tag.” 



“Exactly. The black market, however, uses loose kronar so they can’t be traced – it’s not like they have Dominion accounts. Most black market dealers have surgically removed their ID tags to avoid tracking. They buy and sell using loose kronar tubes, stacking up vast piles of tax-free fortune. But that’s dangerous, and they steal from each other constantly. Still, it’s not a bad way to live outside the system. The black market thrives in cities like El Miret.”



“They’re not afraid of getting caught?”



“Well, it’s complicated. The Dominion doesn’t control the black market, obviously, but Cruelthor is smart and uses it to turn a profit on old vehicles and outdated technology. The citizens know he does this, but they’re desperate and need whatever they can get. Cruelthor makes kronar off the organization that’s trying to get around him. He lets the black market thrive in cities like El Miret. Sometimes Dominion operatives even come to places like this and sell valuable goods. That’s one way these guys get supplies, anyway.”



“And another way is?”



“Stealing.” Trok motioned with his head toward the table. “I’m hoping what they have here is from the Dominion research facility in Capital City. Scientific advancements were astounding when I was on Earth, but the Dominion long ago ceased experimentation by civilian establishments. This was originally done to control research on the long-lived virus and its unknown treatment measures. Now, I think Cruelthor oversees the pace of research in all fields because he doesn’t want the citizens to get more than he can control. So, the only way to get any technology worth having is to steal it from Dominion facilities. Undercover rebels have infiltrated the Dominion, and they work with the black market dealers to smuggle out equipment however they can. Some experiments are reported as failed, some equipment conveniently gets lost in shipment…”



“Falling off the back of a truck,” said Zaak.



“Uh-huh.” Trok looked at the cases on the table again. “Last week, Cruelthor ordered Capital City’s research facility to develop a new kind of ID tag. He wanted it kept under wraps and limited to only one batch, and the scientists assigned to the project fortunately were Underground double agents. They completed the project but reported to Cruelthor that it failed. Now…”



“You’re hoping these guys have the new ID tags? Why?”



Before Trok could answer, the three black market dealers finished their private discussion and turned to Trok and Zaak. One man looked at a piece of paper and then isolated a particular case on the table. Another man crossed his arms and seemed ready for trouble. The third man came to shake Trok’s hand.



“This your son?”



“Nephew.” Trok’s tone was friendly, causing Zaak to look at him in surprise. “Good to see you again, Lamott.”



“And how is your wife out in…Vancouver, is it? I can never remember.”



“Vancouver, yes. My wife is great, thanks for asking.” Trok smiled. He clapped his hands together. “So, do you have what I asked for?”



He knows they have the tags, thought Zaak. My all-seeing uncle probably tracked them here. We wouldn’t be here otherwise. But I still don’t get why we want them.



Lamott turned to the case his companion had set apart. “I do indeed. You’re the first person to know about them. First come, first served. There’s never been anything like them, and I doubt Cruelthor will risk making more. Truly remarkable little things, and they’ll help a lot of people. Pretty handy for rebels on the run. Of course, once word gets out about the tags, I imagine I’ll run out quickly. I could charge anything I want for them, but for a friend like you…”



Quite the sales pitch, thought Zaak. Even I can see through this guy. These dealers are just out to make a buck… Er, kronar. If they really cared about helping rebels, they’d give them away.



“I can afford it,” Trok was saying. “How do they work?”



“Jimmi.” Lamott snapped his fingers, and the second man opened the case as Lamott explained. “Each tag is less than half the size of an eyelash.” He lifted a sheet of plastic from the case. A pattern of dots on the page suggested the sheet held over one hundred of the tags. “To activate one, you just peel it from the backing paper. They have an adhesive that’ll stick to the palm of the hand for up to six months, but they’ll disintegrate once removed. They work just like a regular ID tag and are indistinguishable from the real thing by patrol machines and palm scanners alike.”



“And they all share the same ID info?”



“Yes, sir. The scientists didn’t want to risk making things more complicated by having to cover up so many different accounts, so they’re all the same ID.”



Oh, thought Zaak. They can’t go to multiple rebels, in that case. It’d be too obvious that the account was fake if it started popping up all over the place at the same time. –Sand! That means in order for this to work, Trok’ll have to buy all of them!



Lamott was on a roll. “The ID account has an operative classification. The scientists thought that’d be the hardest to decipher as a fake, since operatives have high-security restrictions placed on who can see their files. So, if anyone was suspicious about the tag, they probably wouldn’t have clearance to check. If they did have clearance, they wouldn’t find any real information in the file. Also, the operative classification means these little babies are linked to the open operative account. That means you can draw straight from the main Dominion financial account without throwing up any red flags.”



So it’s a ghost key into Dominion finances! thought Zaak. Brilliant.



Lamott seemed pleased with his spiel. “So, how many do you want?” He set the plastic sheet back in the case and pulled out scissors, ready to cut off as many ID tags as Trok ordered.



“Oh, I’ll take the whole case, thank you.”



Lamott’s double-take nearly made Zaak laugh. “All of them?” He chuckled. “Trok, each of these babies costs a thousand kronar. This whole case is ten million. And they’re one-of-a-kind saviors for rebels on the run. Even if you had the kronar, I’m not sure I could let you hog these treasures. Think of the good-”



Trok opened his coat, causing the man watching for trouble to start before he saw Trok had no weapon. Instead of a weapon, Trok drew out one kronar tube and then another and another. He went on drawing out tubes until he’d placed a neat row on the table. The three dealers looked down as they counted the green and purple tubes. Zaak, having never seen kronar until today, had no idea what denominations the colors represented.



“I trust that’s a sufficient bonus to keep you quiet about this?” Trok smiled.



Lamott licked his lips, still staring at the kronar. “I always wanted to retire early.” He smiled back at Trok and closed the case of ID tags, spinning it around so the handle faced Trok. “Nice doing business with you.”



Trok nodded his thanks, motioned for Zaak to take the case, and turned to leave the basement. Zaak grabbed the case, smiled uncertainly at the men, and hurried to follow Trok. He scampered up the stairs and caught up with Trok as he opened the back exit.



Once on the sunlit, dirty pavement behind the warehouse, Zaak looked at his uncle. “Okay, where did you get ten million kronar?”



“Twelve million, with their bonus.” Trok smiled. “Let’s just say, there are advantages to being over five centuries old and knowing a little something about investing.”



Zaak was still amazed, plus upset now. “And I’ve lived in a tent all these years?”



“Well, consider the tags your future birthday presents for the rest of your life.”



Zaak looked down at the case. “They’re for me?”



“Of course.” Trok chuckled at Zaak’s confusion. “Like I said, you’ll need a way around Cruelthor’s system – without funds, you’ll never get anywhere. Now, you can tap directly into the Dominion’s own account and take whatever you want.” 



Zaak was stunned to silence.



Trok looked ahead to the street, where a few ground vehicles drove by. “Wait here a second. I need to check on something. Then we’ll get out of here.” He walked away toward the front of the warehouse.



Zaak looked down at the case and realized the value of what he held. Think of the life it could provide! He could live however he wanted. Like a king. He’d never dreamed of this! His whole life, Trok had expected him to just accept his destiny as a Kota Warrior. But…



The decision before him made Zaak stop and think.



I could leave right now, he thought. Take this case and run. It wouldn’t exactly be stealing, since Trok gave me the case. I could run away and never again live on Phantasya. Couldn’t I? Trok would find me and be very, very disappointed, but don’t I have a choice? It’s my life! I never chose to be the Warrior Hunter – I’ve been stuck with this responsibility since I was born and my father made a mess of things. I didn’t ask for this, so couldn’t I say no? I never thought I’d get an opportunity like this. I’m probably the richest thirteen-year-old on this or any other planet! But… But…



Zaak ruffled his hanging bangs as he debated.



It wouldn’t be right, he thought. The rebel scientists risked their lives to make these. Most rebels give up their ID tags to avoid Dominion detection, and they lose everything because of it. With these fake tags, I’d be able to fight the Dominion and help the rebels. And I’d use the Dominion’s own money against them – I’d be like Robin Hood with kronar! That’s what I’m supposed to do. That’s what I’ve trained my whole life for. But what do I want for my life? I could… Well, do I want to be Robin Hood or a rich douche bag? 



Zaak set the case down and sat on it to wait for Trok. 



When Trok returned a short time later, he made sure no one was watching and opened a portal. Zaak stood, grabbed up the case, and looked at his uncle.



“Where are we going now?”



“Vancouver.”



“Oh, good,” Zaak joked. “I’ll get to meet my imaginary aunt.”



Trok laughed as they stepped into the portal. “Just don’t call her Miss.”



 



Zaak stood in awe as he gazed at the ocean. The salty smell, the way the sunset reflected off the sparkling water, the sheer power of the waves – it was unlike anything on his desert planet. But this wasn’t why Trok had brought him here. 



Turning, Zaak saw the Dominion compound up on the cliffs. A high electrical fence surrounded the buildings, and only one road led to or from the isolated facility. It seemed an odd neighbor for Vancouver’s main public beach, but Zaak guessed Cruelthor liked to remind the citizens of the Dominion’s presence wherever possible.



A group of young children scampered by.



Shoes off, Zaak wiggled his submerged toes in the shifting pebbles. “Okay, so what am I looking at?”



“A short time ago-”



“Wait. A short time ago by your standards or mine?”



Trok smiled and started over. “Within the last fifty years, the Dominion learned how to surgically augment the brain to function at a higher or lower level, depending on the wishes of the surgeon.”



“Why would they want brains to function at a lower level?” 



“For drone soldiers.” Trok raised an eyebrow. He looked up at the compound. “The Dominion has a cloning program, and all clones undergo cerebral augmentation that strips them of natural personality. They’re imprinted with specific functions, and they do only whatever they’re programmed to do. And they do it well.”



Zaak made a face. “Are they tough?”



“Very. They’re raised like Spartans…or cattle. They don’t feel anything. Not remorse, pain, guilt. They just follow orders without compromise, without hesitation.”



“Creepy robots, then. Got it.” 



“Basically, but they could’ve been human once.” Trok paused a moment as he faced the compound. He didn’t feel the wind or the waves’ vibrations, but Trok’s face showed that he felt something as he looked at the place. 



“What’s wrong?”



Trok finally told him, “This is the Dominion’s original drone farm and the only one on this Continent. The drones when you were little… Well, they came from here.”



“The drones that killed my parents?” Zaak too looked at the compound now. He adjusted his grip on the case he still carried, and he felt his throat constrict. 



I barely remember my parents, thought Zaak. My mom… She didn’t deserve to be murdered. And Trok’s told me a lot of stories about my dad. A lot of good stories; some not so good. I hope I don’t take after him half as much as Trok jokes I do, but Lee Kandoya was my father. Trok misses him. I see that all the time when he looks at me.



Zaak looked up at Trok. “When I unite the Warriors, this will be the first Dominion compound we destroy. I promise, Uncle.”



Trok, still looking at the drone farm, gave a wan smile. Then, he made the motion with his hand that opened a portal. Little children on the beach stared at the portal lights and pointed with cries of delight.



“Where to next?” asked Zaak.



“Home. We’ve done enough for today.” Trok stepped into the portal.



Zaak took one last look at the ocean before forcing himself to step through.



 



Onto sand. 



Zaak felt his body shift to the different conditions of Phantasya. He stood differently in the gravity. His hearing adjusted to the ever-present breeze and blowing sand. He smelled the foliage of the oasis. He looked up and saw it was late evening now, and the orange sky was bright and warm over the dunes. Zaak still felt the wet sea water on his feet, and he smiled as he carried his shoes and the case through the oasis and into the tent.



Trok was already seated on a crate. “So, thoughts?”



Zaak sat on his bed of palm leaves and nudged the case at his feet. “This will make a difference. Next time we go back, I’d like to see what the rebels are doing. I need to figure out how I can do better.”



Trok nodded. “I’ve told you the rebel forces on Earth are basically screwed. Although they fight bravely, the battle seems hopeless to them. Even your allies won’t be much help, Zaak. They’re too beaten down. The Dominion controls everything. And if they ever do have a weakness, they have the wildcard of the DRK virus.”



“You still think the DRK is the ‘evil’ in the prophecies? Everything involving the Dominion sounds pretty bad, but the virus is the worst evil of ‘em all?”



“Yes, I’m positive. The population is up compared to how low it dropped when the DRK raged. The virus is less widespread. But, Cruelthor keeps it under his control – that isn’t a good thing, as you might imagine. Because Cruelthor is the only one who knows how the treatment works, the virus is feared above all else. Few people dare rebel because that means no longer having a prayer of getting the treatment, and anyone caught is directly injected with the virus.” 



This virus sucks, thought Zaak. Trok’s fought this battle for centuries and seen every horrific thing the Dominion’s done with the DRK. I’ve seen some of the DRK’s history too. I imagine Trok will soon show me what the virus is doing now… 



Trok sighed. “If you eliminate the DRK, the Dominion’s main weapon, the whole power structure will fall apart. It is the worst evil. But, you’ll have other things to fight too – I hope you’re learning that now. Drones patrol to keep order, and they’re an incorruptible police force because they have no will of their own. Operatives are often well-trained thugs-for-hire who create havoc of their own among the citizens. Dominion executives control all areas of business and science. And, truthfully, the rebels squabble so much that sometimes they end up fighting each other. All in all, Earth is under oppression and without much hope. The state of tyranny is a constant that’s come to be expected as the normal way of life. The world is under control, but it’s an ugly stability. Everything is so different from the way I lived, and the saddest part is that mankind has taken it in stride.”



Zaak’s shoulders sagged. “Yeah, I’m beginning to understand.” He tried to meet his uncle’s eyes confidently, but maybe he wasn’t as ready for this as he’d thought. He always tried to please Trok, but for the first time he wasn’t sure he was up for what that might entail.



No, he thought as he felt his usual eagerness stirring inside. I can do this. The prophecies say I’m a Hunter, and I’ll find a way to do this. I just don’t know as much as I thought I did. Trok’s right; this could take a while before I’m ready.



Trok looked relieved that Zaak was finally in agreement. “You’ve been my one partner in this work, Zaak, and I’m proud of you. I really am. I’ve put a lot of responsibility on your shoulders, but I’m seeing more and more that you’re up for the job ahead. I’ll continue to take you to Earth every day, showing you what I think is important. Once you get the hang of the Dominion’s world, then I’ll let you give it a go on your own. I’ll finally let you live there – though only as a law-abiding citizen and only under my direct supervision. You won’t prepare for the fight against the Dominion and you won’t start your search for the other Warriors until I’m sure you can handle it.”



Now seeing the plan for the rest of his life, Zaak nodded in eager agreement.



“I don’t want you to start your search until you’re secure,” Trok went on. “You need a place to be based, you need certain supplies, and you have to establish reliable connections. When you’re ready, then you can start searching for your sister. You have to find her first.” Trok’s face displayed the years he’d spent in worry. “I’ve been trying as best I know how to look after you four. The other two Warriors are fine, you’re living tolerably well, but I’m still not sure why I couldn’t save Loree from what she’s gone through.”



“You really need to stop beating yourself up about that. It wasn’t your fault Vedanleé stole her away. You had to let her go, or else we would’ve been killed. At least Vedanleé raised her in safety.”



Trok frowned. “Zaak, things didn’t exactly go according to Vedanleé’s plan.”



Zaak didn’t understand – Trok never told him anything about the other Warriors, not even Zaak’s own sister. Trok said it might mess up how things were destined to go.



Surely Loree will accept whatever’s happened to her, thought Zaak. Wouldn’t anyone forgive Trok? Or, maybe this is an example of how little I understand people. Yeah, that’s a possibility.



But he wanted to erase his uncle’s guilty expression. “Hopefully Loree will understand when I find her.”



“I’m not so sure. Loree’s stubborn. It seems to run in the family.”



Zaak looked into his uncle’s face. “But it’ll soon be time for me to go back and find her, won’t it? That’s why you’re finally moving forward with this plan.”



“Yes. Soon.” Trok was never overly protective, but he looked back at Zaak with concern. “Cruelthor is the worst Dominion tyrant yet, so I think that’s why this is all coming together now.” 



A gust of sweet air from the palm trees entered Zaak’s nostrils, and he sucked in the aroma. Looking at Trok, Zaak realized that this smell-filled breeze, like any other, wasn’t perceivable to his uncle. It was strange to think that, while Zaak sensed the surrounding elements with pinpoint accuracy because of his mutate-genes, Trok sensed nothing. They were an odd pair.



Trok smiled. “I’ve been watching your sister. I think Loree is nearly ready. You need to be.” 



 



Later that night, Zaak lay on the sand and looked up at the amazingly close moon of Rowen. His eyesight seemed to bring the moon even closer. Rowen’s blue and green tides swelled and drifted in the gravitational dance between Rowen and Phantasya. Trok was now on the moon, talking with Leks whom Zaak would never be allowed to meet. 



“You are a beauty,” Zaak told the moon. “You’re the one thing I’ll miss about this place.” He adjusted the blade of oasis grass in his lips. “Can I tell you a secret? I’m going to be a hero. I mean, Trok always told me I’m prophesied to be a hero, and I’ve always wanted to use my skills to be an awesome Warrior… But I think I’m going to do some amazing things. There’s a lot to fight back there on Earth, and I can’t wait to go in slashing. It’s the right thing to do.”



Rowen’s tides swept across the surface of the moon. Zaak’s eyesight was enhanced by a tingling, burning sensation, and he saw into the depths of the crystal-clear sea. He even heard the roar of the waves. But maybe that was his imagination.
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“Time for a nervous breakdown”



 



 



 



Living in constant fear during the Dominion’s months-long investigation did its damage, but it also forced Bullseye to grow up. The cocky fearlessness of her Youth days died with Edlyn. Bullseye was abruptly forced to learn that the world wasn’t there for her amusement, that she wasn’t immune from punishment, and that the Dominion could be wrong. She then saw the world quite differently. She learned fear, and doubt. 



Once finally declared innocent, Bullseye was placed back on the DRK treatment injection schedule. Getting into physical shape after months of incarceration and interrogation was tough, but she was assigned a new instructor who built back her strength. Because she’d spent so much time in isolation during the investigation, she had to spend hours in front of a portable data screen, catching up on downloaded newscasts. 



When Bullseye was at last ready to resume her active duties, she did so knowing she’d have no room for error. Her relationship with Cruelthor was strained, to say the least, and she no longer dared wonder about the secrets he hid from her. 



To keep pressure on her, Cruelthor kept her working nonstop over the next ten years. She jumped from mission to mission, but she carried out these missions only as one going through the motions – her heart wasn’t in it anymore. She now carried a whirlwind of deeper aches than ambition, but working was the only way to redeem her life in her brother’s eyes. Survival was her only focus. 



Now twenty-six, Bullseye had grown into a lean, attractive woman of fair height. Currently her hair was long and dyed blond, which best suited the personality she’d created for her alias. For a year, she’d been on an undercover mission in Monaco, a former Euro state on the edge of the Mediterranean Sea. It was a lovely place, but these days Bullseye didn’t take much time to appreciate scenery.



At the moment, her mind focused on the details of her mission as she slid along a wire high above the ground. She’d begun her descent from the stone cliffs set as the coastal city’s backdrop. The wire ran down to the penthouse district, which snuggled in the blocks between the coast and the cliffs. It was the middle of the night, but residential lights from this wealthy section of town allowed her to see the way as she flew along the wire. The warm streets below were empty. On the off chance that anyone was awake at this late hour, Bullseye had remained in citizen clothes. But a handgun was tucked into the back of her pants. She saw no need for going into her personal mode of stealth yet, but the fully visible assassin had opted for the quickest way to reach her target. 



Bullseye landed on a penthouse roof and unclamped herself from the wire. She lit the end to disintegrate it and watched the wire sizzle and burn away like a shot all the way back to the cliff. Her trail clean, she turned to the door that led down into the penthouse. From earlier investigation, she knew this was the best way in. The door wasn’t connected to the security system. And it wasn’t airtight.



Jolene and Clay Penn, she thought, you cheaped out on security. Weird move, considering. 



Bullseye blinked out of sight into her dematerialized state and passed through the door’s slight crack. (She hadn’t needed to concentrate on this ability for years. With all the other tension in her life, she’d decided that she didn’t care how she did it or where the ability came from. Using it was good enough.)



Inside now, Bullseye descended a few stairs and repeated her passing-through-a-door-crack routine. She remained dematerialized and waited for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, then found herself on a long balcony. She knew right where she was. 



A few weeks ago, Clay and Jolene Penn, owners of this penthouse, had thrown a dinner party. Bullseye had pretended to admire the house as she’d wandered around and mapped its layout. Now, she followed the balcony and crept across the wooden floor, looking over a railing to see the entrance on the main floor. The house was elaborately furnished even on the balcony. Bullseye stepped around a sofa to reach a winding staircase to her right. 



At the top of the stairs, she paused. The only sound was the ticking of an old-fashioned clock downstairs. Bullseye detected no one, so she materialized. She reached out for the banister and slid down, bypassing the creaky stairs. Landing suddenly, she looked around to make sure she hadn’t woken anyone. There was no sign of life in the moonlit, open room. A wide hall leading farther into the house was also still. Knowing the room she was looking for, she headed to this hall.



Clay sure doesn’t worry about spending their kronar discreetly, she thought. Only Dominion executives can afford these penthouses, and Clay’s classified as a common citizen. Anyone with half a brain could figure out he’s getting kronar from an illegal source – it sure didn’t take me long to spot him. He’s lucky they’ve lived this long… But you can’t get away with prosperity forever, folks. Not when you use it to threaten the Dominion’s power.



Bullseye stopped before the door she wanted. She felt a little sick. But mostly numb.



Okay, she thought. Get this over with.



She pulled the handgun from the back of her pants and slipped into the bedroom to stand over the couple. They slept peacefully, and Bullseye looked at them for a moment. 



Jolene Penn was the first person she’d met in Monaco. Bullseye had been sitting on the beach near a picnicking group of ladies as their men and children played soccer. Jolene had approached her to ask if she’d like to join them. 



That was how Bullseye first inserted herself into this circle of scientists who worked at Free Labs, a citizen-owned company based in Monaco. Dominion executives on the board kept Free Labs within the legal limitations of allowed research, but they’d learned that many of the medical professionals were moonlighting. And it was that work that was legally off-limits – namely, cerebral augmentation and DRK viral research. Because Free Labs made the Dominion a lot of kronar in taxes and co-owned patents, Cruelthor wanted to take out the rebellious factions quietly. If the Dominion had to punish Free Labs publically, that might damage profit margins. Hence Bullseye’s undercover mission to root out and assassinate the offending surgeons. 



You made great cupcakes, Jolene, thought Bullseye. Clay, thanks for helping me find my apartment.



Bullseye put her weapon to the man’s head. The silenced gun fired, and Jolene would’ve gone on sleeping beside her dead husband if Bullseye hadn’t been sent to kill her as well. After Bullseye finished the job, she returned the gun to the back of her pants. Then she left the bedroom and closed the door.



She halted her exit as she heard a sound upstairs. Slipping into invisibility, she crept back up the hall and into the main entrance room.



“Mommy,” a little girl’s voice floated from upstairs. 



Bullseye froze. She recognized the voice as that of Bella, the Penn’s daughter. Bella was supposed to be staying at a friend’s house tonight.



The little girl couldn’t see Bullseye because she was dematerialized, but the undetectable assassin still sensed that something wasn’t right. As the girl descended the stairs, Bullseye heard footsteps shuffling along the balcony. She shifted her invisible position enough to see a man in a Dominion stealth suit crouched at the head of the stairs. He was aiming a rifle at the little girl.



What is going on? she thought. The girl isn’t a target! Who… Well, everyone in the Dominion knows about my mission. This operative is probably trying to gain favor with Cruelthor by getting involved. But the mission isn’t supposed to include Bella!



Bullseye’s rage flared, and she materialized just as the little girl reached the bottom stair. Bella screamed when Bullseye flashed into existence before her, but Bullseye scooped her up and turned to run out the main entrance.



“Mommy!” 



A shot rang out. 



Bella cried out in pain and stiffened in Bullseye’s arms, and Bullseye herself winced as the girl’s blood soaked into her side. She quickly lowered the girl to the floor to see what she could do. Bella, now lying on the floor, clutched Bullseye’s arm and struggled to breathe. A fist-sized gouge deformed her side, and there was no way to stop the bleeding. The girl was dead before Bullseye could even comfort her.



Bullseye stood, clenched her fists, and watched as the operative lowered his rifle at the top of the stairs. He took off his facemask and stepped into a patch of moonlight. It was Ian, whom she’d once befriended in attempts to gain favor with the common Youths. He was no longer a teenager, of course, but she recognized her peer from their few encounters over the years. During her post-investigation training, Ian had even been assigned to spar against her. She now remembered that she’d almost killed him, and he was undoubtedly looking for a little payback.



Ian smirked. He set aside his rifle and started to descend the stairs toward her. “Well, well, well. Surprised to see me? I decided to pop in and have some glow myself. Why should you have all the…” He stopped on the stairs as he met her eyes. His smug grin fled.



“That was a very wrong decision, Ian.”



He froze. With a blink, he sprinted back up the stairs. He grabbed his rifle, ran along the balcony, and continued to run out of sight. 



Without thinking, Bullseye went after him. She reached the balcony and heard the splintering of glass from a window. This finally clued in the cheap security system, and an alarm sounded. The exterior lights of the house started flashing. Bullseye ignored this and ran along the balcony to the broken window, not hesitating before jumping out. 



The fall was only one story, and she landed with a grunt in a flowerbed. Ian had landed an arm’s length away, but he scrambled to pick himself off the ground. Bullseye tried to grab him, and Ian punched her in the face. She reeled from the blow and fell back to the dirt. Ian turned to escape.



“See ya around, cha!” He ran around the front corner of the penthouse and disappeared.



Sooner than you’d like, she thought.



With the alarm and flashing lights in the background, Bullseye got to her feet. A garden hoe lay in the grass near the flowerbed, and she grabbed it as a weapon. She twitched her face to remove the sting, then took off at a dead run after Ian. 



House after house flew by as she forced herself to accelerate down the sidewalk. Because of light pillars that lined the residential streets, she could see Ian not far ahead. Bullseye found she was in better shape than her prey – she could tell he was tiring by the size of his slowing strides. Ian kept swerving from side to side of the sidewalk, and she was soon on his heels.



As soon as Ian turned to see her, Bullseye stopped. Ian cursed and continued to run, but she stood and watched him. She positioned the hoe in her grip, and she felt the burning sensation in her body as her mutate-genes kicked in her perfect aim. When Ian had taken eight strides, Bullseye whipped the hoe after him. It spun around precisely and slashed into his throat. Ian’s body fell forward with the force of his run, but that was the last movement he made.



A dog barked somewhere up the street. A bird fluttered in a bushy tree nearby. The alarms from the penthouse rang in the distance, but so far no one had emerged to investigate. 



Quickly, she turned onto a different block. She walked alone down the dark street, and her fear grew as she realized what she’d done.



I slaughtered one of my own, she thought, but Ian had no right to kill Bella! Anyone who bothered to research my mission should’ve known Bella was inconsequential. This mission only calls for slaying the rebel augmenters, not their children! Ian must’ve known that. He only shot Bella because he thought it’d be fun. 



Looking around at the wealthy homes, Bullseye recognized where she was and hurried up another street. 



But what should I do now? she thought. The problem at hand is how to defend slaying Ian. Cruelthor won’t care that I did what I did because Ian took out an innocent. Maybe I can defend myself by explaining Ian’s actions threatened to expose me. That might work, seeing as he carelessly ran down the street with his rifle in full view. But, no, I slashed his throat in the open with equal carelessness. And I didn’t even give it a second thought. 



Thunder rolled from the sea as Bullseye turned up another street.



The safest thing, she thought, is to report what happened. Getting to Cruelthor before any news reaches him is the best way to go. If he thinks I’m hiding anything…



With this in mind, Bullseye spotted a public terminal at the end of the street. Its display antenna was lit green, meaning it was available with no private terminals in the area tapped into its satellite feed. She hurried to it. This public terminal was like all others, standing one meter high like an old-fashioned drinking fountain. It was one solid block of metal except for the antenna that rose from the back. The top of the terminal had a cover with a palm scanner. If a person passed the scan, the cover would open to reveal a terminal screen and control keys. Bullseye had no ID tag for the palm scanner, so she pulled a loose kronar tube from her back pocket and slid it into the slot for payment. She’d done this many times, but now her hands shook. Finally, access granted, the cover of the terminal flipped open and the antenna blinked to red. 



Sirens blared from a street behind her, and Bullseye tensed.



Drone soldiers are responding to the security system’s alarm, she thought. Patrol machines will detect Ian’s body. They’ll sweep the area…



She reached back to retrieve her handgun, and she knelt to throw the weapon in the nearest drain. Standing back before the terminal, she untied her ponytail and let her long, blond-dyed hair hang to shield her face. 



Glad I wore citizen clothes, she thought. It’ll be much easier to feign innocence than if I’d worn a suit like Ian’s. Still, keep an eye out for trouble… I’m covered in Bella’s blood.



Bullseye typed in her code and the number of the terminal she needed to reach. Then she waited as the satellite took forever to connect. The screen filled the wait by displaying the latest newscasts. Her hands were still shaking, so she forced herself to take deep breaths. She knew Cruelthor hated the video feature, so at least she wouldn’t have to face him.



Finally, Cruelthor’s voice came through, asking what she wanted.



“Ian’s dead, sir,” she said.



A pause lingered before he replied. “How?”



She looked up as a patrol machine whizzed through the air, its lasers flashing as it scanned for ID tags. It passed right over her. 



“I had to slay him. He interfered with my mission. Was-”



“But you eliminated the targets scheduled for tonight?”



“Yes.” She explained what had happened. “Was Ian authorized to be here? I thought I was the only operative assigned to Monaco. I’ve been in this city for a year, and I’ve never seen another operative. What was Ian doing here?”



“I sent Ian to watch you. He’s tracked you for some time, under my orders. I’ve had operatives following you since your investigation. I’m a tad disappointed you’ve only now noticed. Have you started doing these missions in your sleep? Are you losing your edge?”



No, she thought, but I’m getting edgier as the days go on and I don’t know what to do to make you keep me alive. I cleared that investigation, so why am I still under surveillance? Is Cruelthor still worried about that stupid prophecy? I’m not a traitor!



“I guess Ian’s interference caught me off-guard.” She looked over her shoulder, making sure the drones weren’t approaching. “Why am I under surveillance?”



“Relax. You used to be much more lighthearted, you know. Taking your job too seriously?”



He was toying with her, and her mouth went dry. “Sir, if you don’t trust me, why are you giving me this responsibility? I’ve been in Monaco for a year. Everything is going according to plan. I’m right where I need to be to identify these rebels. I know it’s pivotal that we take them out. If they operate on ordinary citizens, we’ll lose control of businesses-”



“I know your mission,” Cruelthor interrupted. “I know you’re deep within Free Labs. I’ve been keeping track of your progress.”



That’s good to hear, she thought. At least he thinks I’m still useful.



“Sir, the patrols will discover Ian’s body any minute. Will I be held responsible? Should I go with the drones for questioning? At the very least, that’d make it difficult to maintain my cover-”



“Don’t worry about Ian. There’ll be no investigation. You’ve been at this assignment too long to be pulled now. Your initial reports said getting into Free Labs was more complicated than expected, and we don’t want to go through it again by replacing you with another operative. Besides, you reported that the Monaco citizens are suspicious of outsiders. If you had trouble earning their trust, I can’t imagine that a careless oaf like Ian would fare any better. No, having you on the inside is the best way to finish these augmenters. Is your position still secure?”



“Yes, my cover’s safe. I’m posing as a low-level assistant in the medical sciences division, so I’m exposed to the scuttlebutt around the labs. If anyone distrusted me, they wouldn’t talk like they do in my presence. Whenever a citizen’s promoted over a Dominion executive anywhere in this town, I hear about the ones who’ve had augmentation done. The names of the augmenting surgeons always come out eventually. I’ve eliminated seven targets already, not counting tonight. I had to go to Yanka’s region last week to locate an augmenter, but it was handled.”



“Good.”



Still looking around for danger, Bullseye continued against her better judgment. “Sir, these augmenters know what they’re doing. From my position, I’ve been watching the citizens who’ve undergone the procedure. They’re smart. The Dominion executives are having a hard time keeping up, and the augmented citizens are vying for high positions within the company. Currently enough of our executives are on the board to keep Free Labs under control. But, if these augmented citizens take their jobs, the rebels will take control. They’d push forward with their cerebral augmentation and DRK research – they’re overly confident and would be openly defiant if lacking Dominion supervision. In that case, sir, you’d have to shut down the company. You might even have to publically execute a bunch of them to make a point. Either way, you’d lose an important financial asset.”



“A fair prediction. Any suggestions to avoid such catastrophe?”



“I’m already eliminating the surgeons, but we also need to take the augmented citizens out of the equation. Even if I shut down the augmenters today, there’d still be too many augmented citizens already in Free Labs. We have to eliminate the patients, not just the surgeons.”



“You said you knew the citizens who’ve undergone augmentation since you’ve been there, but do you know who had it done before you arrived? Can you get me a complete list?”



She swallowed. “Yes, I can do that. There will be dozens. It might take me-”



“Good. Take your time. When you’re done in Monaco, come back to the Capitol. You’ve earned a vacation. For now, get me that list of citizens so I can check for connections. Keep up the good work. Understood?”



Bullseye answered with an affirmative, ended the transmission, and closed the cover of the terminal. The display antenna blinked back to green. She exhaled and leaned against the terminal for a moment, reassuring herself that she was safe, for the time being. He still needed her. 



But I just sentenced dozens more to death, she thought. I had to do it. It’s my job. If I didn’t point out the necessity of eliminating them, Cruelthor would’ve realized I left them out on purpose. If he suspects I’m going soft… But now I’ll have to murder dozens more. And I know these people so well.



Dematerializing, Bullseye walked the streets toward her apartment.



Cruelthor was right that a less-talented operative might struggle to infiltrate Monaco. Whereas most missions only took a few weeks in total, this one had taken weeks just to gain the trust of this close-knit community. Everybody knew everybody in Monaco, and they looked out for each other. This had made her job difficult because it meant they’d wanted to know everything about her. She’d managed to keep her story straight – she’d had plenty of practice over the years – and eventually the locals accepted her. Then and only then had she dared approach anyone about getting a job at Free Labs. And once she’d secured that position, things had become even trickier. For one thing, it required creativity to dispose of her targets. Too many car accidents, home invasions, or muggings-gone-wrong and the locals would suspected they were being targeted. That would cause a public fuss the Dominion wished to avoid. So far, the deaths and disappearances only looked like an unfortunate run of bad luck. But with dozens more…



I’ll have to do the rest in groups, she thought. Or maybe all at once in a boating accident if I can get them together… And then I can escape before the funerals. I don’t think I can handle any more funerals of people I’ve slain.



Thinking of these future targets, Bullseye scowled as she invisibly crossed a street.



She’d met Jett Chase that first day at the beach. The teams playing soccer had been unequally matched, and the women had suggested Bullseye – or Meegan Hunt to them – join Jett’s team. Bullseye, with her own motives for meeting the man, had gone along with this obvious attempt at matchmaking. Dr. Jett Chase was a virologist at Free Labs, and she’d heard beforehand that he was looking for an assistant. She’d ‘coincidentally’ applied for the job before their meeting, and by the end of the soccer game Dr. Chase seemed impressed with her. After weeks of planning, this final step had landed her a position at Free Labs. Working under Jett, she’d learned quickly that he’d had cerebral augmentation. Bullseye was aware, therefore, that she’d have to write his name on Cruelthor’s list. But Jett was also the person in Monaco she knew best, making this impending slay particularly complicated.



As Bullseye walked around a corner, she saw a group of drones enter a parking lot ahead. Four more squads were positioned along the street on either side. She’d never have enough strength to travel invisibly the entire way home, so she decided to double back on their trail and hide until the drones moved on. Cruelthor could get her out of any trouble, of course, but it wouldn’t do to be seen with the drones. 



Besides, she thought, I’m covered in blood while a dead man lies fifty meters away. I need to get out of sight until they clear out. 



Fortunately she knew the streets well enough to find her way to a less open city block. Still invisible, she hurried past another squad of drones and turned a corner. This new street was empty, and she jogged along the dark sidewalk running farther inland.



Rain began to fall. Too tired, she materialized on the sidewalk and tried to figure out where to go. A patrol vehicle’s lights swept across the buildings at the head of the street, and she stepped to hide in a doorway. 



Through the increasing rain, Bullseye saw a familiar chapel ahead, and she hurried here. She paused at the door of the chapel, feeling certain that the angelic statue beside the entrance was judging her. As the sound of the patrol vehicle reached her ears, a wet breeze wafted in from the sea. This reminded her that her side and chest were soggy with blood. She felt completely unworthy to enter the chapel, but she had no choice and pushed the door open.



Once inside, Bullseye closed the door and shut out the rain. She paused a moment to listen for any sound of pursuit, but she heard nothing. Finally, she turned to scan the chapel’s interior. 



It was a single, open room with empty pews. A cross hung on the far wall, and under the cross stood a small table covered in candles. The candlelight caused her to blink and adjust her eyes. The wavering light stretched over the rows of pews. It was warmer here than on the rainy streets outside. 



I’m alone, she thought. I need to rest a second…



She stepped from the door and moved farther into the pleasant room.



“Can I help you?”



The hoarse voice frightened her more than it should have, and Bullseye yelped. She dropped to her knees behind the back pew and hid her bloodied side and chest. An elderly man walked from a side door at the front of the chapel. 



He didn’t see the blood, she thought. The light was too dim. Calm down. Think. 



Bullseye folded her hands on the pew and tried to look as if she’d come to pray. She could only hope the man wouldn’t ask her to move and therefore expose her blood-soaked shirt.



The man walked down the center aisle toward her, and she saw in the candlelight that he was a priest. His voice was hoarse from years of preaching. “I’m sorry, Meegan, I didn’t mean to startle you. What are you doing here so late? You know, people normally pray up by the cross.” He grinned and pointed toward the front of the chapel.



Bullseye chuckled and feigned embarrassment as she recognized the priest from his charity work around the city. Of course, he knew her as Meegan Hunt. Because of this, she slipped into character and erased all trace of her real personality from her expression, body language, and tone of voice. She had used this alias’s persona for a year, so the guise was faked quite naturally.



“Hello, father. I’m sorry I screamed, but I wasn’t expecting to see anyone here so late. I…” She hated to lie in the chapel. “I was on my way home from work. How did you recognize me?”



“Oh, I could never forget such vibrant, green eyes.” The priest smiled. “Is Jett keeping you late at the office? He shouldn’t work his fiancée so hard.”



Bullseye remembered she’d taken off her engagement ring for the slay mission, and she subtly lowered her hands from their folded position atop the pew. “Well, I had a few loose ends to take care of.”



The priest smiled again and sat in the pew sideways to face her. Even this late, his chatty disposition hadn’t left him. “Jett Chase is a good man – you could do no better. I’ve known him since his parents first brought him here. He’s always been the introverted type, but even as a child people liked him. Working as a scientist – virologist, excuse me – at that silly Lab suits him perfectly. He’s a smart man.”



“Yes, he is. A little too smart for his own good.”



Jett Chase hadn’t been what she’d expected. For starters, he wasn’t a native of Monaco. His parents had emigrated from the Mainland’s British Isles – not that anyone outside the Dominion educational system knew that place’s ancient name anymore. The priest was right to note that Jett was introverted, and this often made it difficult for Bullseye to analyze his thoughts and reactions. He was nothing like the scrawny virologist she’d imagined. He was of average height and in good physical shape. Female coworkers in the Free Labs lunchroom often discussed how mesmerizing his blue eyes were in combination with his dark hair. A few had agreed that “he’s not a pretty boy, but he doesn’t have that grungy outbacker look either.” Personally, Bullseye put little stock in their stupid fluttering. While Jett was intelligent, good-looking, and likeable, there was nothing particularly interesting about him. To Bullseye, he was just another common citizen – soft, naïve, and simple. But the older women in Monaco had shoved Jett and Bullseye toward each other so often that she’d finally realized the relationship would help her cover. Because of Jett, she’d been accepted into the community that much more. When he’d proposed months ago, she’d had little choice but to accept. 



I don’t need to tell Cruelthor everything, she thought. He’d say my engagement is a part of the job. And he’d find it hilarious. I find it…annoying.



“I doubt you recall when Jett first introduced us,” the priest was saying.



Bullseye glanced at the doors behind her, but she knew she was stuck. Facing the chatty man again, she saw he was waiting for an answer. “Yes, I do. It was a warm day, and the children were running along the beach where you were handing out candy. Jett was giving me a tour of the city, and when you came up to talk to him he introduced us. That was last summer when I started working at Free Labs.” 



“And one of the little girls pulled on your hand,” the priest reminded her. “I remember watching for your reaction. You knelt and smiled at her, and she handed you a flower and asked you something. She spoke in a tongue which you rarely hear in this part of the world, but you understood her and answered right back in the girl’s language. It was then I approved of you. If children like a person, you know that person’s all right.” He winked.



Recalling the little girl he spoke of triggered a much more recent memory of another little girl. Bullseye tried to shut out the dying face of Bella and instead reconstruct the face of the girl the priest spoke of. She remembered with pinpoint accuracy how the dainty, brown-haired girl spoke Russian, an ancient language Bullseye learned in the Youth program. The girl had been excited to hear her own tongue from a stranger. She’d asked Bullseye to be nice to Jett because she liked the way his voice sounded. The plea meant little at the time, and Bullseye had promised she’d always be nice to Jett. While Bullseye honestly didn’t care whether he lived or died, it occurred to her that slaying Jett would add yet one more guilty stain on her soul.



Perhaps in the wisdom of his profession, the priest peered into her face and said, “You look troubled. Is something wrong, Meegan?”



Oh, not much, she thought. I’m only reliving every terrible experience I’ve ever brought upon myself. I’m a cold-blooded assassin. I bring pain everywhere I go. I’m good at it. And now, I’m going to hurt this entire city of basically innocent citizens. Unless Cruelthor ends up factoring me someday, I’ll keep bringing pain to others. This is all my life will ever amount to. I damned myself long ago.



An uncomfortable yet inviting idea entered her mind. She eyed the priest. “How much can I confess before you have to tell someone else? I mean, if I were to confess something…”



“I will not speak a word but to God.”



“But this could be traumatic.”



“You’ll be fine.”



“I meant for you.”



The priest smiled. “It would be my pleasure to listen to whatever you have to tell me, Meegan. Together, perhaps we can find a ray of light that will point you to some hope.”



Bullseye frowned.



It must be wonderful to have such a naïve outlook, she thought.



“Meegan, please, I want to help.”



She dipped her head so he couldn’t see her eyes. She didn’t particularly believe in this, but she did need to talk. “I’ve committed the worst sins, father.”



“Fear not, child. The woman I see before me isn’t capable of telling me anything that would repulse me beyond what I can stand.”



“You say that, but I have a feeling you wouldn’t agree with yourself if you heard me out.”



“Trust me. Please, speak freely.”



Bullseye glanced at him. “I shouldn’t be here. I’m sorry.” 



Just in time, she remembered she couldn’t leave with the priest sitting right in front of her. Even if the drones had moved on, standing to leave would mean showing him the blood on her clothes. He’d ask questions, and that was the last thing she needed. She knew deep down that she couldn’t handle slaying this kind man. Besides, his would be the fifth murder of the night after the Penn’s, their daughter, and Ian. The city legally had to launch an investigation after five suspicious deaths, and that’d be devastating to her mission.



Wait, she thought. That’s what would stop me from slaying a priest? What is wrong with me? I am such a coldhearted mess!



Trapped, she decided to take advantage of this rare opportunity. “I once slaughtered a man’s wife and children in front of him. I tied him and forced his eyes open to watch while I hung his family in trees and slit them open. He begged and pleaded for their lives, but I laughed at him. When they were dead, I cut out his tongue and broke his legs and arms. After that, I took him to a hospital where they treated him. He was bedridden, and I sat with him for two straight days. He knew I was there the whole time. The staff at the hospital thought I was his daughter, and they told him how lucky he was to have me. I sat and watched him, never saying a word. I just sat there, letting his fear grow. He cried continually those two days, never sleeping. On the second night when he finally fell asleep, I slit his throat.” To her surprise, she felt moisture on her cheeks. She closed her eyes, unnerved by the pain the memory had surfaced. “That’s the worst thing I’ve ever done, father. I was very young.”



The priest was also crying. “Dear woman, did you confess these crimes to the authorities?”



Bullseye wiped her eyes with the hand that wasn’t supposed to have an engagement ring on it and laughed shortly. She wasn’t about to tell him that she’d done this horrible thing at the command of the authorities. “Oh, I’ve paid for my sins, father.”



He gave her a sad, reassuring smile and pat her shoulder. 



Bullseye snapped back into character. “Remember what you promised,” she said as if afraid. “You can only tell God. If people in this wonderful town knew…”



“I’ll keep your past secret. But this is a great burden for an old man to carry.” He looked at her with pity. “It’s an even greater burden for a young woman to carry, I imagine.”



“I’m okay, father.” She forced herself to lie. “I’ve left that life behind me. Besides, I have Jett to help me now.”



“Yes, that is good.” The priest smiled. “Meegan, often when a past sin seems too great to overcome, we continue to think of ourselves as unforgiveable. In a way, we have to forgive ourselves in order to ask for forgiveness. We have to believe we’re worth it, that we can do better. I can see you’re not ready yet. Promise me you’ll search for a way to forgive yourself, Meegan.”



If only her life were that simple. “I promise, father.”



“I’ll leave you, then. It’s late, and you should go home soon. Even these beautiful streets are dangerous at this hour.”



Bullseye agreed and pressed herself closer to the pew so he didn’t see her bloodied shirt as he rose. The priest walked back up the aisle and disappeared through the same door he’d appeared from.



Not wasting any time, Bullseye rose to leave. At the door, she peeked out at the street. There was no movement but the falling rain. The patrol vehicles had moved elsewhere. 



The rain, she thought. It’s probably hindering their investigation. Or, it’s possible that by now Cruelthor sent orders to take Ian’s body and clear out. 



Leaving her sanctuary, Bullseye ran through the rainy streets to her apartment building. The front entrance had posed a challenge several times – its airtight doors were managed with an elaborate security system. So, she followed an alternate route she’d taken after many late night slays. She walked to the side of the building, climbed up a fire escape to the correct floor, and crawled through the bedroom window she’d left open for this very purpose. 



Out of the rain now, she closed the window and stepped into the dark room to switch on the light.



It was then she saw the blood on her shirt more distinctly. Rattled by this, she hurried to her adjoining bathroom and stripped off the citizen clothes. She threw the bloodied apparel into a metal basket, opened the bathroom window, and set the basket on the sill. Next she opened a cabinet, took out a secretly stored box, and withdrew a dropper with a special chemical inside. Returning to the basket on the windowsill, she dripped a few splashes of the chemical onto her bloodied clothes. For the last step, she grabbed a lighter out of the stored box and lit the clothes. 



As the clothes burned, Bullseye stepped into her shower. The warm water felt better than the rain, and she let it wash over her as she tried to relax. The water ran red around the drain at first, which didn’t allow her to relax as much as she’d hoped.



Stupid, she thought. It was stupid to tell Cruelthor about the augmented citizens being a threat. Now, if I follow through with this, it’ll mean murdering dozens more. On the other hand, if I don’t follow through, Cruelthor will put me out of my misery for good. Would that be such a bad thing? Flush me. Getting to know these locals is what’s making this so hard. If I do this, I’ll never be able to…



“Forgive myself.”



 She turned off the shower, wrapped herself in a towel, and stepped out into the cool air blowing in from the window. The fire had died, so she took care of the stored box and returned the basket to its place. 



Free of blood now, she returned to her bedroom and changed into a comfortable, baggy nightshirt and underwear. She sat on her bed and forced herself to look in the mirror beside her dresser. Bullseye barely recognized the green-eyed, blond-haired, morose woman looking back at her. 



Get a grip, she thought. What happened tonight?



She leaned forward to stare down her reflection. “What were you thinking, talking to a priest? Never get sentimental with a citizen, especially if that citizen can blow your cover! These people’s softness has gotten to you. Pull it together and finish the damn job.”



She took a deep breath, still looking in the mirror, but didn’t feel any better. Something had been eating at her for some time, and she couldn’t shake it.



Her eyes moved from the mirror to the dresser. The engagement ring she’d taken off rested on its surface. With a flash of panic, she remembered that Jett Chase was planning to stop by on his way back from a conference. The happy couple had scanned Jett’s ID tag into her door’s security device, so he might already be there. 



Bullseye jumped from the bed, grabbed the ring, slipped it on her finger, and hurried to her bedroom door. 



As she turned the corner into her living room, Bullseye saw that Jett was indeed already in her apartment. He stood in front of the fireplace. The fire was the only light in the room, but the white walls and carpet were well lit. The intense look on Jett’s face was also illuminated. He wore a common citizen’s suit shirt and pants. She took this in at a glance, but the most alarming thing she saw caught her full attention – Jett held a gun. 



Bullseye took a quick step into the room but stopped herself just in time from slamming him into the wall.



That’s right, she thought, Jett took a gun for protection to that conference. Stop panicking and remember your character like Edy taught you! You are Meegan Hunt. You had a little breakdown earlier, but shake it off and get back to business. Everything is over if you blow this mission. Everything.



“Is something wrong?” Jett asked as she strolled into the living room. “Your bedroom door was locked, so I thought you might be asleep.”



It entered Bullseye’s mind that the little girl on the beach had been right. There was something melodious about Jett’s voice. Maybe it was the slight foreign accent. Now, however, his voice worried her. 



“Meegan?”



“You startled me,” she answered with a light laugh. “I forgot you could get in.”



Jett checked the weapon absentmindedly and took a few steps from the fireplace to stand before her. He looked at her face in his probing, caring way that annoyed her. But she was more focused on the fact that he still held the gun.



“Honey, are you sure nothing’s wrong?” 



She tried to keep her voice pleasant. “Everything’s great. Why?” 



Jett’s brows furrowed as he made a strange face. He looked away, but he couldn’t hide that something was off. He’d been making that face a lot lately, now that she thought about it.



“Is something wrong?” Bullseye’s skin crawled, and she restrained herself from pulling the gun from his hands. Instead, she sidestepped a rocking chair to get farther away from him.



“How are you, Meegan?”



Well, she thought, I’m convinced my life is worthless and terrified my big brother is going to factor me.



She said, “Wonderful.”



Jett faced her with the same strange look. Then he walked back to the fireplace. From where she stood, she saw him pale as he supported himself on the wall over the mantle. He loosened his collar and let out a quiet moan.



With a feeling she assumed to be concern, Bullseye asked, “What is it?”



“You lied just then.”



She froze. “Yes, but I thought it was fairly convincing. How did you-”



“I can’t explain it.” Jett wouldn’t look at her but instead gazed at the fire. “I just know when people are lying. I’ve been able to do it since I was a teenager, but I’ve never told anyone. I think I have mutate-genes that affect my intuition and perception. Even if it is a skill from mutate-genes, it’s nothing juxtaposed to yours.” Jett looked back at her, revealing why he was acting so peculiar – he knew.



Bullseye swallowed. In a rush, she dematerialized her leg. With her leg’s matter filling the space dimension, she kicked against the rocking chair in front of her. Without touching the chair physically, her dematerialized leg caused an invisible shock wave inside the space dimension that pushed the chair with enough force to send it flying. Because she also used her mutate-genes, the chair flew exactly where she’d aimed and slammed into Jett. 



The chair hit him hard. He fell against the wall in pain, and his gun landed on the carpet. Before he could move, Bullseye flipped and kicked him in the chest. Jett slumped to the floor. She quickly stepped to her window and pulled off the long curtain ties. Then she went to Jett with these cords and tied his wrists together, next his ankles. 



Jett winced from pain, but he looked at her calmly. It bothered her that he wasn’t afraid. He wasn’t angry, either. He wasn’t even struggling against the ties. 



Shit, shit, shit, she thought. I assumed he’d be as panicked as most citizens when in this position. Maybe I haven’t pegged him. How’d he figure me out?



When finished tying him, Bullseye shoved Jett so he sat against the wall. Then she started pacing. But she realized she wasn’t breathing, so she stopped in the middle of the fire-lit living room and took a breath. She put a hand to her torso, hoping this would stop her body’s shaking. 



I can’t let him see how rattled I am, she thought. I have to snap into the role of the ever-confident assassin operative…. Well, at least I can finally do away with Meegan Hunt.



Trying to at least appear in control of herself, Bullseye forced a laugh. “Why can’t anything go right tonight? I mean, I’m seriously about to lose it, but I don’t have time for a nervous breakdown.” She shook like a dog, pulled her wet hair to one side, and walked to stand over him. “I’m sorry. I forgot to introduce myself. My name is-”



“Bullseye.” Jett looked up at her with a calm expression. “You’re a Dominion operative. Your code name is Bullseye because you have mutate-genes that give you perfect aim. You can also become invisible. I assume you were sent here because the surgeons at Free Labs were performing cerebral augmentation on citizens like me. You’re the one responsible for the mysterious deaths and disappearances of the surgeons. Am I right?”



Bullseye actually staggered back. “How did you-”



“I followed you one day when you thought no one could see you. Somehow, I can still see you when you’re supposed to be invisible.”



“What?”



“I see your form in the red and yellow of the space dimension. The day I followed you, you went to a terminal and called in, reporting on some part of your mission. When you left the terminal, it was a simple matter of hitting redial. The satellite wouldn’t connect without your access code, but it didn’t take a genius after that to conjecture that you were working for the Dominion.”



Oh, shit, she thought.



Jett winced in pain. “Later, I used my private terminal at Free Labs and broke into the Dominion operative profiles. I knew you wouldn’t be listed normally since you don’t have an ID tag – I know that’s why I always pay for dinner. But, you got drunk once and told me that you’d tried to have your birthmark removed as a kid.”



I need to stop drinking, she thought.



“So,” he continued, “I eventually found you by checking dermatology records from offices around Capital City. I assumed you were from there, since that’s where the Youth program trains assassin operatives. Turns out, someone in the dermatology office made a slip and didn’t hide your records. I found files that said a Youth operative named Bullseye came to the office multiple times to have a birthmark removed. I was positive I’d found you when I read the description of your birthmark.” 



Flush me, she thought.



He looked at her with a sigh. “All told, I’ve known who you are for three weeks.” 



Bullseye took a deep breath, which was shorter than she’d hoped. She was too tense. “How many people have you told?”



He raised an eyebrow.



“What does that mean?” she barked.



“I haven’t told anyone.”



That made no sense.



“What are you going to do now? Kill me and disappear back to the Dominion?”



“That’s a good plan, yes.”



“Please, don’t do this.”



“You think I haven’t heard people beg for their lives before, Mr. Chase?” 



Bullseye stomped to where he sat. She straddled his legs to sit facing him, jabbed her elbows into his shoulders, and slapped the wall on either side of his head. Jett winced in pain again but looked back at her.



“Look, love, here’s my story. When I was sixteen, I had to slay the woman who stepped in as my mother. That happened right after my best friend saved my life after he tried to slay me. I was under investigation for a long time, and ever since I’ve been walking a tightrope. I’ve had to murder a lot of people to prove my allegiance – so many that I can’t even remember half the missions.” She tapped her fingers on the wall like a drum roll. “And that brings us to the great disasters of tonight! First, I went to slay those people who operated on your brain, and one of my former school chums showed up. He shot their daughter, so I cut his throat because that bothered me – that’s not supposed to bother me! After that I called the Dominion, and they told me I’m being watched and that I have to finish this job or I’m pretty much dead. Then, I got flushed emotionally – I’m not supposed to have emotions! Now, you’ve found out about me, and what you know jeopardizes a mission I’ve been on for a year. So what do you really think I’ll do now? You’ve already heard how many people I’ve killed today – what possible problem do you think I’d have getting rid of you?”



Jett’s probing blue eyes looked back at her without wavering as he thought over her words.



Almost faltering, Bullseye managed to hold her face expressionless. She’d poured out much more than she’d intended. Maybe it was because of her confessional mood after talking with the priest. Maybe it was because she wasn’t exactly afraid of Jett revealing her secrets, considering she’d have to do away with him in another couple of minutes. 



But he doesn’t look surprised, she thought. I’m dealing with a genius here. A genius with lie-detecting mutate-genes. He’s probably seen through my charade for quite a while…



As her gaze darted around the living room, it came to rest on a vase of exotic flowers. She hated flowers, but that wasn’t the point. Jett had bought her the flowers a few days ago. Only a few days ago – not three weeks ago.



Jett was still looking at her. “You killed Clay and Jolene? And your partner killed Bella?”



“He wasn’t my partner.” She had to swallow and look away. “But, yes, I did.”



Jett sighed. “I warned Clay an assassin was hunting down the rebels here. I didn’t tell him it was you, but I told him to get his family out. He didn’t believe me.”



Bullseye felt a fresh wave of guilt and fought to hold on.



These are good people, she thought yet again. They’re rebels, but they’re not…dangerous. Jett has been a boring annoyance, but he’s good too. Oh, flush me – what am I going to do?



Jett’s voice broke up her thoughts. “I’m not begging for my life. I don’t want you to do this for your own sake. Whoever you are, I know you’re hurting. I didn’t know why you were in such pain before, but now a lot of things make sense. It’s like everything I’ve been wondering about over the past year now makes sense within the space of these few minutes.”



She squirmed.



He continued. “It takes a piece of you every time you have to kill someone, doesn’t it? You might not even care about the people involved, but you do care that it hurts you. Please… Killing me will only make you feel worse. I don’t want that. This pain you’re in will never end unless you end it. Walk away. Get out of the Dominion. I understand they might come after you, but-”



“Might?” She laughed darkly. The ridiculousness of what he was suggesting helped her stay strong. “You want me to leave the Dominion? Do you citizens really believe it’s that easy? It’s a good thing you can get by on your looks, love, because you obviously have no idea how the real world works. All you people are the same. You live out your simple lives while reality rages around the little bubble world you’ve made here. You’ve driven me crazy this past year! My life in the Dominion may be messed up, but at least it’s interesting. You’re the most insipid person I’ve ever had to work with while on a mission. Did you know that? I should slay you now for the annoyance factor alone. You’ve got a bit of heart because you want to find the DRK treatment – I know that’s why you got the augmentation to begin with – but that’s it.”



“I’ve got a bit of heart? Funny, I was going to accuse you of not having one at all.”



“Don’t be smart, Jett.”



“Can’t help it,” he reminded her.



They took a pause to glare at each other.



When Bullseye was calm, she said, “If I left the Dominion, I’d lose my DRK treatments. Right now I have it in my blood, and I’ve grown rather fond of having it there. Besides, if I left, they’d hunt me down because I know too much. I can’t leave the Dominion, Jett. My life would be over. Wake up! The world is an ugly place, and I…” She caught herself. “And I’m part of it. You don’t know me. I’ve spent the last year making sure you’ve only seen Meegan Hunt. I’m nothing like the woman I’ve pretended to be. Don’t think you’ve got my life figured out, and don’t tell me what I need to do.”



Jett scowled. “I know you’ve been faking. I have these nifty mutate-genes, remember? You acted like Meegan Hunt when you knew people were watching, but you had a different look in your eye when you didn’t think I was looking. I got to know you when you weren’t paying attention. Your whole demeanor changes. I compared that with your other behavior until I knew for sure when you were lying and when you weren’t.” 



Shit, she thought again.



Jett let his head rest against the wall between her palms. He kept his eyes on her face. “Look, maybe I don’t know you, but I do know you’re hurting. Once I figured out what you’re doing here in Monaco… Well, I’ve seen your tears at the funerals. You know we don’t deserve to be murdered. And you must at least respect my right to live. You’ve put up with me for a year, haven’t you?” His expression turned sad and embarrassed. “I was only cover for your assignment, wasn’t I? You are good at this. I never would’ve suspected you were pretending to love me if it hadn’t been for my mutate-genes. So now you’re going to kill me? You’ve hurt me enough. What kind of person does killing me make you?”



Bullseye stared back at him. A numbing sensation made her squirm, and she felt her muscles tighten. In the back of her mind, she remembered her promise to the little girl who’d liked Jett’s voice. Then the priest came to mind. 



If I slay Jett, she thought, it’ll drive me deeper into guilt and self-loathing. I’m so tired of this. Everything Jett’s saying is true, even if I’m trying to ignore the truth.



Jett noticed her uneasiness. “That’s called your conscience. Listen to it.”



“I don’t have a conscience. That’s one of the many things you don’t know about me.” 



Bullseye took a moment to consider her options. Soon she realized there was only one way to live with herself, and her two past promises held her to this resolve. 



Even if Jett is a bland human being, she thought, I can’t slay this man. In the past, his death would’ve been the icing on the cake. Now it’d be the final blow.



Making her decision, she felt something switch over in her mind. With an unexplained, somewhat manic grin, she rolled off Jett’s legs and went to her bedroom. She came back with her beloved knife.



Jett looked worried until she knelt at his side to cut his bonds. “Are you letting me go, or do you have some further torture planned?”



 “Don’t ask questions. You’ll make me change my mind, and you really don’t want to piss me off right now.”



“Agreed.” He made a face. “I understand you have to go back to the Dominion, but what’ll happen to you?”



Bullseye looked up and started to tell him she could handle herself.



It wouldn’t be the truth, she thought. How many of my lies has he seen through? 



“I don’t know,” she answered more honestly. “I haven’t been back to the Capitol in years. I was a kid. I haven’t sorted out what to tell them yet. If I go back without finishing my mission… I don’t know what’ll happen to me.”



“Yes, you do.” Jett looked in her eyes, apparently using his mutate-genes. “They’d kill you. Or worse.”



“Cruelthor wouldn’t factor me, Jett. He’s my brother, for-”



“Your brother? What an in-law he would’ve made.” Jett swallowed and looked away. “I don’t think your relationship would stop him from killing you, and neither do you. You just lied when you said he wouldn’t factor you.”



She didn’t deny this. She went back to cutting the ties from his wrists.



Jett’s voice sounded as if he was thinking at a speed few others could. “Tell Cruelthor my augmentation worked so well that I was able to discern who you really were. You had no choice but to kill me immediately. And since my death was the fifth of the night, you had to destroy my body so Monaco didn’t know to start an official investigation. Since there’d be no explanation for my disappearance, you had to leave too to make everyone think we ran away together. If you stayed while I vanished, people might get suspicious, so you had to leave or else risk exposing the Dominion’s activities here.” He looked at her to see if she followed. “If you go back with a story like that, Cruelthor won’t question the absence of my body. He won’t be able to blame you for leaving before finishing your mission either. He might even be happy you got out of here without exposing the Dominion’s plan.” 



She raised an eyebrow at him. “If I tell the Dominion I had to slay you, you’ll have to disappear and leave everything behind. Are you sure you’re willing to…die?”



“It’s the only way we both can live. We have to make it look like I blew your cover. And, this way, no one else has to die.” He grimaced. “I’m assuming you had a few more assassinations to go?”



“Yep.” She finished with the last cord on his wrists and, scowling, moved down to his feet. “I was almost done with the surgeons, but Cruelthor ordered me to eliminate you augmented citizens too.”



“So even if I hadn’t figured you out…”



“Yep. Your days were numbered.”



Jett paused. “Once you leave without finishing your mission, will the Dominion still come after the others like me?”



“They might.” She cut away the last knot around his ankles. “Cruelthor knows how hard it was for me to infiltrate Monaco, but I think he’d risk sending other operatives, in this instance. It’s crucial that the Dominion keep control of Free Labs. He wanted a list of all you augmented citizens.”



“Then I have to warn them.” 



She shook her head and helped Jett to his feet. “If you went to them, you’d just make them targets. Besides, even Clay didn’t believe you about…me. But tomorrow the other augmented citizens will hear that Clay and Jolene were murdered and you’ve gone missing. Hopefully your brilliant friends will put two and two together and get out of town.” She shrugged, not entirely comfortable with this. “I promise I won’t give a list of names to Cruelthor, but the only thing we can do is hope they’re smart enough to realize they’re being exterminated. If you warn them and they’re ever caught and interrogated, Cruelthor would know I let you expose the mission. Yes, that sounds horribly cold of me, but you can’t warn them, Jett. We have to cover our tracks here, or we’re all dead.”



“So the best way to warn them is to fake my death.” Jett frowned but seemed to accept this. “Okay, how do we do this?” His frown deepened. “I assume you have a plan?”



“Honestly, I’m making this up as I go… But, yes.” Bullseye slipped into a tone she used when giving orders to lower operatives. “It’s only a few hours ‘til sunrise. As soon as you leave here, go straight to your boat and take it to the bay where you took me fishing last week. That seemed like a good place to dump a body.”



Jett made a face.



“It’s going to hurt,” she said, “but you have to cut out your ID tag. I want you to remove it and throw it in the water. Once I report that I’ve slain you, Cruelthor will check by tracking your ID tag. The patrol machine reports will show that you were here now. I’ll say that I learned you were onto me, followed you to the boat as you were trying to escape, and killed you there. I’ll say I chopped up your body and threw you in the bay. He’ll send drones to the boat to get rid of the evidence – and to make sure I’m telling the truth – so if you could leave blood on the boat, that’d be great.”



He didn’t seem to find this amusing.



“Once your ID tag is out, swim to shore. Make sure no one sees you, and I’d suggest swimming east until you’re away from the city. Don’t go back to your house. Don’t go to the office. Don’t try to access your accounts. And don’t you dare warn your friends, because if anyone sees you after you’re supposed to be dead, we’re flushed. At-” she checked the clock on her wall “-0400, I’ll report to Cruelthor. By then, be out of Monaco. If anyone sees you, you really will be dead. And so will I.”



“Got it. But what’ll you do between now and calling Cruelthor? Shouldn’t you come to the boat with me to make sure my murder scene looks right?”



She paused. “I don’t dare. I might…”



Jett must’ve seen the truth on her face, and his jaw tightened. “Oh.”



That’s right, she thought. You’d be smart to still fear me. And there are far worse monsters than me… He’s so not prepared for this.



Bullseye let out a huff. “Oh, wait here a second.”



She walked to her kitchen cupboards and opened one to reach near the back. She grabbed the container she wanted, left the cupboard, and returned to Jett. Opening the container, she drew out a couple thousand-worth of blue kronar tubes and handed them to Jett. Then she walked over and picked up the gun where he’d dropped it. This she also handed to him. Jett had tucked the kronar in a pocket, but he held the gun uncertainly.



“Do you know how to use that?” she asked. “I remember you were cleaning it one time, and I had to restrain myself from doing it for you.”



Jett half-smiled. “Guess I’ll have to learn.”



She shook her head at his innocence. “I hope I’m doing the right thing here. I have a feeling you won’t last two weeks. Once you’re out of Monaco, you can never be Jett Chase again. Without your ID tag you can’t be traced, but you absolutely must avoid everyone and everywhere you’ve ever known. So…” She shrugged and pointed to his pocket. “Use that kronar wisely.”



Jett looked at his pocket and nodded. “I guess I should thank you.”



“I’m not doing this for you. I’m doing this entirely for me.” 



Bullseye gave him a moment of direct eye contact to use his mutate-genes and see she was telling the truth. 



This might be a little harsh, she thought, but he needs to harden up quick. I appreciate what he’s doing for me, but that’s as far as my respect goes for Dr. Jett Chase.



“I see,” he finally said. 



“Okay, off you go.” She led him over to her door, opened it, and glanced down the hall to find it empty.



Jett stepped out and turned to face her one last time. “You’re doing the right thing, whatever your motives. Thank you anyway.”



“Thank an anonymous little girl and your priest.” 



Before he could ask questions, Bullseye closed the door in his face. That done, the apartment was eerily quiet. 



I hope this works, she thought. If Jett doesn’t do what I say… I have to trust him. What am I doing? What am I doing? But I feel…better. 



She took a deep breath and turned toward her bedroom. She had a lot to do. First, chop her ridiculous blond hair. Second, change into clothes Meegan Hunt would never wear. Third, prepare her story for Cruelthor.
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“Join me”



 



 



 



According to the Earth calendar, Zaak was now twenty-three years old, but Earth time still seemed foreign to the former Phantasyan. It had taken Zaak longer to prepare for Earth than he’d expected, but he’d been a permanent resident for a few years now. He’d matured into a fairly tall, lean, attractive man. Zaak kept the hanging brown hair of his youth, but he’d seen from locals that the trend was to bleach sections that hung in his face. Many of the fashions common to Earth were perplexing. But, he’d done what he could to blend in, and by watching people his age Zaak picked up on the mannerisms and lingo of his home planet. 



Still, adjusting to many Earthy things was difficult. There were the sounds, for one thing – Earth was a cacophony. Then there were the natives. Often Zaak quoted or referenced something these people didn’t remember from their history. The people he encountered had such drastically different personalities, and it was difficult to know how to act from person to person. Also, sometimes it wasn’t possible to tell what a person was thinking from his or her body language, which had always been his easiest way of studying people. 



Most of this confusion Zaak could blame on being raised by Trok. However, Zaak often wondered how human he really was. Did being human mean that a person came from Earth?



In any case, what helped most was his fake ID tags. Whenever he wanted, he’d go sans ID tag and be undetectable. Or, he’d wear a tag and clear security like a Dominion operative, gaining access to places ordinary citizens couldn’t enter. He had clearance for all kinds of secure data. And, of course, there was the kronar. Zaak’s ability to tap into Dominion funds allowed him to look even more like an operative, considering he could afford luxury vehicles and posh clothing. No one paid attention to an attractive man with a high level of clearance because everyone assumed he was what he claimed and appeared to be. Even real operatives fell for it. 



Life was good. 



Because of this wealth, Zaak could’ve lived anywhere on the planet that he wished, but he’d decided on an apartment in Havanahell, formerly Baltimore. He’d been right about Cruelthor’s eastern seaboard region being the best place to blend in, and many advantages came with the territory. For, appearances notwithstanding, Zaak wasn’t entirely focused on living the high life. Oh, no. He had other reasons for establishing a life in Havanahell.



A siren from a patrol machine woke Zaak from a sound sleep. He sat up with a start, still not used to noises other than that of blowing sand. It only took a glance at his sunlit bedroom before he remembered where he was. Zaak crankily ruffled his bleached bangs and flopped back over in bed. A pillow held to his ears worked as a sufficient muffler, and he tried to ignore the blaring patrol machine as it alerted drones of a detected criminal. 



Just one night, he thought. I just want one full night’s sleep. 



As he rolled over, Zaak’s senses flared. He heard his pumping heart accelerate. With eyes closed, he lay still and heard someone breathing in his room. Zaak flexed his muscles under his covers and prepared to jump on the intruder. He tried to appear like he was sleeping and rolled in the direction he heard the breathing. With a burst of speed, Zaak sped up his roll and leapt out of bed. He slammed into a small person standing against the wall and raised a fist to strike.



“Ahhh! I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” The intruder lifted his arms to protect his face. “I didn’t mean nothin’!”



Zaak lowered his fist, but he kept the teen pinned to the wall. “Are you done whimpering, Nat?”



A few months ago, Zaak had caught Nat stealing food from a vendor, and he’d offered to trade Nat food for information. Nat was a world-class hacker who specialized in accessing Dominion mainframes. Currently Nat was on something, possibly the latest Shfex drug. An undeniable MOB, Nat had yellow, cat-like eyes which darted around the room, not competent enough to focus on Zaak because of the Shfex. His forehead was perspiring. His blond, thin, disheveled hair was damp. Nat most likely hadn’t eaten in days. Despite being famished, the teen had more energy than anyone had any legal right to have.



“What are you doing in my bedroom?”



“I plucked the info you asked for.” Nat blinked his cat eyes. “You said to report back if I found somethin’. I’m just followin’ orders!”



Zaak released him and motioned for Nat to go ahead of him into the main section of the apartment. “So, spill.”



People skills, thought Zaak. I need to work on that.



Nat hurried to obey and walked out the bedroom door, turning to talk. “You know that cha with the weird birthmark ya told me about? Remember the cha you told me to peep?”



Not yet familiar with the Dominion Youth-influenced slang, Zaak took a moment to sort out Nat’s words. “Yeah, I remember. If you won’t get to the point, you can let yourself out. You managed to let yourself in.”



They made their way into Zaak’s bare-bones kitchen.



“No, I found her!” Nat jumped in the air to emphasize his accomplishment. “It wasn’t easy, either. You told me to start by searchin’ for that birthmark, and I stumbled upon records someone else accessed when searchin’ for the same birthmark. The records were from a dermatology office in Capital City. Turns out, a Dominion Youth tried to have her birthmark removed several times, and the office kept the records. Her code name was right there in their files.”



Zaak raised his eyebrows at this development. “Okay…”



“From there, I accessed ID tag records and tried to match any to that code name, but no match. That’s why the Dominion uses code names, though – to hide their operatives’ identities. From what I can tell, this cha doesn’t have known aliases either. It’s like she doesn’t have an ID – she has no profile information, no kronar account, no medical file, nothin’. So, I fished around in more secure Dominion files and pulled out everythin’ I could with that code name. But there ain’t a lot. This cha is more classified than anyone I’ve ever heard of. Every record about her is either auto-wiped or restricted to the highest levels. It’d take Cruelthor’s own clearance to get anythin’ more than what I’ve found.”



Zaak walked to the cold storage and took out three sandwiches for the hungry informant to devour. Still in the clothes he’d worn the night before, Zaak threw on a clean shirt from his laundry hamper on the table. He knew Nat had more. The kid liked to be dramatic.



Nat sat at the table and tore into a sandwich. “What I did manage to pluck were transmissions she’s sent to the Dominion. That’s the other reason I know she doesn’t have an ID tag – she sends the transmissions by using an access code in the public terminals. The transmissions all come in under her code name, and their point of origin is the only way to track her.”



Out with it, thought Zaak. Sand, it’d be so much easier if Trok would just tell me where she is!



“What’s her code name, Nat? Where is she now? How do I find her?”



Food in his mouth, the MOB teen looked around the apartment. “I don’t wanna say any more here.” He pointed to the walls and held his ear.



Zaak reasons that Nat was afraid of his somewhat gossipy landlord. He nodded to the scrawny teen and walked to the door. Following Nat out, Zaak grabbed a jacket and tucked a gun into a pocket. He always took protection, just in case of trouble.



The commerce district of Zaak’s apartment was crowded enough to allow for private conversation without anyone paying attention, but one could never be too sure. The three levels of traffic overhead would interfere with any surveillance devices. On the pedestrian level, colorful shops and vendors lined the sidewalks, attracting more attention than two men sitting for a bite outside a food stopover. 



This city’s not bad, thought Zaak. I certainly saw uglier cities in my quest to find a home. Of course, anything but sand is welcome.



Once Zaak was comfortable with their surroundings, he ordered Nat to talk. “What’s her code name?”



“Bullseye.” Nat took a bite from the last of Zaak’s sandwiches. “And there’s more. I found records from an investigation ten years ago when they thought she was working with the Underground. Cruelthor himself canceled her DRK treatment injections while she was under investigation.”



“Did anything come of the accusations?”



“No, but she wasn’t trusted with Elite status. For the past ten years, she’s been constantly under surveillance. I plucked a list of assignments handed out over that time, and her code name was listed under half the assassin operatives’ slay missions. Bullseye marked ten slays in the first two months after she went back to work, and we’re talking about heavy undercover work.”



Yikes, thought Zaak. 



“Now, the Dominion’s had her on a mission for a solid year. She’s made little contact, but just last night I intercepted a transmission from the Mainland-Euro. It said she’s returnin’ tonight to Capital City. Cruelthor’s ordered her to deliver some kind of written report, so that means she’ll be in the Capitol.”



At last! thought Zaak. I can finally-



He looked up as a familiar woman crossed the pedestrian street. The woman had dark skin and wore a fire-red wig that hung to her elbows and swung against her reptile-skin coat as she walked. Although a crowd was between them, the woman was obviously watching Zaak. She made a face when she realized she’d been spotted, but she didn’t attempt to run. Instead, she glanced around and stopped on the sidewalk a short distance away.



Nat took no notice of the woman. He had eyes only for his sandwich. “What do you want with this assassin cha, anyway? She owe you kronar or somethin’?”



“Something like that.”



“Whatever you want with her,” said Nat around a mouthful, “watch out, Zaak. This cha is chief.”



“Thanks. I’ll let you know if I need anything else.” Zaak pressed a red kronar tube into Nat’s sweaty hand, then slapped Nat’s back as he left the hacker.



Nat darted into the crowds with his sandwich.



Zaak walked on down the sidewalk. He soon found the woman taking his arm as if they were good friends. In reality, they’d only met four times. Blaze was a black market dealer who specialized in stolen Dominion vehicles. Zaak had convinced her to give him the heads-up on any shipments before she set up deals with her regular contacts.



Blaze walked at eye level with him, and she looked over with a smile. “I didn’t think you’d be around today.”



“I wasn’t planning on it.” Zaak examined her as they passed a drone. “Nice hair. Are you trying to get noticed by patrols?”



“You should talk.” She pulled at his jacket collar. “Cruelthor himself couldn’t afford your wardrobe.”



You’d be surprised what Cruelthor can afford, he thought.



Zaak looked far ahead into the crowd, scanning with his keen eyesight for trouble. “Still, you stand out. That’s not advisable in your line of work.”



“Flush it. Life’s too short to look dull.” With a shrug, Blaze led him across an intersection. “New speeders came in this morning. The Dominion base in South Yor is supposed to receive fifty this afternoon. I made a deal with the shipment coordinator, and he’s manipulated the order list to read forty-five. You interested?”



Zaak lowered his head as a patrol machine hovered over the street. “I’ll take four. When can I pick them up?”



“Why don’t I deliver them to your door?” Blaze snapped her fingers with a knowing smirk. “Oh, that’s right. You don’t tell anyone where you store your collection.”



The location of Zaak’s collection was the main reason he’d chosen Havanahell as his new home. Some time ago, with Trok’s help, Zaak discovered an old military base the Dominion had buried on the outskirts of Havanahell’s suburbs. No one knew the base was still intact underground. Zaak had fixed the energy system to run on internal generators, and it had only taken a few months before the subterranean base was usable again. The fact that Zaak used Dominion kronar to spruce up the place didn’t hurt. His base wasn’t a top-of-the-line facility, but it was far more advanced than anything the Underground rebels had. Endless rooms lined one side of the base, and he’d filled these with tech, weapons training programs, weapons, physical training equipment, and everything else his heart desired. The base had an enormous garage, and this was where he stored his vehicle collection. A hangar branched off this garage, but he hadn’t worked in that area much. On the other side of the base, living compartments post-restoration now looked like any apartments one might find in the cities above, except for the obvious lack of windows. All in all, Zaak figured the base had everything the soon-to-be Kota Warrior team would need. 



Blaze knew nothing of this. “I swear, Zaak, you’re one of the most eligible bachelors I’ve ever met, but you act like a hermit. I could set you up with tons of chas if you’d loosen up a little.”



Yeah, I’m an odd duck, he thought.



He forced a smile. “When can I pick up the speeders, Blaze?”



She gave him the time, pecked his cheek, and hurried off into the crowd.



 



Later that night, Zaak wondered if he really needed the speeders he’d purchased from Blaze. He then scolded himself for letting his thoughts wander. Forcing himself to focus on his current mission, he put the issue out of mind.



By studying architectural layouts of the Dominion’s Capitol compound, Zaak had located Bullseye’s living compartments. He’d left a few computer programs running back at his base, and these had bypassed security, allowing Zaak to sneak inside the perimeter fences. After that, this air duct had been the best way into the building itself. Now, from inside this air duct, he’d been staring down into Bullseye’s room for over an hour. There was no sign of her.



Is she ever going to show? he thought. Nat’s schedule said she had a brief report with Cruelthor, but she should’ve finished by now.



Bonk!



Zaak mouthed a scream. He’d hit the side of his head against the air duct. The spot throbbed, and he caressed his head as he squirmed for a better position. This time he was careful not to create a sound.



Just when Zaak thought he couldn’t remain confined any longer, the door to the room below opened. A woman with dark, shoulder-length hair entered. She wasn’t quite as tall as Zaak, but she was clearly in shape. He watched as she flung her jacket across the room and punched the wall with enough force to rattle the air duct. Although he didn’t know her from Eve, Zaak could tell she was upset. She threw herself facedown onto her bunk, and Zaak saw the Mark exposed where her shirt pulled from her shoulder. That confirmed it – he’d found his sister.



Zaak gripped a gene-repressor collar and carefully positioned himself, preparing to jump down through the vent into her room. He took a deep breath, rolled forward, kicked loose the grate of the vent, and fell to the floor. He jumped to his feet and, in a single move, lunged forward to lock the gene-repressor around the woman’s neck before she could react.



Almost before she could react. As the gene-repressor snapped in place, she pushed off the bunk and kicked Zaak in the stomach, sending him flying against the far wall. His mutate-genes’ effect on his sense of touch allowed him to keep his balance, but she leapt after him, spun, and kicked him to the floor. Zaak recovered in time to grab her leg as she came around, and he pulled her to the floor with him. She kicked and fought, and Zaak scrambled to keep hold of her. He cupped his hand over her mouth.



“It’s okay,” he said as she kicked. “I’m not going to hurt you. You probably won’t believe me, but I’m your brother. My name is Zaak.”



She stopped kicking, but Zaak knew it was a ploy to get released. He wouldn’t fall for that, but he removed his hand from her mouth so she could respond.



“I have enough brothers. I hope you don’t expect me to weep with joy.”



“You don’t remember me? You were six when we got split up.”



“My psychologist says I block out my childhood. Sorry.” She didn’t sound sorry.



“I don’t really care if you believe me right now or not. You’re coming with me.” Zaak sat her up, took out a syringe he’d stored in a pocket, and stuck the needle in her neck.



She fell limp.



She’ll be mad about that later, he thought. Oh, well. Better to drag her dead weight than have her fight me all the way back through the air duct.



Zaak got to his feet, left her on the floor for the moment, and pulled a chair under the open vent. Then he lifted his sister on his shoulder and stepped up onto the chair. He was careful with her head as he shoved her limp body up into the air duct. Once she was inside, he hauled himself up after her.



Dragging her through the twisting air ducts, Zaak eventually made it to the dark night outside. He looked around the yard but found it empty. With caution, he lowered his sister into the bushes, then jumped out of the duct to crouch in the foliage. His eyesight was sharp enough to sweep back and forth in the dim light, and he saw the area was clear. 



With a grunt, he lifted his sister over his shoulder, took a step out of the bushes, and ran with her to the main gate. As he’d expected, all was quiet – the guards were between shifts, and he’d hacked into the security computer so the scanners and cameras were looped. He opened the gate and, without any more trouble, carried his sister out of the Dominion compound. 



A short walk later, Zaak used a device on his wrist to deactivate a stealth device, and a hover car blinked into view at the curb. Zaak loaded his unconscious passenger into the vehicle, slammed her door shut, and ran around to climb into the driver’s seat. Once inside, he reactivated the device on his wrist and saw the windshield shimmer. He started the silent vehicle and checked his blind spot like Trok had taught him before speeding away from the curb and leaving the Dominion Capitol behind.



“Eva,” he said to activate the AI program linked to the car, “switch the Capitol’s security system back over to their control. We’re clear of the cameras.”



“As you wish,” said the computer program.



Zaak allowed himself a deep breath and looked at his sister where she slumped against the passenger side door.



Well, that was easier than I could’ve hoped, he thought. This must be one of those things Trok says is fated. Will the rest go as smoothly? She’s going to be hard to persuade. What was wrong with her back there? My timing isn’t very good – she’s obviously upset about something. I hope I can get her to believe me.



Zaak drove out of Capital City, all the time keeping an eye on his sister for any sign she was regaining consciousness.



 



Four days after the rescue op, Zaak still had to leave the gene-repressor around her neck. He’d also taken away the knife he’d found in her boot. Zaak understood she hated being held in his subterranean base’s holding cell, but he didn’t want her to have free rein in the base just yet. He wasn’t that blind to human behavior, and he knew she’d find a way to escape…or kill him. Nothing he was doing was helping her trust issues, although he’d tried to gain points by giving her decent meals and several changes of clothes. She’d at least accepted these gestures, ate the food, and changed out of her original clothes. Her new, fitted pants and sleeveless shirt were fashionable, but he’d kept her clothes simple, like what she’d worn when he brought her in. She hadn’t shown any appreciation of his considerations, and his hopes to win her over in this regard had fizzled away. So much for his gained insights on women.



Zaak had been sitting with her inside the holding cell for an hour, trying to have a pleasant conversation. So far, nothing was working. She’d just spat at him when he’d attempted reverse psychology, and a minute of complete silence had gone by. 



Annoyed with his lack of progress, Zaak tapped her knife on the side of his chair. The metal-on-metal sound echoed around the concrete walls of the windowless room. His chair, her cot, and a bag of clothes were the only things in the cell. A toilet, sink, and shower were in a side area. The cell had only one door, and by this door was a one-way viewing window.



She lay on her cot, facing him with her hands folded behind her head. “So you’re trying to tell me,” she said finally, “that Cruelthor forced Vedanleé to give me up?”



“Yes, that’s what Trok told me. I-”



“How old are you?”



He failed to see her point. “Twenty-three. That makes you twenty-six.”



“Good,” she mocked, “you’ve read my file.”



“You don’t have a file.”



She frowned. “What I’m saying is, how is it that you’re twenty-three and you only know what this Trok person tells you? Everything you’ve told me so far about these supposed Kota prophecies and all that rot comes from Trok. What if he’s lying to you? He might just be an enemy of the Dominion who’s using you to get to me. When he comes, he’ll probably slay you. Then you’ll find out you were being used all along. You follow this person so blindly, but how do you know-”



“Between the two of us, I’m hardly the one who follows authority blindly. Trok-” Zaak closed his mouth and forced himself to calm down.



She smiled, apparently having expected this reaction from him.



She’s trying to mess with my head, thought Zaak. I could be in trouble here – she’s more practiced at this sort of thing.



“Okay,” she continued in a humoring tone. “So what’s this you were saying about Cruelthor forcing Vedanleé to give me up?” She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the cot, leaning her elbows on her thighs.



This change in body language told Zaak she really was interested, despite her attempts to feign otherwise. Reading her body language like Trok had taught him was the only way he understood any of her behavior at all. 



She’s even harder to read than ordinary people, he thought.



Still, glad for the interaction, he said, “Here’s the whole story – and, yes, I got it from Trok. After Vedanleé ran off with you, Cruelthor’s father went mad from her curse and died. Before he died, he told Cruelthor about you and the Kota prophecies. Then Cruelthor came to power. He thought you’d be useful as a powerful weapon, as long as you never knew who you really were. Cruelthor sent hundreds of operatives around the globe, and eventually they found you and your mother. They threatened your life and hers if she didn’t give you up, so she did. You entered the Dominion; she disappeared. Trok doesn’t even know where she went because she can use her magic to hide even from Trok. Cruelthor tried to track her down too, but he never found her either.”



“Cruelthor is the type to threaten his own mother.” She chewed her lip for a moment. “So these prophecies you’ve been telling me about are the same ones Cruelthor knew?”



“Trok thinks so.” Zaak had seen before that she did know something of the prophecies. It was encouraging that her curiosity was growing. “Cruelthor knew you’d have power as the firstborn with the Mark. That’s why he wanted you in the Dominion, even if you were a Kota Warrior threat.”



She nodded in understanding. “There were whispers about a Kota prophecy, but I never uncovered the whole truth. I never knew what Cruelthor meant by a ‘power’ inside me – I just thought he meant my mutate-genes. I didn’t dare ask or look into what this prophecy was.”



“That doesn’t surprise me. I’ve heard how the Dominion Youth works. Cruelthor probably was counting on the fact that you were too brainwashed to…”



Shut up, he thought. Don’t push too far!



As he feared, she responded with cold silence. Then she spoke with a controlled tone. “Right before you kidnapped me, I lied to Cruelthor. I said I didn’t have the information he wanted from my last mission. He knew I was lying – I could see it. Cruelthor’s always had reason to fear I’d prophetically betray the Dominion, and now he’s not sure it isn’t true. I don’t think my worth matters to him anymore. He’s going to slay me, so I’ve got nothing to lose. But if I’m going to leave the Dominion and fulfill some prophecy, I need a lot more than what you’ve given me thus far. I’ve been lied to my entire life. You think I don’t know that? As far as I can tell, you’re the same. I’m useful, so you’ll pretend to need me and even love me, seeing as this whole scam runs on you being my brother. But that’ll change as soon as I do something you don’t like. Then you’ll try to slay me or sell me off to someone else who thinks I’m useful. I’m just moving from one zoo to another. So, why should I listen to anything you say?”



“Because it’s the truth, maybe?” Zaak made a face, knowing he needed to chill. “I know a lot of people have lied to you, but I’m telling the truth.” He could see this wasn’t enough.



“You’ll never convince me you’re my brother. You’re a good-looking kid, but other than that I don’t see much family resemblance.” She lay on the cot and faced the wall, done with him.



Zaak looked at his sister a moment before deciding he was getting nowhere. As he left the holding cell and locked it behind him, he realized he wasn’t showing her anything more promising than what the Dominion offered. The Dominion had done its work on her quite well. Cruelthor had known who and what she was prophetically from the moment he’d gone after her. He’d used her for his own purposes and broken her will so she was no threat to him. Now that the Dominion – all she’d ever known – was turning vile in her eyes, she’d rather die than fight. She thought she had nothing to live for.



Sand, thought Zaak. Of course she believes I’m going to use her like Cruelthor did. In a way, I am using her. And in a way, I guess Trok is using me. And fate is using Trok… But Trok chose his work. I chose to accept this mission. She has a choice too. I have to show her this is worth it, that it’s right. We could save the world from the DRK! What better purpose could there be?



Zaak made his way through the windowless corridors to the command center in the middle of the base. When he entered the room, he slumped into a chair by a console and moaned dramatically. Holding his head in his hands, he then let his head fall against the control panel before him.



“You look worried.”



Zaak looked up and saw Eva, the base’s AI unit’s holo-person, standing with her hands on her hips. The female voice was believable, but it was a little flat and lifeless. Because Eva was three-dimensional, he often forgot she wasn’t really standing before him. Her long, neon green dreadlocks hung over her thin frame, and her white eyes blinked at him over her sarcastic smile. Of course she was only a computer hologram, but Zaak often conversed with this prized AI unit and treated Eva as he had the moon on Phantasya. Because he’d lived alone in the base when he’d installed the unit, Zaak had placed display modules along every hall and in every room. This allowed Eva to appear anywhere in the base. All he had to do was speak her name within range of a display module, and that engaged the system, which also linked him to the central computer. 



“Eva, I am worried. I can’t get her to believe a word I say, and I’m not sure Trok can do any better.” Zaak made a face with a confessional whimper. “I used the pager to signal him, you know. I’m desperate. What’s worse is that she’s starting to make me question why I believe everything Trok tells me. She’s good.”



“You funny things of flesh and mind. You act as if you could take on the world one moment only to have an anxiety attack the next because you burn your toast. It’s a wonder you ever get out of bed in the morning. How brave you must be to face the unknown of a new day when you’re so fragile. You bleed so easily, and yet – judging by the histories you’ve installed in my memory – humans do senseless things every day that could kill you. Your life is precious, but you sit in this dark base, waiting for a woman to believe in you. So what if she doesn’t? The population contains millions of other women. Move on.”



“Eva, I can’t.” Zaak ran his hands through his hanging bangs. “I’ve explained family to you before, and you know my mission concerning the Kota Warriors. If I can’t convince Loree to join me, we’re in trouble.”



“I intended no harm. I was simply offering an objective opinion about the human race in general. You seem to fixate on that which you can’t control. All any of you want is to be proven right. I’ve seen it over and over in the history program you installed. You’re very frail, confused, emotional creatures, if you ask me.” Eva froze momentarily, which meant the central computer sent her an alert. “A portal just opened in the corridor. You may wish to greet your uncle.”



“Eva, thanks. I’ll go see him. Coming along, or are you too fed up with us emotional creatures?”



“I’m already there.” She blew a kiss and faded from the display.



Zaak figured she’d moved to the display module wherever Trok was waiting. As he hurried down the corridor, he saw he was right. His uncle stood conversing with Eva and a tall, lanky, blond, maybe thirty-year-old man. Zaak didn’t have a clue who the new man was, but the guy didn’t really matter – Zaak was just glad Trok had answered his plea for help.



Zaak slowed his approach to study his uncle.



Trok looks more annoyed than angry, he thought. That’s okay. I can deal with Trok being annoyed; an angry Trok wouldn’t be helpful. He thinks I should be able to handle this on my own. I wish he’d remember that he was the one who told me Loree’s stubborn. Maybe this is the chance he needs to get over his guilt. Yeah, he’s got that depressed look again. –Who’s the tall guy?



“Hello, Zaak.” Trok patted his armband. “I assumed from your signal that Loree isn’t listening to you, so I brought someone to help.” He turned to the stranger. “This is Matsuri, the Underground commander who runs Solarus 5.”



That made Zaak raise an eyebrow. He’d never met anyone who worked on the orbital station, but he owned a Solarus transmitter and was happy to have it. 



“Also,” said Trok, “Matsuri was your sister’s partner in the Youth. He might be able to help us win over his old friend.”



“Hello,” said the blond man with a nervous shuffle.



Zaak nodded in greeting as he looked up at Matsuri. Zaak knew his own physique was nothing to be ashamed of, but he wished he had some of this guy’s height. He told Matsuri, “I’ve done everything to get through to her, but you people really were brainwashed. She’s been here four days now, but…”



“I say we throw her back,” put in Eva.



Trok sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Well, enough delay. Where is she? I always get turned around in this place.”



Zaak slapped his uncle on the back and led them up the corridor. When the three men arrived at the holding cell, they first looked through the one-way window. Inside, the woman they were concerned about lay on the cot with her arms at her sides and her head tipped back to face the ceiling. The gene-repressor blinked around her neck, but that was the only movement in the cell.



Eva appeared from the hall’s display module. “She’s been like this since your last discussion. I’ve been monitoring her as you requested, Zaak. I believe you exacerbated the situation a bit.”



Oh, thanks, thought Zaak.



“Eva, switch offline,” he said. “We shouldn’t need you for a while.”



The AI blew a kiss and faded away.



Trok turned from the window. “Matsuri should go in alone with her. A familiar face might do some good.”



Zaak nodded and opened the holding cell’s door for Matsuri to enter. “Good luck.”



The Underground commander gave Zaak another nervous smile and entered the cell. Once Matsuri was inside, Zaak shut the door and returned to the window with Trok to watch his sister’s reaction. She’d closed her eyes to rest, but when Matsuri approached she started and jumped to her feet.



“Whoa, Bulls, it’s me!” Matsuri held up his hands and stopped his approach.



She looked at him with a scowl, fists raised. “It’s been a confusing couple of days, so give me a hint. Who is ‘me’ exactly?”



He held out his hands to show he was unarmed. “I defected from the Dominion about ten years ago, remember? I’m-”



“Matsuri.” She didn’t relax her tense stance. “What are you doing here? I heard you joined the Underground. Why are you with this Zaak person?”



“I’m not with him.” Matsuri shrugged. “They tracked me down because of our past. Bulls, Zaak really is your brother. Trok told me the whole story when he found me. They want you to join Zaak, leave the Dominion.”



She looked as if she was starting to believe their sincerity, but she had one thing to hold to. “Look, leaving the Dominion isn’t that easy.”



“You think it was easy for me to leave? Bulls, I dreamed of getting away for years before Edlyn and Beathabane got me out. I had to lie to you. I had to leave you behind in that place. The Underground didn’t trust me for years, and I was completely on my own. Beathabane tried to help, but the Underground…” Matsuri took a breath. “You were lucky. You had someone who cared enough to come in and get you.”



Ooh, that’s me, thought Zaak.



He grinned at Trok. Seeing the same old look of guilt on his uncle’s face, Zaak resisted the urge to vocally congratulate himself. He looked back into the holding cell.



His sister crossed her arms and continued to glare at her old partner. “If you know about this prophecy stuff, then you know Cruelthor’s already worried I’m a traitor. When I got back from my last mission, I don’t think he believed my cover story for why things didn’t go according to plan. My life was already hanging in the balance, and now this – I’ve been missing for four days! Cruelthor won’t care I was taken against my will. He’ll only see that I’m gone. If the Dominion ever finds me, I’ll be slain instantly – you should know that better than anyone. The best I can hope for is to run away and disappear. You want me to join the rebels? Really? The rebels hate me! I’m in more danger from them than from the Dominion!”



“If you join Zaak, he’ll protect you, Bulls.”



She snorted a laugh. “Does Zaak know you tried to blow me to pieces in order to earn your way into the Underground? Why would anyone think I’d trust you to tell me the truth? I should slay you right now.”



Matsuri made a face. “Still pissed about that, huh?”



“Yep.”



Zaak shuffled and turned to his uncle. “See, Trok. Loree’s too scared to join us. She’s shown some interest in the prophecies, but… She’s a mess. This is going nowhere.”



“Zaak, we have hope. Do you know about her last mission?”



“I know she lied to Cruelthor because something went wrong.”



“Something went right.” Trok looked away from the viewing window. “She’s close to accepting what we’re offering. I’ve been watching your past four days with her. She wants this. Trust me.”



Before Zaak could argue, Trok opened the door. They entered together and walked to stand beside Matsuri.



“And who is this?” She looked ready to snap.



Zaak held up his hands and explained. “This is Trok, our uncle. He’s the one who found Matsuri and brought him here to help us.” He made a face at the tall commander. “Not that it did much good.”



The room fell silent as she stared at Trok. Her face betrayed a look of recognition as her gaze swung from Trok to Zaak and back to their uncle. She took a step forward to Trok. Absentmindedly, she reached for the gene-repressor around her neck and held it as she looked at him.



Trok swallowed hard and smiled down at his long-lost niece. “Hello, Loree.”



Just when Zaak thought things might turn sentimental, she wrinkled her face and nailed Trok in the groin with her knee. She would’ve done more, but Matsuri and Zaak rushed to catch her arms before she punched him. They pulled her back. Although she kicked against them, she was only fighting half-heartedly. 



Then, Zaak heard the defeated woman sob. The captive went limp in his arms as he and Matsuri sat her in the chair. Zaak watched as his sister bent forward and held her head in her hands. She cried and cried, gasping for breath between sobs. Her dark hair hung to cover her face, but her frame shook from the sobs. 



Zaak could only stand there, amazed at the change.



Matsuri helped Trok to his feet. “Are you okay?”



Zaak pulled his stare from his sister and faced Trok to apologize. “Sorry. I should’ve warned you, but I’ve gotten used to her outbursts.”



Trok ignored them and knelt before his crying niece. “I’m so sorry, Loree. I know what you’ve been through, and I’m so sorry I couldn’t stop it from happening. I don’t know if you can remember-”



“You look exactly the same.” She lifted her head to face Trok with tear-filled eyes. “I remember everything. You let me go. Mom pulled me back from the lights. The drones burned our camp and killed Dad and Zada. They slaughtered everybody. Mom carried me away to another part of the forest. She hid us because the Dominion wanted us both dead?”



Trok nodded.



She took a breath. “Veda took care of me. She loved me. Then Cruelthor’s drones came and took me away. Cruelthor always told me Mom willingly sent me to the Dominion, and I never questioned it. My lying brother raised me like a prized pet that he didn’t entirely trust. He made me do horrible things, and he knew I’d never know the truth.”



“I’m so sorry,” said Trok. “I couldn’t… I couldn’t ever change anything. I tried… I’m sorry.”



Zaak looked at his uncle. It was becoming clearer exactly how much Trok had been burdened with all these years.



She looked up at Matsuri. “Did you know the truth? About my mother?”



“No. I swear, Bulls, I would’ve told you if I’d known. I would’ve dragged you out of the Dominion with me if I’d known any of this.”



To Zaak’s surprise, she spoke gently to him. “You really are my brother, aren’t you?”



“Half-brother, yeah.”



Her eyes had ceased streaming, but she didn’t wipe her cheeks. “I don’t deserve anything you’re offering me. My life, the things I’ve done… The rebels would never have me. I’d have nowhere to go.” She hung her head. “I was ready to let Cruelthor factor me.”



“You’re worth more than you think,” said Trok. “We can help you heal. I know it won’t be easy, but you need to forgive yourself-”



Her head snapped up.



“-and move on. We’re offering you a new life. Sometimes the easiest way to forgive ourselves is to see that everything we’ve done and everything we’ve gone through is part of a bigger picture. Your own life looks bleak, but you’re destined for greatness. Trust me.”



She dropped her face into her hands again and let out a deep sigh.



“I know what you’ve been through,” Trok continued. “I know you’re afraid to leave the Dominion because you think you have no other purpose. That’s what Cruelthor’s always wanted you to believe. But, ever since you were a kid, you’ve had questions about who you really are. It all started when you began to wonder what that Mark on your arm really means. You thought the Kota prophecies were nonsense, but you feel a stirring inside that you can’t explain, don’t you?”



Without responding, she stood and walked to the one-way mirror. She reached her hand over her shoulder and touched her Mark, tracing it with a finger. The interest Zaak had seen in her once again surfaced. “Everything about the Kota is coming back to me, now that my memory’s jogged. Dad taught me… I remember people staring at me and discussing the Mark Prophecy. That’s the same prophecy I heard about in the Dominion, isn’t it?”



Trok nodded.



“I think Edlyn, my Youth instructor, was trying to tell me about the prophecy before… before she died.” She faced her ex-Dominion friend. “Did you know about this prophecy stuff?”



Matsuri shook his head. “Edlyn never said a word to me.”



Desire evident in her expression now, she looked at Trok. “So I’m supposed to lead the Warriors, since you believe I’m the Leader of the prophecy? That’s because I’m the oldest with the Mark?”



“Yes. I know you’ve always believed you’re meant to lead – that part of your ambition is a pure thing. Zaak has always wanted to hunt for adventure and purpose and duty. Trust me that the Seer sees and the Fighter fights. I’m your Bearer, and I never felt as right as I did when your father handed you and Zaak over to me. Somehow, the prophecies fit, don’t they?”



Her eyes darted between the three men as she thought this over. She looked compliant now. 



Is this just an act? thought Zaak. She is that good… But, no. Something’s truly changed in her. She looks almost timid now, not arrogant.



He couldn’t wait any longer. “So are you willing to give this a shot? Leave the Dominion? Join me and help me form the Warrior team? It’ll take a lot of work. But it’ll change everything.”



She took a deep breath. This must’ve been a difficult decision, and even Zaak gave her time. Finally, she returned to her uncle and reached uncertainly for Trok’s outstretched hand. 



“I can’t promise to be perfect, but thank you for rescuing me from my life.” She made a strange grin at Trok. “You’re my substitute priest.”



Zaak didn’t know what that last part meant, but he got the gist. He let out a puff of air he’d been holding and looked to see that Matsuri stood grinning.



“I’m your Bearer, Loree,” said Trok as he held her hand, “but much more than that I’m your uncle. I know this’ll be a hard adjustment to make, but I’m here. Always. I promise you that.”



Apparently not knowing what else to do, she gave him a quick, “Thanks.” 



Trok released her hand and smiled, then walked to the door. In a louder voice, he said, “Come, Matsuri. I’ll take you back to Solarus 5. Loree and Zaak need time to themselves.”



Matsuri looked at his old friend, who smiled and told him they’d talk later. Then, Matsuri followed Trok out, leaving Zaak alone with his sister.



When the door shut, Zaak shuffled on his feet while Loree returned to her chair. He stood silent, watching her while she appeared to take no notice of him. It was fresh on his mind that a short time ago she’d spit at him, and he had no idea how she’d behave now.



Just when Zaak thought he’d crack from the silence, she sighed and rose from the chair. “I’m not very good at civility. How do we do this?”



“Do what?”



“Talk. Get along. I can’t do much of either unless I’m undercover.” She rolled her eyes. “Sorry I’ve been a nightmare. I’ll try to be better. You have no idea what a flushed mess I am.”



“My people skills aren’t great either. We’ll both have to learn.” He smiled, hoping to put her at ease. “How are you doing with all this? I don’t really know how to decipher how you’re taking things in.”



“Don’t feel bad – few people know how to decipher how I take things in.” She stared into middle distance in thought. “I guess it’s time I started learning honesty, so I’ll tell you. Over the past few days, I’ve worried about Cruelthor factoring me if he finds me. All I’m focusing on now is that you’re offering me a new life. At the moment, I’m not thinking about this prophetic mission to save the world. I’m doing this to save myself. But Trok’s right about how this seems so right. I’ve felt for a long time that I was supposed to be doing something I wasn’t, you know? I’ll try to snap out of self-preservation mode and learn about our mission, but it might take time.”



He nodded. “I’ll help however I can.”



She smirked and made an obvious change in topic. “You’re a tad bigger and louder than I remember. You were a fat baby. Strange how it’s all coming back to me now that I’ve seen Trok. Maybe this is my shot to have a real relationship with blood relatives. The others haven’t gone so well.”



“What about Beathabane? I know he was exiled before you were brought to the Dominion, but did you ever meet him? I hear he’s a really good man. Nothing like his twin, of course.”



She shook her head. “No, I’ve never met Beathabane.”



Zaak scratched his chin in thought. “In truth, it might be hard even for me to find Beathabane. His Hood rebels are based on the Mainland, but they’re pros at staying under the radar. Still, it was Beathabane who helped Matsuri escape the Dominion, right? Matsuri might be able to get you in contact with him.”



She sighed. “I’m not ready to meet Beathabane. I’ve had enough reunions for now.”



Zaak smiled, again to put her at ease. “I can understand that. But, hey, maybe we’ll get to work with him someday. The Hood could always use our help. Cruelthor doesn’t care much about the Underground because he always defeats them, but he hates the Hood. From what I’ve heard, Cruelthor is set on making a fool of Beathabane. He’s obsessed.”



“He’s possessed.”



“Tomato; tomahto.” 



“What?”



Zaak remembered he’d only heard the expression from Trok. This was a problem he’d dealt with repeatedly since moving to Earth. “Oh, sorry. Tomatoes were a vegetable centuries ago. They’re extinct now. You’ve never heard that saying?” 



“The Dominion educational system is thorough, but it doesn’t cover idioms about extinct vegetables.”



“Actually,” Zaak mused, “Tomatoes might’ve been a fruit. Whatever they were, they were wiped out when the original Dominion tyrant came to power and took over the greenhouses. He didn’t like tomatoes, so he got rid of them.”



“Like I really care what a tomato was.” She smiled. “You are odd. You’re suave and diplomatic one minute, overly zealous and out of touch the next.”



He crossed his arms and jabbed right back without thinking. “And you’re a manic nut job.”



“Oh,” she laughed in admiration, “and you’re perceptive!”



Zaak then realized she considered his oddity to be a positive trait. 



Huh, he thought. Maybe she’s just trying to reach out. Is it possible she’s even worse with people than I am?



She continued smirking at him. “So, we’re supposed to save humanity, huh?”



He laughed. “Yeah, whenever you’re ready.”



“Hmm. A brainwashed, ex-Dominion assassin and a socially impaired crusader. Humanity is flushed.”



Zaak laughed again. Getting the hang of this, he was starting to enjoy her now. “Trok says the other two Warriors are relatively normal and will bring balance to the team. He’s been watching after them for a long time, but he hasn’t told me much.”



Or anything, he thought.



She looked around the cell. “So what is this place?”



Zaak glanced at the gene-repressor she still wore and figured he’d be safe to give a tour. So, he turned to lead her out of the holding cell to the passageway. When they were out, the Kandoya siblings walked down the hall in the direction of the training facilities. She kept pace with his steady gait easily. Walking along, Zaak watched to see how she liked the place. Her face betrayed nothing, but she looked through each doorway they passed.



“You’ll have to explain all this several times, I think,” she told Zaak as they turned a corner. “I remember what Dad taught me about the Kota, but I also remember wondering why everyone treasured me. I thought being spoiled and bratty started in the Dominion, but seeds might’ve been planted earlier.” She made a face. “There are other things I don’t understand either. For starters, I’d like to know how Uncle Trok knows everything about my life. Also, why does he look exactly the same as he did when I was six?”



“Explaining Trok could take a while.” Zack chuckled. Then he thought of something. “So you remember our father?”



“Yeah.” She looked at him with an expression close to tenderness. “I remember Zada, your mom, too.”



Zaak nodded and watched his footsteps as they walked down the hall. He felt a swell of emotions he hadn’t expected. Then he shook it off and focused on his sister. 



She’s the one who needs attention right now, he thought.



“Well,” he said, “I’ll tell you about Trok and what he and I’ve done together. We’ve had some crazy adventures, but most of it was for the sake of preparing me to find you and the other Warriors. Now that it’s my turn to play teacher, I’ll tell you all about our Kota mission. I know you think I hero-worship Trok – and I probably do – but everything he’s taught me about life and our faith is important. You need to accept the cause of our mission before you even think about ordering me around, okay? This prophetic mission is something I’ve learned to take very seriously. This is all part of something bigger than you or me. You need to accept why we’re fighting before I turn over command to you.”



“Deal. I’ll try not to slay you if you get on my nerves.”



Zaak snapped his head to look at her, but again she was unreadable. Was she joking? He thought not. 



“Yeah,” he said. “That’s what we’ll work on first.”



They arrived at the training facilities and walked into the front gym. This was a well-lit, mat-covered room with training weapons along one wall. Zaak watched her reaction as she strolled along the wall inquisitively. She looked comfortable now, as if inside the gym she was in her element. 



I know she’s well-trained, thought Zaak. This might be a helpful point of connection between us. She’s in excellent shape… Almost makes me wish I’d had Dominion training.



“You said Trok trained you?”



“It’s complicated. He took me to different parts of time, and I learned different forms of combat. I know a blend of techniques, but no one set style. I can use any weapon I get my hands on, though.”



She looked at him over her Marked shoulder with a raised eyebrow. “Did you say ‘different parts of time,’ Zaak?”



“It’s a long story. I’ll explain later.”



Her face suggested she’d like to hear more now, but she distracted herself by looking at the weapons. She slid a finger over a ten-inch knife with a hand guard and handle that ran perpendicular to the blade. “What’s this? I’ve never seen one, and I’m betting I’ve had just as much weapons training as you.”



“That’s one of my katars. They’re my babies. You should’ve seen the imperial bodyguard I fought to get them. Trok let me take the katars on one of our final history lessons.”



That sounds absurd, he thought. Sand, how odd am I? 



A tad critically, she checked his physique. “Do you know ninjutsu? You have the body for it. Ninjutsu is my specialty. That and kickboxing. I never really got into much else.”



“That’s a shame.”



She smirked. “I mean, I never needed to.”



Zaak smiled and looked over at the sparring mats. “If you don’t mind, I’d love to see how well-trained you really are. I can’t take the gene-repressor off just yet. I hope you can accept that. I don’t fully trust you and need to give myself an advantage if you turn on me. Will you spar with me, though?”



“Fine by me. My mutate-genes are mostly used so I don’t have to fight hand-to-hand. Sniper work, and all that.” She pointed her fingers like guns and clicked her tongue. “Combat fighting is something I do mostly without MOB skills.”



That reminded him. “What do your mutate-genes enhance, anyway? Trok only told me they’re powerful and that you get the same tingling, burning sensation I do when I use mine.”



“You feel that too?”



“Yeah, whenever I really focus my enhanced senses. Trok says the sensation has something to do with how we’re chosen Warriors. We have a connection to the space dimension that no one else has. The power pulsing there makes us stronger – it’s the power Cruelthor knew you had. It’s a gift we’ve been given. Trok says there are signs throughout history that others have had the gift, but no one before the discovery of the space dimension knew how it worked scientifically. Now, Trok says knowing about the space dimension doesn’t make the gift any less incredible.”



“Hmm. I always thought the sensation was from the radiation in mutate-genes.” She raised an eyebrow. “If it has something to do with being a Warrior, that’s probably why Cruelthor hid my med files all those years ago.” She glared at nothing in particular. “I’ll bet he knew about my birthmark, too. Lying bastard.”



Zaak nodded supportively. “What do your mutate-genes enhance?”



“Well, ever since I was a little girl, I’ve had perfect hand-eye coordination. We’re similar in that way, if you say you have enhanced senses. MOB families usually have similar mutate-genes.”



Zaak thought of a few MOB brothers he’d met and realized this was true.



“When I entered the Dominion, I started dematerializing my body. Actually, I don’t think that ability comes from mutate-genes because I always feel the tingling sensation outside my body when I dematerialize. If the sensation is from a power in the space dimension…” She tapped the gene-repressor around her neck. “These things work by controlling the radiation in mutate-genes, so I thought it would stop me. I didn’t even try. But, if dematerializing uses the space dimension’s power and not mutate-gene radiation…”



Zaak jumped as she flickered in reddish light and then was gone. Simply gone. The gene-repressor dropped to the floor.



Sand! he thought in a panic.



But she materialized again where she’d stood. “Interesting.” She knelt, picked up the gene-repressor, and handed it to him. “Here. I’m not going anywhere.”



“How’d you do that?”



“It slipped off while I wasn’t altogether.” She smiled and rolled her eyes. “Somehow, I can slip into the space dimension so I’m not visible or tangible in ordinary dimensions. And, when my matter fills the space around things, I can move solid objects by pushing against them – it looks and kind of feels like reverse polarity. Anyway, when I return to visible form, I’m always the same physically as I was before I dematerialized. It’s not like I can get shot, dematerialize, and then come back uninjured. I honestly can’t explain it very well.”



Zaak was a little jealous. “Strange.”



“Yep, but I’ve had other things to worry about.”



Zaak nodded. He tossed the gene-repressor aside, rubbed his hands together, and led her to the sparring mats. “Shall we?” 



“Ready when you are.”



Zaak watched her every move, studying her the way Trok had taught him. How strong was she? How quick? Could he beat her?
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“More than hiding”



 



 



 



Outside time



 



Understatement: I was relieved Loree and Zaak were joined. 



Now I had to focus on the other two Warriors. Although these Marked children weren’t of my bloodline, I’d come to care as much for them as I did for my own niece and nephew. While real time progressed, I watched these siblings as best I could, trying to guide events in a direction I knew they needed to go. But, because I’d so often paid more attention to the troubled Kandoya children, the safer Collins children had often gone unwatched for long periods of time. But, now that Loree and Zaak were in each other’s hands, I could turn my attention to the Collins pair. Using my unique gift for time travel, I could go back into past time and observe those occasions when I’d been absent from viewing. This would help me know them as well as I knew Loree and Zaak.



From what I’d already seen of the Collins siblings, I knew they’d bring balance to the more eccentric Kandoyas. The Collins children had grown up not knowing they were anything special, and this alone made them more humble. Alex Collins was a small, anxious young woman who didn’t at all fit the part of a battle-ready soldier, but I believed she’d find her place in time. Ryu Collins already understood about love’s loyalty. The other Warriors weren’t as stable as Ryu. Also, I was relieved to have a pacifist in the group, however ironic that he was the prophesied Warrior Fighter.



A few decades of watching the Warriors had gone like a flash compared to five centuries of waiting. And what I’d seen of these children surprised me. These four prophesied beings were rather like ordinary people, complete with personal issues and faults. They weren’t anything like the all-powerful, mystical Warriors I’d envisioned for so long. Perhaps I had, without knowing it, placed them on a pedestal just as Lee had done. 



In any case, they had to grow up a bit before meeting. 



For now, I thought, I’ll catch up on the Seer and Fighter’s history. 



And so, as I floated toward a particular portal hole, I prepared to look in on Alex and Ryu Collins.



 



Past time



 



The green grass around Alex Collins swayed as a breeze wafted up from the meadow. It was a bright, sunny day, and Alex lay on the warm ground in perfect comfort. If anyone had come upon her, they’d have seen a petite, blond, pretty, nineteen-year-old girl lying at the base of the lone tree on the hill. Her sundress ruffled in the breeze, and she bobbed her boots to the rhythm of the song in her head. 



Alex let out a deep breath, and the familiar sensation of burning and tingling strengthened her telepathy. Although her eyes were closed, she saw her surroundings in her mind. A raven hops through the branches overhead. Bursts of sunlight illuminate the greenery around the bird as the leaves blow.



In the background of her thoughts, Alex heard voices whispering and muttering. She knew no one was nearby, so she focused her telepathy and tried to figure out what she was hearing. The mind-voices overlapped in her thoughts, and she squinted as she separated the eerie, whisper-like voices.



“We’ll get him this time.”



“He’s got nowhere to run.”



“Stupid MOB.”



One young man’s thoughts were clearer than the others. “Why can’t they just leave me alone?”



Alex opened her blue eyes and sat up. The raven in the tree overhead shrieked in alarm and flew away. Alex rose to her feet and ran down the hill. She raced across the sunlit meadow, ignoring the tall grass that brushed against her boots and bare legs.



Oh, no, she thought. I should’ve been paying more attention to my mind links! I heard at least Kent’s thoughts, and it sounded like other bullies are taunting Ryu too. They must already have him cornered! Why hasn’t Ryu called out to me for help? He has to stop thinking he can handle things on his own!



When she broke out of the tall grasses, Alex hurried to the dusty street of the village where she, her younger brother, and their grandmother lived. The village was deep in the woodland part of the Northern Continent’s northern region, and there’d been no new construction for decades. As Alex stood in the street, she saw nothing unusual. People shopped at the market. Others sat in beat-up vehicles, tending to lists or calling out to friends. A gaggle of older ladies chatted on benches near the park. 



Alex took in the familiar scene and tried not to be obvious as she scanned with her telepathy. She tried to narrow in on the thoughts of the bullies with her brother. Facing the park, she sensed a stream of thoughts and knew Ryu was close. 



He’s in the park, she thought. Hurry!



Alex ran across the dusty street and up a park trail.



Keep calm, she thought. Just stay calm and try to handle this as quickly as possible. Don’t let on that you heard their argument from the meadow – drawing attention to my telepathy certainly wouldn’t help! They’d freak out about us being MOB, and then they’d run to their parents. Again.



A downside to living in the remote village was that the citizens here held to centuries-old notions about the world. While MOB were celebrated in the Dominion and at least tolerated in the bigger cities, not so in this backwoods village. Here, the villagers still bore prejudices against MOB.



I remember high school, thought Alex. My classmates’ parents always claimed I was invading their kids’ minds to steal test answers. Ryu has it worse – they accuse him of beating up their brats. They’re too stupid to see he’s only defending himself! It’s been harder as he’s gotten bigger. My telepathy is easy enough to deny, but his strength…  



Alex jogged along a pebbled path and looked back at the main street. A Dominion patrol vehicle rolled by. Alex wasn’t a coward, but she was always on the lookout for trouble. And a patrol vehicle was always a good reason to be on alert. The local villagers weren’t the only threat to Alex and Ryu’s well-being. Not by a long shot.



Great, she thought. I better fix this quick before Ryu gets in another fight. If he’s arrested… No, don’t think about that.



A voice ahead was Kent’s. “MOB,” he was yelling at her brother. “Go home!”



“If you’re a MOB, you’re a snob!” another teen rhymed. (This was neither an original taunt nor a very good one.)  



“Don’t come to this park again,” yelled a third, “or we’ll tell the drones you’re a rebellious, dangerous freak!”



The boys laughed.



They came into view as Alex rounded a hedge. She recognized these three as Ryu’s classmates from the local high school. Her brother stood beside a small pond, facing the other boys. Ryu was much more muscular than his peers. He was also a good head and shoulders taller, standing over two meters tall. Ryu was a much sweeter person than his stature suggested, but he didn’t look pleased with the other teens at the moment. His brown eyes glared at his classmates. Mud was stuck in his blond hair, on his white T-shirt, and on his baggy pants. 



They threw mud at him, thought Alex. Probably from a safe distance. Good grief.



Ryu’s voice was deep for his age. “Why don’t you go home, Kent? I was here minding my own business.”



Alex jogged to her brother’s side. She tried to sound unknowing. “Hey, what’s going on?”



A boy with a ripped sleeve glared at her. “Get out of here, Alex. We know what you are too. Take Ryu home with you. We don’t want either of you freaks in our park.”



Alex looked up at her brother, whose jaw was clenched. “Come on, Ryu. Let’s go home. We’ll have missed dinner, and Grandma will worry.” She glanced at the boys, then stood on her toes to whisper in his ear. “You know they want to start a fight. They’re just looking for an excuse to report you. We need to go home.”



Ryu huffed. Then he rolled his eyes, turned his back to the boys, and walked to the path. Alex followed but looked back uncertainly at the younger teens, who seemed satisfied. Alex then hurried after her brother. She caught up with him on the main trail, and they walked side by side into the village.



“Stay close,” Ryu whispered. “I saw a few drones enter the park a while ago, and Kent might actually rat us out this time.”



Alex felt a lump of fear in her throat. 



Life in the village had always been difficult, but the last few years had been especially rough. This was thanks to Malice, the Elite who governed their region. Malice himself wasn’t a MOB, and he seemed to share his subjects’ general distaste for those with ‘impure’ genes. He regularly sent patrols throughout the region in search of MOB. While Cruelthor instructed his Elite to recruit MOB into the Youth program, Malice preferred to imprison or even factor them. In the village, a few MOB had already been reported and never heard from again. 



Everyone here knows we’re unusually gifted, thought Alex. Most respect Grandma and the memory of our parents and so kindly don’t report us. But things are getting worse. Soon, I’m sure someone will tell the patrols. 



They made it through the village without seeing drones. Once they reached the road leading out of town, they breathed sighs of relief. Ryu relaxed his muscular frame, and he scuffed his feet along the pavement. Alex slowed their pace and enjoyed the nature around them.



On one side of the road lay the woodland, on the other the meadow where Alex had waited for Ryu to get out of school. She did this every weekday after her shift at the food stopover, and they always walked home together after his last class. 



Few strangers would guess we’re related, thought Alex. I certainly never had anything like his growth spurt…



“Ryu, you have to be more careful,” she scolded in her big-sister tone. “If I hadn’t heard your thoughts in time and come running, you would’ve gotten in another fight. That school won’t tolerate you pulverizing your classmates, even if it is self-defense. To them, you’re just a MOB. So am I, for that matter, since no one trusts telepathy any more than mutate-genes. We have to keep our heads down, Ryu. Stay out of trouble. You can’t let those boys corner you. They’ll report us to the drones, and then everything is over.”



Ryu picked up a stone in the road and threw it into the woods. “I’m sorry, sis. Kent and those guys started it at school earlier. It wasn’t my fault. I was walking through the park to meet you when they ambushed me and started hitting me with mud. There was nothing I could do!”



“I know it wasn’t your fault, Ryu. We just have to be really careful. You’re the only MOB anyone’s ever heard of who had his mutate-genes kick in before puberty. We both developed early. I’ve never heard of a telepath who could read minds so young either. You never should’ve told people about that tingle we feel when we use our abilities. Even other MOB don’t feel it, and that’s just one more thing that makes us different. These people don’t get us, so they’re afraid of us. Most of the time when people look at me, I hear them thinking, ‘There’s something strange about those Collins kids.’ Ever since the Dominion started patrolling regularly…” 



Ryu looked at her with a pleading smile. “Since it’s getting so bad, you could take me with you when you move south. I know you and Grandma want me to finish school, but Kent and those jerks start something every day. An education isn’t worth getting killed.”



He might be right about that, she thought with a frown.



“I could go with you,” he went on. “I hear there are hundreds of MOB in the bigger cities, but no one notices because of the crowds. We could blend in. My strength and your telepathy are easy enough to hide. It’s not like my mutate-genes have given me cat eyes or a tail like MOB I’ve seen on the newscasts. It’s not like you have a third eye, either. We’d be safe in El Miret or Chi.” Ryu lifted an eyebrow at her. “That’s why Grandma suggested you move, you know. She’s more worried about you than me. Even if I’m younger, you’re the one who can’t defend yourself.”



Alex thought back on the conversation she’d had with their grandmother. The old woman had said, “Your parents came here to be safe, but Malice is stirring everyone up. Drake and Roux were taken from us in that accident; I can’t let anything happen to you too. I swore to protect you children, but I’m afraid it’s not safe here anymore.” Alex had assured her that she’d protected them as much as she could, but their grandmother hadn’t looked reassured. 



She was worried, thought Alex. But I also sensed something… She wanted me to leave and search for something. I didn’t dare snoop in her mind too much, but I’m sure I heard her thinking about wanting more for our lives. 



Alex sighed.



I’ve only been south to El Miret a few times, she thought, but Ryu’s right about blending in better there. And Grandma does want me to move and be safe. She wants Ryu to go too. But…



Ryu apparently was thinking along the same lines, and he sighed. “I know what you’re going to say. One of us has to stay with Grandma. You want to get out of here, and you should. I can take care of myself, so I should be the one to stay.”



Alex frowned. She didn’t like feeling as if she was running away to protect herself… Especially when it meant leaving Ryu, who was too confident about his ability to avoid danger. 



I hope he doesn’t do anything stupid once I’m gone, she thought. Really, I have to leave for Ryu’s sake. The two of us combined seem like more of a threat, but the drones are less likely to take notice of a lone MOB. 



Alex sighed as she looked ahead up the road. 



I want to leave, she thought. What is there for me here? Am I going to work in the food stopover for the rest of my life? I don’t hate it here, aside from the danger. This is the only home I’ve ever known. But this isn’t… It isn’t enough. I talk all the time with my telepathic friends who’ve seen more of the world, and I am curious. Ryu isn’t satisfied here either – that’s a big part of why he wants to go with me. 



“While you’re gone,” said Ryu, “maybe I can find a way to use my gifts to help people. There must be a way to show the villagers I’m not a threat. I mean, we live in one of the most oppressed regions in the Dominion, and I want to use my strength to help people. I can’t just hide all the time.”



Alex shook her head. “We shouldn’t draw attention to ourselves.”



Ryu made a face as they reached their small house’s front yard. “I heard one of Grandma’s lady friends talking yesterday. She thinks you control her thoughts whenever you’re in her shop.”



Alex rolled her eyes.



“Do you, sis?”



“You know I don’t. I can only use my telepathy to hear thoughts. One thing those telepathy books agree on is that it’s impossible to control a mind and go unnoticed – a mind always knows when thoughts aren’t its own. Making people think certain thoughts is tricky and dangerous for both parties. I don’t have enough strength. My telepathy is a one-way thing – intake, not output. I might have abnormal skill with it, but I still have limitations.”



Ryu understood this much. “So that’s why I never notice when you enter my thoughts? Since they’re only my thoughts and not yours, I don’t notice? It’s like that with other people too, even ones without mind links?”



“Yeah. The mind links I make with people only replace the need for eye contact. They don’t really strengthen anything. And even the mind links are hard to use when there’s distance involved. My link with your mind is a lot stronger than most, for some reason, but it’s hard to hear even your thoughts when we’re not together.” She frowned and stepped around a garden utensil left in the grass. “I’m not nearly as powerful as people fear.”



They walked across the front yard, and Alex looked around their simple home. Normally, she was so used to the serene beauty that she didn’t bother noticing it. Everything was a wash of green. Their grandmother’s property was much wilder than anywhere in the main part of the village. Trees hemmed in the homestead, except for the driveway where it met the road. Because of the cover, it was already getting dark. 



The significance of the protective isolation wasn’t lost on Alex. She’d always suspected her family had moved here to avoid the ugliness of the outside world. She had many happy childhood memories of playing with her father in the back yard while her mother held baby Ryu and laughed. When their parents died in an accident, their grandmother strove to fight the tragedy with love and joy, and Alex and Ryu had grown up happy here. Yet, even this place’s safety was crumbling as the villagers’ fears advanced.



I wonder, thought Alex. Did our parents know our abilities would be so strange? Is that why they chose to raise us here – to hide us? Well, no, how could they’ve known? They probably just wanted to avoid the Dominion’s atrocities. This was their safe haven… Too bad nothing lasts.



They climbed the short stairs that led to the house’s porch, and Ryu pulled Alex’s blond hair to hold her back from entering the house. 



She laughed at him. “What?”



Ryu spoke with more passion than she normally heard from him. “Sis, we both believe there’s a reason we have these incredible gifts. I don’t need telepathy to know you feel the same way I do.”



She sighed.



“I want to know what I’m capable of. I get that you’re afraid we’ll be caught and sent off to the Dominion, but you want to know about our gifts too. I’ve seen the stacks of books on mutate-genes in your room, and you talk to other telepaths to learn about your gifts. We might not understand, but we can’t live in hiding our whole lives. It doesn’t seem right to squander our gifts. I want to use my strength to help people, even if it means getting into trouble. I know you try to help people with your telepathy, but you hold yourself back because you’re afraid that you don’t have control if you don’t understand. I just… I just think we should be doing more than hiding.”



Alex squirmed. She never liked feeling convicted by her younger sibling. But she was older, and a little bit wiser. She’d looked out for him ever since their parents died, and the stress of this had perhaps distracted her from the truth of what he was saying. 



“Ryu, of course we both want to use our gifts to help people. But you’re still so young. I’m still so young. There’s a lot we don’t know about the world. There’s a lot we don’t know about our own abilities. I really think we need to understand our abilities before we use them willy-nilly. We have to play it safe, considering the Dominion would snatch us if they knew. You use your strength in public all the time, and you need to tone it down.” 



Ryu frowned.



Playfully, Alex punched her brother’s shoulder and, in doing so, saw his circular birthmark through his white T-shirt. “You know Grandma wants us to hide these, Ryu.”



He looked over his shoulder and then poked her where she had the exact same birthmark under her sundress’s short sleeve. “I don’t see what the big deal is. Grandma’s never told us why we have to hide them. I think she’s afraid it’s just one more reason everyone would pick on us. The whole village already thinks we’re freaks without knowing we have identical birthmarks.”



Alex paused. “I’m not sure it’s as simple as that. One time, I was wearing a sleeveless shirt when a few of her friends came over. Grandma turned pale and rushed me off to put on a sweater. It was a perfectly modest shirt, Ryu. I think she was afraid someone would see the birthmark. She wouldn’t tell me what was wrong, and I didn’t dare intrude in her mind. She would’ve killed me.”



Ryu laughed, knowing their grandmother’s temper. Then he scratched the mud in his hair while he thought. “Sis, what if these birthmarks mean something? What if they have something to do with why we’re different?”



Like what? she thought. But he might be right. Grandma certainly knows something she isn’t telling us. Yeah, in the morning I’ll talk with her once Ryu leaves for school.



Alex looked up at her brother seriously. “When I move to El Miret, I’ll investigate as much as I can. I promise, Ryu. I’ll find answers about us. And I’ll come back for you. We’ll both get out of this place once…” She looked through the screen door into the house.



Grandma’s not young, she thought. She’s stubborn and won’t leave her home, and I guess I can’t blame her. But we can’t leave her alone here either, so Ryu has to stay, for now. But when Grandma…



Alex tried not to think on this sad future day.



Ryu pulled off a glob of mud and sighed. “I guess that’s all I can ask. And I know you worry, so I promise to be good and stay out of trouble while you’re away.”



They were silent a moment, and Alex was relieved to find in her brother’s mind that his declaration was sincere. 



She smiled at her brother and motioned to the door. “Grandma probably left dinner in the cold storage. She’ll be asleep by now, so eat quietly. I already ate after my shift at work, so it’s all yours. I’m going to sleep. We have chores at the crack of dawn.”



Ryu rubbed his stomach and smiled down at her. “Then I’ll see you in the morning.”



They entered the house’s small kitchen, and Alex peeked down a short hall to see that their grandmother’s bedroom door was already shut for the night. Parting, Ryu went to the cold storage and Alex walked to her room. 



Inside her bedroom, Alex yawned and changed into pajamas.



I dread morning chores, she thought. How does Ryu survive on so little sleep?



Once Alex climbed under her covers and turned off her light, she looked out the window at the foot of her bed. The evening light was still warm, but dimming. Her mind was too busy to sleep just yet, so she looked over her shoulder at her bare arm and used her opposite hand to trace the strange birthmark. She ran her finger around and around its circular shape. Eventually, the soothing motion put her to sleep.



 



Hours later, Alex jolted awake. It was now dark, and frogs outside her window chirped at the night. Her mind had been in Ryu’s dreams. She liked doing that. It gave her good blackmail for the next morning. But Ryu’s dreams hadn’t woken her. Something was wrong.



Alex sat up in bed and concentrated. She sensed a force she’d never come in contact with before. She knew the few adult telepaths in their region who reached out occasionally, but this force was different. More powerful. And she sensed somehow that it was specifically directed at her. Whatever it was, it was getting stronger. Closer.



Right before it happened, the world went strangely quiet. The only thing Alex heard was the sound of her heavy breathing. Sweat formed under the hair on her neck. Her body tingled.



Suddenly a warm, red light shone through her window onto where she sat in bed. The red light was only on her. It didn’t illuminate the bedclothes or the walls – only her body caught the light. 



Alex felt herself being lifted. She tried to scream but couldn’t make a sound. With a jerk, she was wrenched forward off her bed, and she floated toward the open window. Alex tried to grab the window’s frame, but she was trapped in some kind of force field. Her hands slipped from the window, and her nails dug through the paint as she was torn free. She looked into the black night, but the light shown so violently red that she had to close her eyes. 



The world constricted as she was drawn into a metallic structure. 



Clang!



The sound shook her bones as whatever she was now inside closed behind her. She dropped out of the red force field onto a cold, metallic floor. A gas hissed into her face, and she began to cough. Her head swooned. Then she was unconscious.



 



Outside time



 



The portal hole I was looking through blurred at this point in past time, and I involuntarily drifted away. I tried to get back, but a current of light pulled me. I knew from experience that this meant I’d see no more of that time. This was one of those things that was hidden from me.



What’s this? I thought. Clearly I haven’t investigated Alex’s life enough if I missed this! But who took her? Why? And why aren’t I allowed to know?



“Poor girl,” I said aloud into the lights. “Poor, poor girl.”



Obviously I’d need to look into this further. But, for now, I knew Alex was beyond my vision. Whoever took her, wherever she was, whatever was happening to her – I wasn’t allowed to see. Instead, I’d continue watching Ryu until Alex turned up again. And she did return. I knew that much from current time. But why was this significant event in her past hidden from me?



This abduction was a surprise, to be sure. As the time-traveling Interceder that I’d become, I was rarely surprised. I didn’t like it. 
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“Gunning for a fight”



 



 



 



Past time



 



Ryu had been looking for his sister for months. The villagers believed Alex ran away, but Ryu knew she’d never have left without at least saying goodbye. Their grandmother had reported Alex missing to the local authorities, but they hadn’t cared about finding an insignificant girl. Alex was thereafter declared dead, but not because any evidence was found to support foul play. The case was closed because Malice hadn’t been in the mood to waste kronar on an investigation. Ryu suspected his sister’s fears had come true and she’d been discovered and taken by the Dominion. He had no proof, however.



Out of grief, their grandmother took ill and died a month after Alex vanished. And so, alone in the world, Ryu dropped out of school and set off in search. 



Finding Alex was the only thing that mattered now. He’d managed so far to survive on what little kronar he’d inherited from their grandmother, and he’d sold their home. Ryu now traveled the region, looking for his missing sister. So far, he’d searched every town between their village and El Miret.



This rough city was where Ryu currently found himself. He didn’t have much trouble with the local scrappers, who would’ve killed him were it not for his size. He was extra thankful for his muscles and height as he now fought in sparring clubs, earning just enough kronar to stay alive.



The muscular man in the ring with Ryu was panting, but Ryu’d barely broken a sweat. He gave his opponent a minute to recoup and looked around the dingy spectator stands. His fans were cheering him on, and many stood on their feet as they sensed the final blow coming. He’d become a favorite here at the Shack. One woman had a sign with ‘The Bear Rules!’ stenciled over an enlarged picture of his face. 



I’m not sure what I think about the nickname, thought Ryu. But, the Bear persona is helping my fighting rates.



“Get him, Bear!” a man yelled from the stands.



His opponent lunged forward with a weak punch to Ryu’s chest. “Urgh!”



Ryu knew what the crowd wanted, so he moved closer. He felt the tingling burn as he prepared to use the unusual degree of strength provided by his mutate-genes. He made a quick step to his left, and his opponent fell for it and turned. Ryu spun right and grabbed the big man around the torso, then lifted him overhead, which drove the spectators wild. Ryu threw his opponent down again, and the man’s muscular bulk thudded on the floor’s thin cushioning. Ryu stood over him, but his opponent refused to rise from where he’d landed. 



The crowd erupted in applause and chants. “Bear! Bear! Bear!”



Raising his hand, Ryu showed his fans that he was choosing mercy for his opponent. They cheered him all the more. 



Lewk, the grubby owner of the Shack, stepped into the ring to hold up Ryu’s arm in victory. The voice projector squealed as he congratulated Ryu. “Ladies and gentleman, I give you your champion for the tenth straight fight, Bear!”



Ryu smiled for the crowd and raised his hands with a wave. They went crazy for him, and he wiped his brow and tried to look as if this had been a close one. The woman with the sign was jumping up and down. A group of betting men exchanged kronar tubes. The row of other fighters glared at Ryu and didn’t seem eager to get their turns with him in the ring. Ryu also recognized a Dominion operative who’d been tailing him the last couple of clubs. 



This would be fun, thought Ryu, if I didn’t have the Dominion drooling all over me. I’m not the first professional fighter who’s caught their attention. I shouldn’t push my luck – too much fame and the Dominion will enlist me whether I like it or not.



With the crowd still cheering, Ryu and Lewk left the ring, where the defeated fighter still lay groaning. Lewk had earlier agreed on a price for the show, so they made their way toward a back office of the smoke-filled, dirty Shack. 



Away from the spectators, Lewk was less exuberant but still easygoing. “That was a fine show, kid. I’d be glad to have ya back for another match.”



Ryu smiled. “Oh, I think ten-for-ten is a good way to end things.”



“You sure? Next time, I’d find ya a worthier challenger. I just wasn’t expecting a kid to wop a big man like that, even if you are a Bear.” Lewk chuckled.



They reached the office, and Lewk opened the door to lead Ryu inside. The shorter, more portly man walked to his desk and opened a safe. Ryu removed the wraps from his fists.



“Sure I can’t talk ya into another match?”



Ryu grinned. “Thanks for the offer, but I need to move on.” 



“Well, I’ll be sad to lose ya, kid. Your reputation wasn’t exaggerated, and you pack a full house.” Lewk paused what he was doing and helped himself to a cigar. He waved at a cooler. “Grab yourself a drink.”



“Thanks.” Ryu opened the cooler to retrieve an electrolyte-rich, neon-colored beverage. He chugged it down while Lewk counted out kronar from the safe.



He’s wrong about finding worthy opponents, thought Ryu. Not only am I stronger than most, but most know it and won’t fight me. That’s another reason I have to move on. The Bear is getting too famous, so I’ll have to run pretty far so my legend doesn’t precede me… And I need to lose that Dominion recruiter. And I need to find Alex. Those investigators I hired with my last winnings didn’t find anything here in El Miret, so off I go. It’ll take every tube of kronar I just earned to buy a ticket out of this region.



Lewk left the safe, kronar in hand, and walked over to where Ryu waited with an outstretched palm. While puffing his illegal, Shfex-laced cigar, Lewk took one yellow tube of kronar at a time and scanned it over Ryu’s ID tag. The fiberoptics inside the tube lit up, activating the download. 



“Could I have half the tubes un-scanned?” asked Ryu. “I need to pay someone before I can get to a terminal.”



“No problem.” Lewk wasn’t a stickler for records, so he handed Ryu the remaining kronar. The paid kronar he tossed on his desk to recycle later. 



Ryu prepared to leave. “Thanks again, Lewk. I’ll be moving on, so you might not see me again. I’m heading west, toward Angeles. I liked fighting here at the Shack, though. You have one of the nicest places I’ve seen.”



“I’d hate to see the other clubs, then. Good luck findin’ that sister you were talkin’ about.” Lewk looked at Ryu over his cigar. “Oh, and look out for patrols in the next city, kid. I don’t know where you’re from, but the Elite who runs this region is Malice, and he’s earned the name. Ever since a Youth MOB broke his nose, he’s had it out for all young MOB. Watch yourself.”



Ryu’s head snapped up as he tucked away the kronar tubes. After Alex’s disappearance, he’d taken her advice and tried to blend in as much as possible. He’d come to realize she was right about keeping his genetic gifts a secret. Fighting in clubs allowed him to use his strength and blend in at the same time, but he’d taken precautions and never told anyone about his mutate-genes. He certainly didn’t want his Dominion fans to know he was MOB. As another precaution, he always wore a Bear sticker tattoo over his birthmark. Who knew if the birthmarks meant something? He couldn’t take chances.



Lewk raised an eyebrow. “What, ya thought I didn’t know? No kid in his teen years can fight like that unless he has a genetic reason for it. You have MOB strength?”



Reluctantly, Ryu nodded.



“Don’t worry, kid. I won’t tell anyone. I respect a boy in a man’s world. You’re tough. You’ll make it. Besides, I’m not the kind to seek attention, if ya catch my drift.” He motioned with his cigar to his box of Shfex, a hazardous drug even the Dominion declared illegal.



Ryu smiled. “Well, thanks again. I’ll just clean up and be on my way.”



“Safe travels.” Lewk waved with his cigar and turned to work at his desk.



Ryu left the office and headed to the locker room, which smelled like every other locker room he’d been in. He walked to the locker with his name taped at eye level, pulled out a towel, and went to the showers. He saw he was alone, so he tried to relax. After turning on a shower, he peeled off his sweaty clothes and stepped under the warm water. He stood with his head dipped, letting the water spray into his hair and drip off his face. 



I’m going to miss these showers, he thought. I don’t have to duck to fit.



Once clean, he wrapped the towel around his waist and went back to his locker. Here he changed into street clothes and packed his few belongings in a duffle bag.



“You didn’t have to throw me down so hard.”



Ryu looked over and saw his beaten opponent emerge from the far showers. The man wore only a towel, and he held his back as he walked to his locker.



“Sorry. Lewk paid extra for that. I figured you’d agree it was worth it.” Ryu pulled out the un-scanned kronar tubes from Lewk. “Here. All yours. Thanks for agreeing to fight me.”



The man scoffed but took the kronar. “Now I know why the others warned me about you.” He reached in his locker, muttering to himself as he gathered his things. “I always get the bad end of these sparring shows. No one’s going to take me seriously now that a kid’s beat me. I gotta find a manager.” With that, he held his back and walked off with his belongings toward the showers again.



Alone, Ryu closed his locker for the last time and swung his bag over his shoulder. Exiting the locker room, he walked down a dark hall and pushed open a rear exit to step into the light of midday. 



The alley here was littered with trash and dumpsters, but a cool breeze brought better smells from the food stopovers on the main street. Ryu’s stomach rumbled, and he turned to follow his nose. 



A gang of kids jumped out from behind a dumpster. Their leader tossed a razor knife from hand to hand. They clearly planned to mug him, and Ryu wondered how much more a person could take.



Really? he thought. Are these kids stupid? I could kill them with one punch. I’m standing right outside a sparring club, aren’t I? Oh, well. If they’re dumb enough to choose me for a victim, I guess I can take the time to teach them a lesson. They look half-starved, so at least they’re not Dominion Youth. They’re probably untrained and just fighting to survive. I know a little something about that.



“Come on, big guy,” said the cocky leader, still playing with his knife. “We just wanna pluck your kronar, then we’ll let ya go.”



Ryu spun into the younger teen and slammed him against the side of the building. He held the kid pinned and yanked the razor knife out of his hand. With a glare at the kid, he squeezed the knife’s handle until it crumbled. The shock on the punk’s face was priceless.



“Oh, flush me!” said one of the other boys. “That’s the Bear! Guys, this is the Bear!”



Ryu focused on the kid he held pinned. “I don’t have kronar on me, but how about if I let you go?”



The teen looked to his friends but discovered no one was going to challenge his captor. He nodded furiously. As soon as Ryu let his feet hit pavement, the gang took off down the alley.



Ryu found himself alone again. With a sigh, he adjusted the bag over his shoulder, then walked the rest of the way to the crowded street. 



It was loud and crowded here, but the smell of frying food again reached his nose. His growling stomach reminded him once more that he hadn’t eaten today. Patting his abs, Ryu looked along the street until he saw the familiar, arched sign of a Dominion-owned food stopover. Ryu pushed his way against the crowds to reach the entrance.



Once inside, he noticed that the rougher class seemed to be everywhere in El Miret. Even here, in a Dominion food stopover, black market dealers lounged without fear. What few Dominion patrols existed in this city didn’t bother about them, so they were free to roam and do business as they pleased. As Ryu stood in line, he also recognized several fighters from the local sparring clubs. 



I beat most of these guys, he thought. The others I didn’t fight. And I probably never will now that I’m so famous.



When it was his turn at the counter, Ryu placed his order. He scanned his palm over the counter’s data screen to pay and waited for the attendant to get his order, all the time watching his back. When his tray of food arrived, he turned to find a seat amongst the cluttered tables. He waded through diners to the back of the room, where he found an empty table. Here he could sit by himself and also have a good view. With a happy moan, he bit into his meaty sandwich.



“It’s the MOB’s fault,” a man nearby was saying.



What’s this? thought Ryu.



He glanced to see the man and his friend at a neighboring table. Smoke clouded the pair, and the man who’d spoken was drinking beer and a shot of liquor. Neither drinking nor smoking was allowed in Dominion food stopovers, but El Miret was pretty loose about dining codes. Ryu doubted this old guy would’ve cared anyway. He was rough-looking with a white beard and trouble-worn face. His eyes focused on his friend, so Ryu wasn’t worried about being caught eavesdropping. The man’s friend was smoking too, but Ryu could only see his back because of a hood blocking his face.



This other man sighed. “Malice was a murderer long before my sister broke his nose, Peno. These new regional restrictions have nothing to do with-”



Peno barked a phlegmy cough. “But don’t you see? Now we’re all examined for mutate-gene radiation every time we leave the region! I haven’t had anything done to me, so why should I have to be examined? These people – no these MOB, these leftover freaks…” He trailed off as he took another drink.



“I’m not concerned with the politics of the matter,” said the hooded man. Clearly he’d reached a higher education level than the older man, and this alone suggested he had Dominion connections. “Besides, my friend, you can’t blame the MOB nowadays. Genetic tampering and all that was forever ago. Few scientists dabble with that kind of thing anymore. Cruelthor won’t allow it…except in rare cases when he wants a new toy soldier. Most of the MOB we see today are a result of breeding, not experimentation. It’s not their fault. Nature’s taken over where experimentation left off. You can’t blame them for existing, Peno. Malice should think twice about hating MOB – his own boss is one, you know. If Cruelthor knew what went on in this region, he’d have Malice’s head. That ass is persecuting MOB left and right. Cruelthor doesn’t want them hunted. He wants them recruited.”



Peno scoffed. “Maybe you should tell Cruelthor yourself what Malice is doing, if you’re so concerned about the MOB.”



“Hmm. Go have a chat with Cruelthor? No, I like having my head attached to my neck, thank you.” The hooded man took a long drag. “But, Peno, the MOB aren’t the enemy. Personally, I’m more worried about these Dominion executives who get cerebral augmentation. They’re the ones to watch. They’re the ones taking control of our businesses, taking our jobs, our kronar.”



Peno muttered something about also hating the Dominion executives, and he shook as he took another drink.



Ryu left as soon as he finished his food. Peno wasn’t the first person he’d encountered with this view of the MOB, but Ryu knew to keep his distance. 



At least my eavesdropping gained something useful, he thought. I’ll have to deal with genetic scanners if I want to leave Malice’s region.
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Alex’s head tilted back at an uncomfortable angle. She couldn’t move. She heard, ever so faintly, voices speaking in a strange language. Alex’s eyelids were closed, but her telepathy let her see without need of eyes. Two men stand over her. Their faces are difficult to make out, and everything around them is blurred. 



Alex tried to move her arms or legs. She sensed the men were leaning down to lift her. Now she’s lain on her stomach on a hover bed, its bottom clear and revealing a grated floor. The grated floor is left behind as the two men push her hover bed down a large corridor. Soon a hatch opens beneath her. 



Air rushed up from the opening, and Alex was finally able to open her eyes and scream.



With a jerk she fell through the hatch, but a beam of red light held her so she didn’t crash. Held in the force field, she tried to move but couldn’t as she was lowered to the ground. Grass brushed against her naked body until she flinched from the cool earth under her stomach. The red beam vanished, and finally she was free to move. Gasping, Alex struggled to roll over and see where she’d been. She feared seeing an alien spaceship, but the only thing above her was the dark, starry sky. This was somehow more terrifying. 



A burning pain made her clutch her stomach, and she rolled on her side to vomit into the grass. She could barely hold her head up, but she vomited again and looked down at a pile of slimy liquid. Holding her throat, the retching subsided. Alex next pulled her thin frame to sit up in the tall weeds. She examined her naked body in the moonlight, checking for cuts, injection sites, and everything else her frightened mind imagined. She was crying now, but the worst thing she found about her body was that her hair was cut to her chin.



I don’t look sick or abused, she thought. I don’t even feel weak or anything. What happened to me? Where am I now? Are they going to come back?



Her mind racing, Alex’s instincts told her to get moving. With a cough, she rose to her feet and looked around the grassy field. It looked familiar, but she couldn’t think why. Then, as she looked at a lone tree on a hill, Alex realized she was in her favorite field, a short walk from home. She saw car lights flashing along the road in the distance. Aiming here, Alex crossed her arms to cover herself and stumbled in her bare feet across the field. When she reached the more manageable pavement, Alex jogged in the direction of her grandmother’s house. 



What happened to me? she thought in a panic. What happened? 



Alex didn’t see another car the rest of the way. When she stood in the moonlit yard of the familiar house, she didn’t see any movement here either. She sprinted across the lawn and up the steps, and she tried the door but found it locked. She tried to cover herself better and knocked on the door.



A light came on inside, and a dark-haired woman opened the door. She saw Alex naked and stepped back with widened eyes. In the second most common Dominion language, she let out an exclamation of surprise. She gaped at Alex only a moment before telling her to enter, then hurried off, saying she’d fetch a blanket.



Alex fumbled to remember the language from her studies in school. In confusion, she thanked the woman and stepped into the house, shutting the door behind her. The small kitchen was the same, yet different. The table and chairs were the same, but Alex’s favorite mug wasn’t hanging from the hook by the stove. The appliances arranged on the countertop were all wrong. 



The dark-haired woman returned with a blanket and wrapped it around Alex, who suddenly realized she was shivering. In shock, she followed the woman into the living room and looked around at the unfamiliar furniture and decorations. She sat on a fluffy sofa to catch her breath.



Don’t freak out, she thought. But what’s going on?



Alex wrapped the blanket around her nakedness and faced the woman. Forgetting herself, she asked, “You live here?” Then she remembered and repeated the question in the woman’s language.



The woman nodded and replied that her name was Kali. She asked who Alex was.



Giving her name, Alex choked back an odd taste in her throat. She then explained that she used to live in this house with her grandmother and brother. She asked if the woman knew where they’d gone. Then Alex coughed as the taste again rose in her throat.



The woman’s face lit with comprehension. With a start, she asked if Alex was the missing girl who’d disappeared. 



Alex nodded.



Kali looked sad a moment, then quickly explained that Alex’s grandmother had died and Ryu moved away to search for Alex. 



Alex felt tears rising. “My grandma died?”



Kali nodded with a kind frown. She said she was so sorry. It had been a year ago. 



Crying, Alex took a moment with this new shock. 



Oh, my God, she thought. A year! Grandma’s dead. Ryu’s gone. I’ve been missing for a whole year? That’s impossible! I don’t… I don’t remember anything.



Kali patted her leg. She tried to reassure Alex that Ryu was out looking for her. He’d told Kali where he was going when he’d sold her the house, but she couldn’t remember now. Kali asked where Alex had been. No one had known she was still alive. Where had she been?



After trying to remember anything, Alex answered that she didn’t know. She choked and nearly vomited again.



Kali said she’d get Alex something to drink, and she hurried into her kitchen.



Alone, Alex stayed on the sofa, dumbfounded. Her mind was racing.



I’m lost, she thought. I can’t remember anything. The past year… It’s a complete blank.



She again shivered. 



Kali returned with a drink, and Alex took the cup. 



I might have one idea, she thought. 



Alex asked Kali if she’d be willing to do something. She then explained that, if Kali focused her thoughts on the last time she’d seen Ryu, Alex might be able to find something helpful in Kali’s thoughts. It was all Alex had left to try. She didn’t know what else to do. 



Kali looked confused. 



Alex kicked herself before asking if Kali knew about telepathy.



 With a nod, Kali said she’d do her best to help.



Alex looked into Kali’s eyes and tried to listen for the woman’s thoughts. The normal, tingling sensation enhanced her concentration, and she felt her mind entering Kali’s. Suddenly, however, her telepathy came in a stronger burst than she’d ever experienced. Alex wasn’t sure she could take it any longer when images flashed into her mind. Ryu holds a packed bag. Kali stands before him, scanning kronar tubes over his palm. Ryu smiles sadly and says something about where Kali can reach him if she has any questions. Closing her eyes, Alex disconnected and then looked at Kali in surprise.



Kali didn’t look like she’d noticed anything strange. She asked what was wrong. She said Alex was pale.



What was that? thought Alex. Did I just see a memory through Kali’s eyes? How? I’ve only ever been able to hear thoughts – I’ve never seen through other minds before! I… Well, I can see when my own eyes are closed, so is it like that? Can I now see through other people’s eyes even when they aren’t seeing? I’m seeing memory, a blend of thought and sight!



Catching her breath, Alex explained that she’d seen Kali’s memory of the last time she met with Ryu to buy the house. Had Ryu told her he was going to El Miret?



Kali nodded as she remembered this now. She said it was a long time ago, but maybe Alex could find him in El Miret.



In complete shock, Alex took a few deep breaths and another drink.



Kali glanced out the window, and she lowered her voice to tell Alex there was something else she needed to know. Dominion drones were crawling over the entire region, hunting MOB. It was getting rough, even so far from the cities. And the village had changed since the drones stomped in. People might remember Alex was a telepath. They had no tolerance anymore. Alex should leave.



Alex sat and stared at the floor as Kali left to get her clothes. Having a plan of action now gave Alex’s mind more clarity than before, and her shock was wearing off. She focused on one thing – finding her brother. She still needed to calm down, so she closed her eyes to think of a plan.



Whatever’s happened to me, she thought, I have to find Ryu before the Dominion finds me. I have to leave, especially if whoever took me is coming back! But…I have nothing. The kronar I was saving is probably gone now – if they declared me dead, they deactivated my ID account. I don’t have a car. I don’t even have clothes! How am I going to get to El Miret? Well, I could take public transportation if Kali will lend me kronar. The last time I went to El Miret, I took public transport to that station where I- 



A burst of red light flashed in her mind’s eye. Overwhelmed, Alex clutched the blanket. Then she opened her eyes, and the light vanished. 



Alex looked around in a panic. She no longer sat on the sofa in her old home. Now she was outside, on a dark city street, sitting on a bench in front of a public transport station. 
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Several weeks had gone by since Ryu slipped out of Malice’s region. He’d paid an operative to sneak him out of Chi, the city on the lake bordering the southwestern edge of the region. This drained Ryu of kronar. He’d hitchhiked from town to town ever since, fighting in clubs to earn kronar, keeping on the move, and always aiming west for Angeles. 



“Why Angeles?” his date asked. She swung her legs in small circles in the water off the end of the dock.



Ryu had only agreed to this date because her father owned the hotel where Ryu was staying for free (in exchange for ringside seats at his fights). It now appeared Mr. Bennett was tacking on other favors. But, at least Gwen Bennett was pretty, nice, and a welcome change from all the men in the sparring clubs. She wasn’t a groupie like her father, either.



“Angeles has a great professional sparring club,” said Ryu. “The Dominion leaves the fighters alone because the club draws so much kronar to the city’s economy. So, I’d be safe there to fight while I figure out some other things.” He scowled, thinking of how few leads he had on his sister’s whereabouts.



Gwen flipped one of her red braids over her shoulder. “So you’re hoping to get the heat off, huh?”



Ryu smiled. He’d never heard an accent like hers until coming to this southern region, and he found himself mimicking her twang. “Yes, ma’am.”



With a smile, Gwen thumped the dock between them. “I don’t blame you. Daddy says you’re one of the most famous fighters ever to come out of Malice’s region. I’ve seen the added Dominion patrols back in town since you’ve come.”



His smile faded. “Yeah. I thought they’d stop following me once I left the bigger cities, but…”



“You’re too hot a commodity.” She said this straight-faced but then laughed.



Ryu had to laugh too. He hadn’t been this relaxed in weeks. It felt good to laugh, here, in this small southern town where men still saw fit to force their daughters into dating anyone new in town. He’d expected Gwen to request a date at one of the nice restaurants, considering they thought he was loaded – and what a joke that was. Instead, she’d suggested coming to this public lake to skip stones and talk. 



It’s a pretty lake, he thought. Reminds me of a few back home where Alex and I used to swim…



Everything about this rural town reminded him of home, which stirred up aches of joy and sorrow both. 



As Gwen laughed, Ryu threw the last stone he was holding and watched the satisfying splash. 



“I’m sorry,” said Gwen when she got control of herself. “Daddy wouldn’t be happy I’m not taking this fix-up seriously.” 



“Ha! I suppose I should be insulted.”



“Nah, it’s not you.” Gwen pulled her feet from the water and tucked her knees into her chest. “If I choose to get out of this town, I’ll get myself out. I’m not as strong as you, but I think I could do it. I know you’ve seen a lot of the world, so I probably sound like a naïve country girl. But, I want to get out there and help people. It seems kinda wrong to sit here in this peaceful town and not try to ease the pain elsewhere. We have the Dominion here too, but it’s not half as bad here as most places, is it?”



Ryu felt an old tug as he agreed. “Yeah, it’s bad out there. Honestly, I feel guilty for being so selfish.”



“Selfish?” She shook her head with a kind smile. “You told me you’re looking for your sister. You could have an amazing life in Angeles or a dozen other cities, but you keep moving around, searching for her. That’s not selfish.”



“Yeah, but…” Ryu hadn’t talked about this with anyone other than Alex, but it was something inside that he’d always felt. “But with my strength, there’s so much more I could do, you know? I’m famous as the Bear, and that’s great, but it’s also kind of shameful when I know what I really could be doing. My sister always warned me not to use my…gifts in case I drew too much attention from the Dominion, and I’m not exactly being careful. If I ever do find Alex, my fame might put her in danger from the Dominion too – I hadn’t thought of that until recently. If I’m exposing myself, shouldn’t I at least be doing good with it?”



Gwen looked at him. “Are you MOB?”



He started, surprised by her directness.



She looked at her wet toes. “I only ask because a lot of MOB feel the way you do. We have these gifts that allow us to do things ordinary people can’t, so doesn’t that mean we should help people? You’re not alone, you know.”



Ryu gaped at her. “You’re MOB?”



“And my daddy and my mama and my four brothers. Well, and my three brothers, because Carey isn’t old enough to show yet.” She seemed nervous for the first time. “Ryu, how serious are you about helping people? Are we talking about helping little old ladies cross the street, or are we talking…defiance? Like, rebel activity?”



Ryu raised an eyebrow. “Gwen, do you have something specific in mind?”



She hesitated a moment longer. “This wasn’t a fix-up,” she told him. “Not strictly. Daddy took an interest in you when he heard the Bear was coming to town because he figured you for a MOB. Then we heard you might be going to Angeles… Well, I’m just here to sell the mission.”



He chuckled, feeling duped. “You’re rebels? Your whole family?”



“About half the town is.” She grinned. 



So not like back home after all, he thought.



Ryu laughed again and rubbed the back of his neck. “What do you need?” 



“We don’t have great ways to communicate with rebel camps outside town. But we…learned from an operative passing through town that the Dominion is planning to raid a rebel refugee camp in Angeles. Twenty families live in hiding there, and the Dominion plans to round them up and factor them in the public square as a demonstration. It’s supposed to happen next week.” She took a breath. “I know it’s asking a lot, Ryu, but would you be willing to go to Angeles and warn them? Help them get somewhere safe, if you can?”



Ryu felt a tingle run through his body. He couldn’t say no to this. “Of course I will, Gwen. I have one more fight scheduled at the club in town, but I’ll blow it off and leave tonight. That might give me a chance to shake the Dominion guy following me, if he doesn’t expect me to leave so soon.”



Gwen leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Thank you, Ryu.” She hopped to her feet. “Let’s get back so Daddy can give you more instructions.”



Ryu also got up and walked back with her along the dock. They slipped their shoes back on, then walked up the dirt road leading to town. Wild fields and trees lay on either side of the road. 



I have a million questions, he thought, but I don’t know where to start. Gwen now seems like quite a different girl, with quite a different family dynamic.



He laughed and ran a hand through his hair. “And here I thought I was a hot commodity in this little town. Really, you’re just using me to get a message out.”



“Hey, buster, I’m the one who should feel used in this scenario. I love my daddy, but ‘Gwen, we need to put a pretty face on the request’ is getting a little old.”



Ryu laughed at her impression of Mr. Bennett as they rounded a bend into town. “So I’m not the first-”



They both stopped when they saw the main street ahead. 



Five Dominion patrol vehicles were parked in the middle of town, and drones ran from building to building, guns drawn. Gunshots erupted from a side street with houses, and locals ran screaming.



“Oh, no.” Gwen took off like a shot.



Her speed shocked Ryu until he realized he was witnessing her MOB ability, but he regrouped and ran after her toward the hotel. Gwen ran straight down the middle of the road at such incredible speed that the drones couldn’t catch her. Ryu, meanwhile, ducked from cover to cover whenever the drones weren’t looking. 



He ran behind one parked vehicle and saw a frightened little boy lying on the back seat. The boy looked at him with eyes wide, and Ryu raised a finger to his lips while motioning for the boy to stay down. Then he spun out around the vehicle and ran to hide behind a Dominion patrol vehicle just as a pair of drones emerged from the grocery store. They crossed the street to another building. This left the street momentarily empty, and Ryu dashed out and ran in the direction of the hotel. 



He reached the building just as a window was shot out from the second story. He covered his head to block the raining glass and jumped under the overhang in front of the main doors. Throwing these open, he entered in time to see Gwen’s oldest brother throw a drone out the open lobby window. 



“Hey, Ryu!” called the young man. “Gwen’s out back!”



As if they’re having a party, thought Ryu. 



He ran across the lobby to the central hall. This led to the kitchen, the dining room, and the back exit, which led out to a patio. He saw a drone run from the dining room, pursued by two Bennett brothers. They were as quick as their sister. Then, from out back, Ryu heard a gunshot. He ran for the back exit and felt a tingling burn as he kicked open the door to jump outside. 



By some miracle, he’d aimed just right to throw himself on a Dominion operative, who had a gun aimed at Gwen, her mother, and youngest brother. The operative turned in surprise as Ryu flew into him, and they fell backward over a patio chair. The gun flew from the operative’s grip.



“Get him, Bear!”



Ryu looked up from wrestling the operative and saw Carey, the youngest Bennett. The boy had a smile on his face as he cheered for Ryu. This was such a familiar motivation that Ryu lost any fear and went to town on the operative. 



The man was tough, though, and got in punches of his own. A MOB, his fist that connected with Ryu’s cheekbone had sharp scales. These tore into Ryu’s face, and he almost fell over from the blow. That gave the operative time to reach and grab his gun. Instead of aiming it at Ryu, he snarled and aimed at Carey.



“No!” Mrs. Bennett shoved Gwen out of danger and used her own body to block Carey.



With one final blow, Ryu punched straight down into the operative’s chest. He felt ribs crack. The operative gasped, dropped the gun, and slumped back on the ground. Dead.



Ryu scrambled off the man and looked at the lifeless body’s concave chest. 



Oh, man, he thought. I killed him. I’ve never…



A hand placed on his back startled him, but he had enough composure not to knock Gwen to the ground. 



“Thank you,” said Gwen. “We-” 



More gunshots inside the hotel caught their attention. 



Mr. Bennett appeared from around the corner. The burly man’s arm was bleeding, but he hurried over to check his wife and youngest son. “Get him to the bunker, Diane.”



“Get the rest and meet me there soon.” Mrs. Bennett, with a quick smile at Ryu, picked up Carey. Then she ran with MOB speed across the back yard, through a gate, and disappeared beyond in the trees.



“Bear.” Mr. Bennett came to shake his hand. He didn’t seem worried about his boys still fighting inside the hotel. “Gwen tells me you’ve agreed to help us.”



Ryu nodded with a glance for support at Gwen. “Yes, sir.”



“Thank you, son. Once you get to Angeles, go to Echo Park and ask around for Samson. He’s the one you’ll need to give our message. Remember, they have to be out of there by next week.”



“Echo Park. Samson. Out by next week. Got it.” Ryu gave a nod and tried to look sure of himself.



More gunshots came from inside the hotel. Gwen handed her father a gun and checked her own. 



“Well, Ryu, it was nice meeting you.” Mr. Bennett gave Ryu a final nod and charged back into the hotel to help his boys.



Ryu turned to Gwen. “What can I do?”



“You’re doing it.” Gwen clearly wanted to go help her family, but she looked up at Ryu. “We think Elite Dhar figured out we’re rebels when his operative disappeared after staying at our hotel. These guys were sent to squash our rebellion. You need to get out of here before they figure out you’re one of us.”



One of us, thought Ryu. Just like that, am I a rebel?



He looked over at the dead operative.



“Ryu.” Gwen shook him to look back at her. “Don’t worry about us. People in this town have been gunning for a fight for a long time. We’ll have to leave town and go into hiding, but it’ll be worth it.” She slapped him on the arm. “Now get out of here.” With that, she smiled and ran into the hotel after her father.



Ryu let out a huff and turned to run through the back gate. 
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“Together now”



 



 



 



Alex had been in Chi for a week. In El Miret, she’d found a women’s shelter and worked for clothes and lodging, saving up enough for public transport to Chi. Problem was, now she had no idea how to get out of Chi. 



She stood at her high hotel window that overlooked the border wall running along the southwestern edge of the region. From what she could tell, it was impossible to cross undetected. A security drone station with scanners blocked the main highway leading south. She’d heard on the streets that no one without an ID tag was allowed to leave without an inquiry. She still technically had an ID tag, but she’d confirmed that her account was dead when she’d first tried to buy a transport ticket. This made her plans to escape Malice’s region rather tricky.



I have to leave, she thought. I have to get to Angeles.



She had one source of hope. 



Once she’d recovered from the shock of teleporting to El Miret, Alex had gone to the women’s shelter. Here she’d discovered once again that her telepathy was far stronger than ever before. When she’d looked in the eyes of the women at the shelter, she heard their thoughts without trying. It was overwhelming, but once shut up in her own room for the night she’d closed her eyes and drank in the glorious stillness. Then, she’d sensed something. It was faint, but it felt familiar, comforting. She’d closed all else out of her mind and realized she was sensing her mind link with Ryu. It had only the strength of a whisper, and she didn’t sense him anywhere near. But he was out there, somewhere. 



The next day Alex had walked around El Miret, trying to think like her brother. That was when she’d seen a sign for the Shack. Of course Ryu would use his strength to survive, and the Shack would’ve been the perfect place to earn kronar. She’d walked to the Shack and used her telepathy to scan the crowds for any knowledge of Ryu. To her surprise, everyone in the stands knew her famous brother. She’d spoken with the owner and learned from Lewk that Ryu had left El Miret, traveling west with the intention of reaching Angeles. So, that’s where Alex had to go. She’d missed Ryu in El Miret by a few weeks, so she hoped to follow news of him from place to place and catch up with him. 



And I can teleport, Alex thought as she looked at the border wall. 



She was only a little less frightened by this ability now, but at least she knew how it happened. If she pictured a place she’d been to before, she somehow saw the place as it actually was, at that moment. Then, she could teleport to that place. She’d dared to practice a few times in El Miret, going from the women’s shelter to the street and back again. Now in Chi, she practiced by visiting places across the city, building up a catalog of sorts, and teleporting to these places from her hotel room. She’d even teleported from Chi to El Miret and back to Chi. But she’d never been any farther. She had no way to teleport outside Malice’s region. 



Could I teleport out if I can at least see a place beyond the wall? she thought. I don’t have a good vantage point even from up here. Down on the ground I don’t fare any better. 



With a sigh, Alex turned from her hotel window and walked to the kitchenette. It was a very nice hotel. She felt guilty about it, but she’d used her telepathy on the concierge and discovered that the owner of the hotel had a granddaughter whom none of the hotel staff had seen. Thereafter, she’d become Georgiana Kane. Alex didn’t plan on abusing this power for long, but at least she felt safe, for now. She’d made mind links with all staff she interacted with, so she was sure she’d hear warning if the truth was discovered. For the time being, she allowed herself to rest and eat a few decent meals. 



I need time to prepare for whatever comes once I get outside Chi, she thought. If I get outside Chi.



After eating a quick lunch, Alex changed into clothes she’d bought on the Kane tab at various boutiques around Chi. She had to look the part if she was going to pull this off. Still, she knew she enjoyed this part of her adventure a little too much. 



But I’m alone, she thought. With strange abilities. In a strange new city. All the clothes in the world can’t make me feel…



Dressed in a floral dress with a scarf tied over her hair, she slipped on sunglasses and picked up her purse, which cost more than everything she’d ever owned. Now in disguise, she exited the hotel room. 



Alex greeted staff working in the halls, took the elevator to ground level, and stepped out into a bustling, gorgeous lobby.



“I’m late for-”



“She looks awful in those pants!”



“Where am I going again?”



“How-”



“Today is-”



Alex closed her eyes to stop looking into people’s thoughts. She focused on her own thoughts and blocked out everyone else’s. Opening her eyes again, she started again across the hotel lobby. The doorman smiled and opened the door to the sunny sidewalk, and Alex stepped out into the fresh air. She took a deep breath before turning up the street. 



Chi was completely unlike El Miret. Malice had poured his region’s finances into restoring the metropolis. The cement under Alex’s heels wasn’t even dirty. Hovering filters purified the air streets, and noise-canceling machines hung off the skyscrapers. The shining sun lit the streets by day, old-fashioned lampposts by night. Public shops and businesses lined the street Alex walked down, and many well-dressed people strolled along the walkway. No one looked afraid. No one looked poor. Everyone was clearly in the Dominion’s favor. Alex had visited every part of this city and seen much the same splendor. She’d walked through the old parks, which held almost as much rich foliage as she remembered from back home. Along the northern edge of the city, the great lake reflected twinkling sunlight off its perfect blue waves. 



Alex walked along the streets and marveled at all this anew.



It’s like a different world, she thought. No wonder so many people bow to the Dominion, when they’re given this kind of life. But they sacrifice their freedom. Say what you want about our little village, but we were left alone to live as we pleased…mostly. 



Alex turned down a street that led to the quieter residential neighborhoods. She was aiming toward the border wall, but she’d taken different paths the past couple of days. She hoped this looked less obvious to anyone observing her. Today, she walked uphill along a row of houses where families were busy at various activities in their yards, and she smiled at the locals as she passed. 



“Oh, my gosh,” thought one woman. “That’s Georgiana Kane. I recognize her from the boutique yesterday!”



Crap, thought Alex. Picking a debutante to impersonate maybe wasn’t a good idea. If the real Kanes hear about this…



She hurried to the street that ran along the border wall. On this sidewalk, she stopped as if admiring the scene. A park lay between the sidewalk and the border wall. Alex pretended to watch the people in the park while she really examined the wall behind them. There were no breaks. Ivy ran up the wall in great patches, but nowhere was it high enough to climb. 



It’s like this everywhere, she thought. I’d never be able to climb over the thing. 



At the end of the park, the wall curved to intersect the street. Here, a security station blocked the exit with a gate. Alex knew from maps that, on the other side of the gate, the street became the main highway running south. But she couldn’t see beyond the gate. The station was angled so that only a vehicle at the gate could see out. And Alex didn’t dare risk getting that close without a plan. 



Freedom is right there, she thought. Right on the other side of that wall. But I can’t teleport out if I can’t see where I’m going. 



Sirens blared somewhere farther in the city. Alex turned on the sidewalk, and people from the park joined her as a patrol vehicle from the wall’s security station shot off and flew down the street. 



“I wonder what’s up?” said a man to his friend.



“Probably some rebel trying to get out of the region,” the friend answered. 



“The scanners must’ve picked them up when they got close to the wall.” 



Alex glanced at her hand with the useless ID tag.



At least I’m not in danger of that, she thought. And I’m not a rebel, anyway. Not really. I’m more like an amped up common thief. That seems so selfish. I’ve stolen clothes, a hotel room, nice meals… People are trying to escape this city to save their families. What more can I do, though? I need to get to Ryu. That’s all I can think about or I’ll get myself killed, captured, factored, or abducted. The Dominion-



Alex accidentally looked in the eyes of a woman standing beside her.



“That was them!” the woman was thinking. “They’ll be caught. We’ll be next. We’ll never get out! Oh, Khoale, I’ve failed you…  I’ll never show you the ponies. I’ll never see the ranch again. Mom won’t ever know what happened to us.”



Alex examined the woman. She wore her hair twisted up to expose a lovely, middle-aged face. She wasn’t well-dressed for Chi, but she blended in well enough.



The woman turned back into the park and walked over the grass. Her strides were uneven as she tried to hurry without looking like she was running away. She aimed for a young boy playing with a large ball. 



Poor woman, thought Alex. Oh. Could I? Oh!



Alex hurried out of the growing crowd and caught up with the woman as she reached the boy. “Excuse me.”



The woman pulled the boy close and faced Alex. “What do you want?”



“I…” 



“Is she an operative?” thought the woman. “I’ll fight her and make Khoale run if I have to!”



“I’m not an operative,” Alex blurted. She made a face at herself, trying to figure out what to say.



Am I feeling her nervousness or my own? she thought.



She faced the woman again. “Listen, I’m sorry if I’m frightening you, but I think we might be able to help each other. Are you trying to get out of this region? So am I. I know this will sound crazy-”



“Who are you?”



“My name is Alex Collins. I’m… I’m nobody.”



“Then why should I trust you?” The woman pulled the boy closer. She looked past Alex at the pedestrians gathered along the sidewalk to watch the chase in the streets.



Alex glanced back and knew she should hurry. But she also needed to stay calm and not frighten the woman. “What’s your name?”



The woman took a breath. “Meadow. This is my son, Khoale. We were supposed to meet two men here to take us outside the wall. My… They killed my husband for hiding MOB refugees. My son and I barely escaped. Now…” She bit her lip and held her son close.



Another siren blared in the distance. Closer now.



“Meadow, where were you trying to go? Do you have somewhere to hide outside this region?”



Meadow was near tears, her expression hopeless. “Why should I trust you?”



Alex concentrated on the woman’s eyes. She pushed her telepathy to its new strength and projected her thoughts into Meadow’s mind. “I can get us out of here. Please, Meadow, you have to trust me.”



The woman gasped and took a step back. When she had control of herself again, she asked, “How’d you do that?”



Yet another siren blared down the street.



“I’m a telepath,” Alex explained quickly. “Listen, Meadow, we don’t have much time if those men are caught. I need your help. And I can help you. I think I can teleport us out of this region if you let me look in your mind. I heard you thinking of a ranch. Is that right? Is this ranch somewhere we can hide?”



Meadow swallowed. “It’s my mother’s ranch. In Zade’s central region. Can you really get us there?”



I hope so, thought Alex.



“If I remember a place, I can teleport there. If I see a place in your mind, I can do the same thing. I just need you to picture the ranch in your mind.” She stepped forward, reaching out her hands, one to Meadow and one to Khoale.



Meadow hesitated a moment more, but then the sirens sounded like they were returning, and she reached for Alex’s hand. She looked at her son and stroked his hair. “Khoale, honey, take this nice lady’s hand.”



Khoale, holding onto his ball with one arm, shyly reached for Alex’s outstretched hand. Alex smiled and looked in his eyes to make a mind link. Then she faced Meadow and made a mind link with her. 



I’m going on more hope than confidence that this’ll work, she thought. But having mind links will be better than not having them.



Holding both their hands now, Alex tried to tune out the approaching sirens. She looked Meadow in the eye. “Think of the ranch. Picture it in your mind.”



Meadow’s eyes shifted away from Alex’s face. “Oh, God. They’re coming!”



“Meadow! Think of the ranch. Only the ranch!”



The woman’s eyes flitted back to Alex’s, and Alex closed her eyes to enter her mind. A clear blue sky over an empty field in the distance. A fence with chipped paint dividing a green yard. Ponies swishing their tails and eating grass. A breeze rustles the flowers on the edge of a porch. 



With a rushing, tingling burn, Alex held her concentration and felt the sensation stretch over her entire body and out along her hands to Meadow and Khoale. Then it was gone.



“Hey, my ball!”



Alex opened her eyes and found herself standing with Meadow and Khoale on a porch. Khoale’s ball was indeed gone, but otherwise he appeared fine. Meadow gasped in surprise and let go of Alex’s hand. Alex looked off the porch to see a green yard with a fence and ponies eating in a field beyond. Everything was exactly as Alex had seen through Meadow’s mind. It was much warmer here than in Chi, and a warm breeze blew onto the porch and brought the smell of green fields to Alex’s unaccustomed nose. 



She leaned on the porch railing, took off her scarf, and let her hair blow around her cheeks. 



It worked, she thought. I can’t believe it worked!



Crying and laughing, Meadow knelt and hugged her son. “It’s okay, sweetie. I’ll get you a new ball. We’re okay.” She looked up at Alex. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”



“Thank you too.” Alex smiled. 



The porch’s screen door slapped open as an older woman emerged from the house. “Now who in-” Then she saw Meadow and threw up her arms. “Oh!”



“Mom!” Meadow turned from Khoale and hugged her mother. She was still crying, and now her mother was too.



Alex stood by, watching. Her smile slipped as she couldn’t help but wish for her own happy reunion.
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Ryu was stuck in Angeles. A rebel uprising had brought the region’s Elite, Hawk, to the metropolis to sort out the mess. All roads – ground and air – out of the city were closed until the rebels were caught. A week had passed since then, but the rebels had slipped into hiding among the hordes in Angeles. Ryu, having a hand in this, kept to himself and waited out the lockdown like everyone else. 



He wouldn’t be fighting here after all. He feared his involvement with the rebels now made him a target, but so far the patrols had left him alone. The more Ryu heard, the more it sounded like the Dominion had bigger problems. It was rumored that Cruelthor himself was displeased with Hawk’s handling of her region and that this rebel uprising might be the last straw. The citizens, therefore, were willing to wait out the lockdown until their Elite was called to judgment. 



One day as Ryu walked along a crowded pedestrian street, a woman’s voice called after him, “Ryu!”



He spun and looked up the street. The voice was more familiar than he dared hope, but when he saw the woman he knew his sister immediately. Alex was jumping up and down to see him over the crowds, and her recognizable, golden hair bounced around her face as she jumped. 



“Alex?”



Once Ryu convinced himself he wasn’t hallucinating, he shoved people aside to reach her. He dropped his bag to catch his petite sister as she jumped to hug him, and he squeezed until she gasped for air. Setting Alex on her feet, Ryu smiled at her. 



Just like that, he thought, I have my sister back. 



He’d pictured finding Alex in a hundred different scenarios, but this one had never entered his imagination. She didn’t look hurt, scared, or anything he’d feared. Alex looked perfectly fine. Her pastel summer clothes were even fashionable, and she blended into the crowd better than Ryu’s worn clothes allowed him to do. 



Ryu almost cried with giddy relief. “Sis, where’ve you been? I’ve been looking all over the Continent for you!”



Alex smiled up at him just like she always had, blue eyes sparkling. “I’ll explain everything, but let’s get out of the street first. There’s so much to say! I don’t even know where to start!” She looked around the crowded sidewalk for somewhere to go. 



Still bewildered, Ryu picked up his bag, pushed into the crowd, and led his sister to a food stopover. The cool air inside was wonderful compared to the street’s bright sun. Several citizens were grabbing a bite inside, but Ryu did a quick scan and guessed these people were harmless. He found a quiet booth by a window and sat facing his sister. Ryu palm-scanned the table’s data screen and ordered from the holo-menu, but he couldn’t take his eyes off Alex. 



She’s healthy, he thought. Clean. Safe. The year that’s passed hasn’t harmed a blond hair on her perfectly brushed head. 



Alex didn’t seem to mind his dirt and grime, and Ryu let her soak in the joy of being reunited. But, he also wanted answers.



“Okay, sis, start talking.”



Naturally, the attendant arrived just then and set two orders of crispy junk food between them. Alex smiled at the attendant and then took a few strands of food, nibbling on them absentmindedly. 



“Sis?” 



She swallowed and took a breath. “Ryu, please don’t think I’m crazy. I would, but please don’t you think so. I don’t know where to start. You won’t believe this.”



Is she seriously worried I won’t believe her? he thought. 



“I promise I won’t think you’re crazy.” Ryu motioned for her to continue.



Alex tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and looked out the window at the bustling street. Then, she explained what had happened the night she’d disappeared. She told him every detail she remembered, and her face contorted as she relived the event. Finally, Alex explained how she’d been returned to the field next to their old house. That was a few months ago.



Ryu sat back in amazement. 



I always assumed she’d been kidnapped, he thought, but being abducted like this is beyond me. Red light force fields, hovering medical tables, strange men speaking another language… 



“And that’s all you remember? You’ve been gone over a year, sis. You don’t know where they took you or what they did to you? Was it the Dominion?”



Alex showed a bit of her old anxiety as she said, “That’s what really worries me. I don’t know who did this, or why. What if someone is out there, watching and waiting for me to do something that’ll make them come for me again? I haven’t let myself think about that, and I’ve been forcing myself to find you before I start worrying about it.”



“We’ll find who took you, sis. I’ll-”



“Ryu,” Alex cut in, “I have no idea who they were.” She looked around and lowered her voice. “Listen to this, though. Whatever they did, my telepathy is far stronger than it was. I hear people’s thoughts without trying. I’ve gotten to the point where I can direct it so it doesn’t overwhelm me. And I can see into people’s memories. When I first got back, I saw in Kali’s memory that you went to El Miret. When I got there – and I’ll explain that in a minute – I went to sparring clubs to find you. I met Lewk, the owner of the Shack. That’s how I knew to come to Angeles, because I saw Lewk’s memory of you telling him you were coming here. As I’ve come west, I’ve sensed you more and more through our mind link.” She took another bite of food to slow herself down. “Remember how I made that mind link with you when we were kids?”



“Yeah.” He was engrossed in her every word now.



“Well, my mind’s still linked to yours. The other old links I made are gone, but ours is still strong. I used to have a hard time holding links over even short distances, but I’ve felt yours all during my journeys. When I got to Angeles, I occasionally caught a thought from your mind. That’s how I zeroed in on you just now. I have to be close to hear you – it wouldn’t work all the way from home – but once I got to Angeles I didn’t just sense you anymore. I heard your thoughts and knew you were here. Right before I called out to you, I heard you thinking of me.”



“That’s incredible.” Ryu remembered his food. No longer particularly hungry, he took a handful and ate anyway.



“There’s more.” Alex leaned forward and locked her eyes on his. Without opening her mouth, she said in his mind, “I’ve learned to guide what people think.”



Ryu sat back and stared at his sister, wide-eyed. With her words had come the weirdest feeling he’d ever experienced. It was like his thoughts weren’t his own. Alex’s mind-voice in his head had interrupted the flow of all that was his.



Smiling, Alex nodded at him and let out a short chuckle. “Actually, because we have a mind link, let me try something.” She looked out the window again, not meeting his eyes. In his mind, she asked, “Can you still hear me, Ryu?”



Ryu nodded as she faced him again. “So we don’t need eye contact for anything? You can talk through our mind link like you can hear through it?”



“Guess so.” She looked reassured by this. 



We’ll never lose each other again, Ryu thought in relief.



A man carrying a steaming beverage walked toward the exit behind them, and he glanced at Alex as he approached. Their eyes met as the man walked by the table, and Alex smiled as she apparently read his thoughts. The man left through the door; the telepath chuckled again.



What happened to her? thought Ryu. She’s been through something unexplainable. She seems to have sorted out what she can, and I guess she’s had time to adjust. She’s definitely excited about her new abilities. I hope I can help her. –Oh, no! Can she hear my thoughts now? I’ve forgotten what it’s like to-



“Yes, I can, Ryu,” said Alex with a laugh, “but I promise not to probe your mind too often. It wouldn’t be fair. What I used to say about invading minds is still true – it’s dangerous to tamper with other people’s thought processes. I won’t make you think my thoughts too often.” She smiled. “I am excited about what I can do now, but I won’t let it carry me away. I promise. I need you to keep me grounded, now that my head’s so big.” 



Ryu smiled tensely. Then, another question came to mind. “How did you get here? Escaping Malice’s region isn’t easy anymore, for starters. Now you’ve made it all the way to the west coast? Travel is expensive. It took me forever to get here, and I made decent kronar in the sparring clubs. How’d you get here so fast?”



Alex stopped smiling and made a face. “Whatever those people did to me, it’s nothing I’ve ever heard of. This is the strange part, Ryu.”



He snorted.



“No, I mean it. This is really weird.” She took a deep breath. “I can teleport. It scared the crap out of me at first, but I’ve been practicing. I can teleport other people too, if I’m touching them. It’s like… Well, it’s weird. But it makes traveling a lot faster.”



Ryu shook his head in amazement. “So you just teleported here from home?”



“No. The first time I did it, I sent myself to El Miret by accident. I can’t teleport to somewhere I’ve never been, so that was as far as I could go. It’s like I have to use my memory of a place to see the place, and then I can teleport. So since I’d never been out of Malice’s region… Well, basically I’ve been hitchhiking through other people’s memories of the places they’ve been. It’s been a long journey.” She sighed, beginning to show how weary she was from her adventures. “Anyway, earlier today I got to the road blocks outside Angeles, and I teleported myself inside the city limits to a place I could see from the road.”



Shaking his head, Ryu let out a deep, “Hmph.” He didn’t know what else to say – or even think – so he took another mouthful of food. Then he shrugged with a helpless laugh.



Alex smiled and took a bite. “That’s the point I’ve reached,” she said, mimicking his shrug. Her excitement was wearing off now that they were getting further into what she didn’t know.



Same old Alex, thought Ryu with a smile.



She swallowed another bite. “I’ve figured out what I can do, but I don’t know what any of it means. I know you’re amazed that I’ve used my abilities without understanding them first, but I had to survive and find you somehow. Now that I’ve found you, you better believe I’m going to start searching for answers. Who did this to me? How? Why?”



“Why would anyone do any of this?” Ryu wondered aloud. “Why strengthen your telepathy but then let you go?”



“I don’t know.”



“Well…” He tried to help. “Are there other telepaths with these abilities?”



She nodded. “Hearing thoughts, speaking in minds, and even seeing other’s memories are varying skills of telepaths. Some of us don’t need eye contact because of mind links. But I’m not sure if teleporting has anything to do with telepathy. It’s not even like any MOB ability I’ve ever heard of.” She looked around at their neighboring diners and lowered her voice. “Do you still get that tingling feeling?”



“Yeah. Do you?”



“Yeah, when I use my telepathy. But it’s different when I teleport. My skin feels warm, like I’m in sunlight, but it’s external and not internal like the telepathy sensation. Teleporting, I think, has something to do with the space dimension. I thought of that last week. I don’t know for sure because no one’s ever been able to control the space dimension. But, when I teleport, there’s a split second when I see red and yellow lights on my body. I must use the space dimension, but I don’t know how it works.”



Ryu couldn’t get over the possibility of trouble. “Do you think whoever did this to you wants you for something?”



Alex scowled. “I have to figure it out, Ryu. It’ll drive me crazy if I don’t. Why would anyone do this? I don’t think they meant to hurt me. They wouldn’t have returned me home if that had been their intent.” She rested her elbows on the table and propped her head on her hands, thinking.



Ryu went over what he’d learned of the world. 



She was gone a year, he thought. She’s missed a lot. Maybe there’s something I’ve seen or learned that can help us… Only one thing comes to mind.



“Sis, I still think the Dominion had something to do with this. They take people from their homes when they find someone useful. The Dominion said they ceased experimentation with the space dimension because they couldn’t control it, but who knows if they really did? They do other experiments all the time. Here in Angeles, they’ve installed DRK capsules into the drones’ chests that release the virus if the drones are killed. Hawk thought that’d be a good way to deter rebels from killing them. Fortunately I think Cruelthor will make her stop because it’s too dangerous to mess with the DRK. The drones are creepy enough without being virus carriers. I never got too close to them at home, but I’ve seen tons of drones in these bigger cities. Have you had to deal with them?”



“Yeah. There were a couple guarding the security station at the edge of Angeles. I couldn’t get into their minds because I don’t think they had any. It was eerie. I had to teleport myself into the city because of the lockdown on the roads. Normally, I just fool security guards into letting me enter by giving them whatever password or code they’re thinking of. I’ve seen more and more drones as I’ve come south from home. I hear Cruelthor keeps a good many of them around Capital City.”



“Yeah.” Ryu shook his head. “The whole thing is just another Dominion method to keep the upper hand. I used to wonder why, after hundreds of years, the rebels haven’t been able to stop the Dominion. But now I’ve seen how strong the tyranny’s power is. They control everything, even when it looks like they don’t. Take this rebel uprising in Angeles, for example. You think Cruelthor couldn’t have stopped it if he’d wanted? I think he wanted an excuse to get rid of Hawk. She’ll be stripped of Elite status, from what I’ve heard.”



“Is that a bad thing? She sounds reckless.”



“Well, it depends who replaces her.” Ryu shook his head. “We really were isolated at home, and I didn’t know how bad things were until I started searching for you. I’ve been all over the Continent. There are different kinds of bad everywhere, but all bad.” He paused, thinking of the rebel refugees in Angeles he’d helped escape. “I’ve tried to do what I can, but I’m realizing more and more how screwed the rebels are.”



Alex played with her food. “Ryu, there’s something else.”



“You’ve got to be kidding me!”



“No it’s nothing more about what’s happened to me.” Alex smiled before growing more serious again. “Back at home, you always said you were sure our lives were meant to be something more. I know I always warned you to be careful, but I think I was wrong. Ever since I’ve gotten back, I’ve met a lot of people. From everything I’ve learned, I honestly believe I’m somehow…different. I think you were right, Ryu. It feels wrong not to do something good with the abilities we’ve been given. I’ve been forced to reevaluate things, and I can’t hide behind my lack of knowledge anymore. I’ve seen enough of the world to know I should help people. I’ve already scanned through your memories – sorry – and I know you’ve tried to help people too. Do you still feel like you did when we were younger? You were the one who always thought we should be…more.”



It’s always in the back of my mind, thought Ryu. Nothing’s felt as right as when I helped the Bennetts fight those Dominion soldiers. And warning the refugees here in Angeles…



Alex brushed aside her hair. “I’ve been gone a year, I know, but I don’t think I’m crazy. I can’t explain it, but it’s like I’m missing from something. There’s this pull I feel lately. It’s like what we had when we were younger, but it’s stronger now.” She sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Am I making any sense?”



Ryu nodded. “Perfect sense. I feel it too.”



They sat in silence as people around them talked about what they’d bought while shopping.



“So what do we do now, sis?”



Alex looked back at him, tears welling. “I don’t know. It’s been such a strange few months, Ryu. The only way I’ve kept myself going was to focus on finding you. I’m so happy now that I can’t think straight. What do you think we should do?”



Ryu thought a moment. “We need to keep on the move. Whoever abducted you might have more up their sleeves, so we have to keep you safe. We don’t know anything yet, but I’ll protect you. They won’t be able to take you from me again.” 



She smiled at him.



He looked around. “Besides, there are Dominion operatives assigned to search for MOB who might be useful to Cruelthor. I’ve had one following me since El Miret. I’m pretty famous as the Bear, so he keeps finding me whenever I have to fight. But, since coming to Angeles, I’ve kept out of the clubs. Hopefully I’ve lost him. Still, I’ve had to be careful not to get noticed.”



And I’ve been lucky everyone here is distracted, he thought. But that won’t last…



“We should get out of Angeles as soon as we can and stick to the smaller towns. I hear things in the east are better, but I’ve never been there because it’s so expensive. Maybe that’s the direction we should head.”



Alex looked at the people in the food stopover. She was at a loss for words. She really had been focused on finding him and held back everything else. 



She’s traumatized, thought Ryu. She might not even realize it.



“We’ll figure this out, sis. We’re together now. Everything will be okay.”



Alex smiled back at him. “You look so much older than I remember. It’s only been a year, but you’ve grown up so much. I scanned your memory and saw everything you’ve done. Thank you, Ryu. You never gave up on me.” As she took his rough hand in her small one, Alex finally let her tears fall.
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“Destiny mumbo jumbo”



 



 



 



Real time



 



Alex and Ryu had spent the last five years traveling. Their journeys took them back and forth across the Continent, and they never stayed in any one place too long. They shared an unexplainable urge to find…something. The passing time allowed Alex to practice with her abilities. Ryu taught her basic exercises so that she gained a bit of muscle tone. Although she could do little for her naturally petite frame, she was strong enough now to walk the great distances they traveled without growing weary. Her blond hair had grown to her mid-back, and she easily blended in with the people they encountered in the cities. 



On the other hand, Ryu’s eye-catching stature presented a problem because of Dominion operatives still on the lookout for the famous Bear. Ryu had completely abandoned the spotlight, and he paid a black market dealer to remove his ID tag. He went by the name Drake Anders thereafter. He’d added to the transformation by shaving his head. Ryu now only fought in clubs when they needed kronar to survive, and he never fought more than three matches before moving on. They stuck to the minor cities in the regions they traversed, and so far they’d avoided Dominion detection.



In Elite Dhar’s southern region, they stopped one evening at a hotel on the outskirts of a small town. They were deep in desert country, and the landscape outside the hotel consisted of rock-strewn hills. The locals referred to a cluster of trees behind the hotel as a ‘forest,’ but the Collins siblings recalled the forests of their origin and couldn’t help but laugh. The residents of the southern town were peculiar in the ordinary small-town way, but they didn’t ask questions.



As Alex settled down in her room, the sound of squealing tires pierced the thin walls. This wouldn’t have been terribly odd except that she soon heard shouts as well. With a gulp of fear, she went to her door and exited into the hall. Ryu, dressed like the world’s buffest farmer, also emerged from his room. Several other guests on this floor also entered the hall.



Ryu motioned for her to follow him downstairs. “Come on. Let’s see what’s up.”



“If we need to make a run for it,” he thought at her, “it’d be easier from the ground floor.”



Alex nodded, and together they descended the stairs. 



Here, in the main lobby, a crowd gathered around a farmer standing on a chair. The crowd looked a little rough, so Alex stayed close to Ryu.



“I saw it,” shouted the man on the chair. “They’ve been playing the newscast on the public terminal in town for the last hour! I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes!”



An older woman barked at him to explain what he was babbling about.



The man turned to see the people around his platform. “You remember Lenny, my neighbor who disobeyed that stupid law about fencing permits. We were all there when the drones took him to be factored. The Dominion factored Lenny and sent him off in one of those transport ships to the Mainland-Euro DuoPort. Remember?”



A murmur of confirmation rose from a cluster of locals.



“Well, Lenny just came out of our Continent’s DuoPort! I saw it on the newscast in town! He wasn’t a factor anymore either! He was completely his old-” The man went on to colorfully describe Lenny’s questionable personality.



A ruckus of discussion erupted throughout the crowd, and Alex locked her eyes on the man’s to enter his mind and verify his claims. Images from his memory raced inside her head, but she’d grown used to this ability and was able to concentrate. A public terminal screen shows the Northern Continent’s swirling DuoPort. Naked people of every age are slowly lowered by the portal’s red lights until they reach the ground. Dominion drones run across an open lawn to the people, hauling them to their feet and dragging them away to transport vehicles. One naked man breaks through the drones and runs into the crowds that have gathered to observe. Several other people from the portal see him and follow his lead. Chaos breaks out, and people run in every direction until the drones start firing. The camera scrambles from the jostling, and the terminal screen switches to another newscast.



“Sis,” called Ryu’s deep voice. 



Alex’s mind snapped back to her surroundings, and she looked up to whisper at him. “It’s just like he says. People are coming out of the Continent’s portal! They must’ve been the factors banished through the Mainland’s portal, but now they’re coming out of our Continent’s portal! They’re completely healed!”



Ryu raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “How could that-”



“And,” she interrupted, “they come out of the portal in a red force field of light! It’s the same light that returned me after my abduction! I really must’ve been taken into the space dimension!” Alex looked at the crowd as she tried to think.



“I have to get out of here before they find out about me.”



“Sis, we-”



“Shh.” Alex again looked in the direction she’d been facing. “I just heard someone’s thoughts. I think someone here is one of those healed factors! Someone here came back through the portal!”



“Who?” Ryu looked around uselessly.



Alex tried again to focus on the crowd. “I don’t know. Wait here a second. I’m going to find whoever’s thoughts I heard.”



Ryu nodded without argument.



Alex walked through the lobby, searching for whoever’s mind she’d glimpsed. She looked in every pair of eyes she encountered, but she didn’t feel the intense thoughts she’d picked up a moment ago.



“Oh, right. Molly asked me to pick up groceries.”



“I wonder if Lenny will remember I owe him kronar.”



Alex spotted a petite, dark-skinned, young woman leaning against a wall and looking into the crowd. She had obvious concern on her face. Catching the woman’s eye, Alex sensed the emotion she was searching for – fear. Alex herself was shaking, but she swallowed and forced herself forward. Alex was only noticed when she stood close beside the woman.



“What do you want?” the woman asked with controlled suspicion.



“I…” Alex debated, then said in her mind, “I’ve been through something too.”




The woman’s eyes widened. She glanced around to ensure no one was listening. “Who are you, cha? What do you want with me? If you try to report me, I’ll-”



“I’m not going to report you. I just want to talk. What you’ve been through-”



“I can’t help you.”



“Maybe you can. Or maybe I can help you. I don’t know, but I think we should talk.” Alex was surprised by the confidence in her voice.



The woman scowled. “I have to leave soon. What do you want to know?”



“Did you come back through the DuoPort?”



The woman’s jaw clenched. “Yes. I came back a few weeks ago, but it was night and no one was around to catch us. I snuck away. So did the others.” She took a deep breath and bit her cheek. “I suppose you want to know more, and since you’re a telepath I guess I can’t hide anythin’. My name is Lilae, and I was in the Dominion until I disobeyed orders. I was injected with the DRK and factored. It was very, very horrible. Catchin’ the virus is bad enough, but having it directly pumped into your body…” She grimaced. 



I’ve seen videos of people factoring, thought Alex. I can’t imagine how awful that must be.



“Anyway, things after that are kinda a blur. The Dominion sent me and a bunch of other factors on a transport ship through the Mainland-Euro DuoPort. As soon as we were in the portal, a ship picked us up. We didn’t know what was goin’ on, considerin’ we were half-crazed factors. All I remember was going into a medical facility and being injected with a strange liquid. They gave the injection to every factor from the transport ship. We recovered health in a matter of minutes. Once we…returned to ourselves, we cacked the extra liquid.”



That triggered a memory, and Alex gasped.



Lilae looked at her without much sympathy. “What?”



Now was Alex’s turn to look around in caution. She explained in a hushed voice, “I’m not sure what happened to me or why I was taken, but I disappeared for a year. When I was returned a few years ago, I was lowered to the ground by the same red light that lowered you from the portal. Besides that, I vomited mouthfuls of a strange liquid. Are you saying it was the DRK treatment?”



“It must’ve been. We factors must’ve been given more of it than usual because we had to come out of a fully factored state. That’s probably why we cacked the extra.”



Now came the big question. “Who saved you? They must be the same people who abducted me!”



Lilae looked doubtful. “I don’t know why the Magi would’ve abducted you. I wasn’t with them long enough to learn much about them, but they seemed nice. Were you a factor when they took you?”



Alex shook her head. “Who are the Magi?”



“I don’t know,” said Lilae irritably. “All I know is they had a ship, they had the DRK treatment, and they un-factored and returned us to Earth. They asked where we lived, and they said they’d send us back through the Continent’s DuoPort so we could get home easier. The Magi live in the portals. They knew how to get us back. We didn’t ask many questions because we were just happy to not be factors. I don’t know why they took you, so don’t ask. Maybe they gave you the DRK treatment because they thought you were infected. That seemed to be their job. Look, I have to go.” 



“Please,” said Alex before Lilae could bolt, “is there anything else? You must know something that can help me.”



Lilae paused. Alex must’ve had a very pitiful expression on her face, because Lilae softened. “Listen, just be careful. I doubt the Magi meant anything bad for you. They seemed like good people. As for the Dominion, they’re runnin’ around tryin’ to capture anyone who knows anythin’ about this. Don’t let anyone know what happened to you. And remember, the treatment we got from the Magi is only a temporary safeguard, not a permanent cure. That’s why stayin’ on the DRK treatment injection schedule is so important – it wears off eventually. If the Magi gave you the treatment a few years ago, then it’s out of your system by now. Be careful.” With that, Lilae turned and walked away.



Alex found herself alone.



That was unexpected! she thought. Deep down, I’ve always believed the Dominion was behind my abduction. Now it doesn’t look that way. These Magi aren’t a part of the Dominion if they’re working against the whole factor thing. But now I just have more questions! Who are the Magi? What did they want with me? Was it only to give me the DRK treatment? But why go through the hassle of abducting a random girl? No, the treatment can’t be why they took me – they wanted to boost my abilities, for some reason. 



Alex jumped as she heard Ryu’s deep voice calling her name. Turning, she saw her large brother walking toward her. The hotel guests had returned to their rooms, but a few locals were still milling around, discussing Lenny.



“What was that about?” asked Ryu.



Alex swept back her hair with a sigh. “Now I’m even more confused.”



All I have are questions, she thought. Every time I teleport, I’m reminded I have no idea why I can do it. My abilities are amazing, but why do I have them? Going for so long without answers has strained my nerves…



Once again, she found herself crying.



Ryu understood her tears and hugged her. “It’s okay. Come on.”



Together they walked back upstairs. Ryu led her into his tiny room and shut the door. Alex sat on his bed because there was no other room, and Ryu stood against the wall by the lone window. By themselves now, Alex recapped what Lilae told her. When she was finished, Ryu looked equally surprised. 



“Well,” he said, “it’s more than we knew before. At least this means the Dominion didn’t abduct you.”



Alex nodded, knowing this was good news.



“What do we do now, sis?”



“I don’t know. This whole time, I haven’t known anything. Now I have some leads, but…”



“Maybe we should just watch the public newscasts and keep an eye out. These locals are obviously chatty, so we should lie low. Lilae was right about needing to be careful. I don’t think it’d be safe to investigate these Magi with the Dominion sniffing around. Of course you want answers, sis, but now we know your abduction is something the Dominion would kill to know about.” 



She took a breath and nodded. “You’re right.”



“For now, let’s get some sleep. We’ll make plans in the morning.” Ryu grinned kindly and rubbed his shaved head the way he always did when he was at a loss for what else to do. 



He’s such a comfort, thought Alex. At least I feel safe with Ryu. I want answers, but I’m not in danger. I’m not one of the Dominion’s projects. Whoever these Magi are, they can’t be as bad as the Dominion. 



With a final sniffle, Alex smiled at her brother and rose from the bed. “Okay. Good night, Ryu.”



“Good night.”



Alex opened his door and headed for her own tiny room.



 



It was warm that night, and Alex slept soundly for hours before an odd feeling crept into her mind, making her squirm in bed. She woke and saw a red light coming through the open window. Alex sat up in horror, convinced the Magi had returned. 



But nothing happened. The reddish glow stayed outside. Her heart slowed its frantic beat, and she managed to breathe. 



Well, she thought, it’s better to know than not know…



Alex rose from her bed, tiptoed the few steps it took to cross her hotel room, and leaned out the window into the night. She gasped.



A swirl of red and yellow light hung in the cluster of trees behind the hotel. As she watched, the lights went out and disappeared. It hadn’t been as big as a DuoPort portal, but…



It wouldn’t have to be, would it? she thought. The portals that abducted me and returned me weren’t like the DuoPorts. They were probably just like this one. But now it’s gone.



After a moment’s debate, Alex closed her eyes and teleported out to the cluster of trees.



Opening her eyes, Alex shrieked. A stranger stood directly in front of her. 



Alex backed away from him, but she didn’t run. For whatever reason, she was mesmerized by the man. It wasn’t his physical appearance that captivated her attention – everything about him physically was average, and he wasn’t even handsome. He was somewhere in his forties, but he seemed ancient just the same. The wind blew through the trees and ruffled his hair, but he didn’t seem to notice. He simply stood and didn’t move. In fact, he hadn’t moved a muscle since she’d been examining him. A strange armband was overtop his coat, and its blinking was the only movement about him.



Alex looked into his eyes and tried to enter his thoughts. Instead, flashes of memory flew into her head. Images of people. Writings in an ancient language. Foreign places. Scenes of people and places. More scenes. More. More. An instant later his mind closed off, and she looked at him in surprise.



“What do you want? Who are you?”



Although he wasn’t nearly as tall as Ryu, the stranger still had to look down to smile at her. “My name is Trok. I’m sorry if I frightened you, Alex. I didn’t know how else to drop in on you. Ryu wouldn’t know what to think of me, and I didn’t feel like a beating. I figured you’d at least get a little insight into my mind before assuming I’m a threat. You’ve already poked around in here, haven’t you?” He tapped his forehead before smiling again. “Let’s walk farther into the trees. I don’t want any local ruffians to see you out here in those pajamas and come looking for trouble.”



Alex self-consciously crossed her arms. 



With a bob of his head, Trok headed into the denser population of trees. “Come. Let’s walk.”



Alex paused, wondering why he spoke as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening. Not sure what else to do, she followed him. 



I’ve come this far, she thought. It’d be pointless to turn back now. 



She felt as you do when encountering a person who knows you but whose name you can’t quite remember. Trok was treating her like an old acquaintance, and she somehow was comfortable with that.



Picking her barefoot way along, Alex choked back fear and asked, “Are you a Magi?”



Trok stopped, turned to face her, and shook his head before walking on.



“Are you one of the un-factored people who’ve come back through a portal? I saw a portal out here. That’s why I came.”



Again, he shook his head, but he didn’t bother stopping this time.



Disappointed but keenly interested, Alex hurried to walk alongside him. “I saw writings in your mind. I heard you thinking that your mission is to watch after those who’ll destroy evil. You’re one of the Bearers. You think Ryu and I are two of the prophesied Warriors. That’s all I saw in your mind before you threw me out. How’d you close off your mind like that? I’ve never been shut out before. Not even by other telepaths.”



“Do you know how your telepathy works? I know you’ve had no formal training.” He waited for her to shake her head. “Telepathy has nothing to do with mutate-genes. It’s been around for far longer, and it’s part of something entirely different. The gift comes from something science can’t quite explain, something to do with the space dimension. Some minds, such as yours, are capable of feeling through the dimension and connecting with other minds. So, since I have a rather strange link with the portal realm myself, I can disconnect and make myself inaccessible to the minds that use the space dimension. You’re restrained because you’re connected to this realm. I’m not. Therefore, I can stop you from seeing into my mind if I wish.”



“What is the space dimension? Portals are the openings, right? I was taken-”



“It has to do with the fabric of existence, Alex. It’s part of how we’re put together and how life, reality, and everything else works. It fills the gaps in existence and is a paranormal world within a world. I often wonder what it says about humanity that, in the five hundred years since the portals’ openings, no one’s investigated the space dimension’s significance adequately. Deep down, I don’t think people want to know.” 



Five hundred years, she thoughts. He does seem ancient. Is he saying he’s that old?



Trok smiled. “When it comes to the space dimension, you know more than most people. You use it for telepathy and teleporting – you’ve been right about that. You just skip right over the little step of having to open a portal. Instead, your mind pulls your matter through the spaces between normal existence. You teleport from place to place by taking the shortcut around matter. You make your own portals by using a link with the space dimension that’s inside you – that’s why your body lights up like the portals when you teleport. You can teleport other people when you touch them because you trick your mind into thinking they’re a part of your body. I hope I’m not confusing you.”



Alex laughed in delight.



He sounds like an authority on this, she thought. Finally! I mean, I’ve theorized on most of this, but it’s good to know I’m on the right track. But this is all so incredible! Everything I saw in his mind… Who is this guy? How does he know so much?



“How did this happen to me? I found out about the Magi, but…”



“Whatever they did enhanced the gift you already had, Alex. How or why they did it is a mystery even to me.” 



She scowled. “So, you know ancient prophecies about me and my brother, but you have no idea who the Magi are?”



“Sorry.”



“This is crazy!” She halted their walk. Her bare feet hurt, and she’d had too many surprises for a single day.



Trok stopped and turned to face her.



Alex was far too stressed to hold herself together, and she spilled her thoughts. “It’s been a long time since I was returned, and I’d started to move on. Then came today. First these people start coming back through a portal like I did. Then, I learn that the Magi who un-factored them are the people who abducted me. Now, I’m talking to a strange man who just appeared out of a portal! You expect me to believe you’re not a part of all this?”



He spoke in a soothing tone. “I myself don’t understand this business with the Magi and the factors. I can jump around in time and see many things, but I’ve found absolutely nothing about the Magi. I don’t know why that is. It’s like I’m…blocked. I don’t know what happened to you during your abduction, and I have no idea who the Magi are. I’ve tried to look, believe me. I simply don’t know any of the answers we seek. I really, truly don’t know.”



She forced herself to calm down.



Of course he doesn’t, she thought. He’s supposed to be a complete stranger. But, if he’s a stranger, why does this feel so natural? He’s talking to me like I’m his own daughter, or something.



“The Magi aren’t why I’m here,” said Trok. “So, let’s focus on why I am here, shall we?”



For the time being, Alex put aside her questions. Whatever he wanted to talk about seemed to have its own appeal. This was the most ridiculous situation she’d ever found herself in, but she was completely at ease. 



Whatever this is about, she thought, it has something to do with me and Ryu. I at least owed it to Ryu to listen.



“Alright, why are you here? You didn’t let me see much in your mind.”



“You saw enough to get started.” He smiled. “It’s hard to explain – all this destiny mumbo jumbo.



 



‘The Warriors



The marked children will fulfill



the work set out for them.



First the Leader and the Hunter, joined.



Second the Seer and the Fighter, compelled.’”



 



Things started to come together. “Yes, I saw that writing in your mind.” Alex looked over her shoulder at her arm. “You think our birthmarks make Ryu and me two of these Warriors? That’s what the birthmarks mean?”



The trees rustled as a breeze blew, but Trok seemed not to notice as he studied her. “You feel the truth of what I’m saying, don’t you? You and Ryu have searched for meaning for years now, even before your abduction and his wanderings.” He looked down at her with a sad smile. “It’s a shame, what happened to your parents. They could’ve helped you understand far better than I ever could.”



Her eyes widened. “You knew my parents?”



He nodded. “This was set in motion a long time ago, Alex. Your parents did the right thing by letting you grow up naturally. I’m sorry I couldn’t save… They were planning to tell you the truth, and your grandmother was too. She meant to protect you. I would’ve guided her in explaining things to you, but then you disappeared. I’m sorry, but I couldn’t see your abduction coming, for some reason.”



She wondered about this.



Trok frowned. “I’m now the only one left to teach you the truth. And I’m sorry for that too. This is never what I intended for you or Ryu. I fear I failed your parents.”



Alex felt her throat tighten with emotion. “I don’t remember them. Not really. The car accident was so long ago…”



“Drake and Roux would be proud of you. I’m sure of that.” He paused to let her collect herself. “Alex, you know you’re missing from something. The strength of your abilities has always set you and Ryu apart from even the MOB. You developed early, and you have that tingling sensation when you use your gifts.”



“You know about that too?”



“I know the other two Warriors feel it. The sensation is from your connection to the space dimension.”



“That has to do with the space dimension too? You mean we have a paranormal power inside us?”



“If you want to call it that. Whatever the Magi did to you strengthened your bond with the space dimension, but each of you Warriors has always had a connection with it. However, don’t think for a minute that this power is a part of you – it comes from outside you. This ‘paranormal power’ is an entity unto itself. It’s a gift that flows in the space dimension and connects to you Warriors in a physical way. You’re enhanced by what flows inside you, but it isn’t a part of you. Everything – even other people – has the space dimension as part of their physical existence, but in you Warriors that space is filled by the miraculous. I think you’ve each been given this special gift because you’re the Warriors. It sets you apart as people who’ve been chosen to play significant roles in the workings of a grand purpose.”



Blond hair blew across her face, and Alex brushed it away as she thought on this.



Trok smiled. “You are different, each of you. I know that you, Alex, once thought you’d get over that feeling once you grew up a little. You’re an adult now, and the sense of being different still is with you. You, Ryu, and the other two Warriors have always sensed you were being called to something. I’ve seen that sense of purpose in each of you. I know you’ve been wondering about that Mark on your arm your entire life. I know you feel like you’re missing from something, and I know you want to find where you belong. I’m right, aren’t I?”



Looking around the dark trees, Alex wondered again why everything felt so right. Despite the sheer oddness of this, she couldn’t force herself to be afraid or even concerned.



“Alex?”



She finally looked up at him. “Yes, Ryu and I have always felt like that. But our lives are such a mess. Everything about our abilities is incredible, but now you’re saying we’re meant to save the world?”



“I came tonight to offer this prophetic explanation, yes. It’s almost time for you to join the other two Warriors. I need you to explain all this to Ryu. You both need to be ready. Please, consider what I’ve told you.” He started to walk her back the way they’d come.



“But this doesn’t make any sense. This is crazy!”



“Is it?” Trok laughed.



Walking barefoot in the dark wasn’t easy. As a result, she was growing upset with him. “You can’t just tell me half of what’s going on and leave me wondering about the rest of it. We’re Warriors? What does that mean? Tell me what we’re supposed to do!”



“Stop trying to get a handle on everything. Just take a leap of faith, Alex. I know that sounds trite, but there’s some truth to it.” Trok stopped and opened a portal in front of them.



Alex jumped as the trees were suddenly illuminated by the swirling lights. Before he could leave her, Alex stepped forward and grabbed Trok’s arm. The lights had sparked another question. “Please, Trok. You seem to know a lot about my telepathy and teleporting. You said you have a connection to the space dimension. I have to know what happened to me. Can you help me? Does this Magi thing even have anything to do with me?”



He sighed. “I told you, I don’t know. I can’t find the Magi. I have no idea who they are or why they’ve done this to you. Just because I use the portals doesn’t mean I can automatically find anyone else who uses them. These Magi obviously have a working knowledge of the portals, and they could be anywhere. Worlds and worlds exist on the other ends of the DuoPorts, Alex. It’s not as if I can simply peek through a portal hole and narrow in on the Magi right away.”



Alex clutched his arm. “Please, it’s going to haunt me for the rest of my life if I don’t find out why this was done to me. If I know, at least I’ll feel like I have some control over my life again. In combination, hearing all this about a destiny to save the world is more than I can take! Can you at least promise you’ll try to help me find out what happened to me?” She let go of his arm, unsure where her boldness to ask such a thing came from.



Trok looked at her in a loving way again. “Alex, I know how much your abduction hurt you. You have a right to know what happened to you and why. And I do promise to search for answers. Your abduction may mean something in the future. But, if it helps, I don’t think anything concerning your abduction comes up between now and when you meet the other two Warriors. I’ve seen your future meeting, and there aren’t any hints that anything new with the Magi happens to you.”



Oh, she thought. Okay. That actually does make me feel better…



“For now,” said Trok, “please trust me that you’re safe. You need to forget about the Magi for a while. It’s more important that you focus on finding the other Warriors. That’s your destiny. You have to believe me, Alex. It’s the most important thing in your life.”



Alex paused. She knew he was right. She’d spent her whole life searching for something, and she’d been trying to fill that void with her quest for answers about her abduction. But now here he was, offering her a calling that could very well be what she’d searched for her whole life. This was what mattered. 



Alex didn’t know why she felt tears coming to her eyes, and she took a deep breath. 



Trok smiled, apparently seeing that he’d gotten through. “I fully believe that your life will make sense once you’ve united with the other Warrior pair, Alex. I promise. You need to find them.”



“Okay. Thank you, Trok. Where should we go to find them?”



He gave her a wink. “All in good time.”



With a parting smile, Trok stepped into the open portal and disappeared in the swirling lights. A blink later, the gap in the space dimension sealed and was gone.



Alone in the cluster of trees, Alex took a moment. 



This is more than I ever hoped, she thought. Ryu and I’ve searched for answers since I got back – and for years before that. Trok revealed our true purpose in a matter of minutes! But I believe with all my heart that he told me the truth of my life. Ryu and I are Marked, and the calling we’ve sensed our whole lives… This is it.



Remembering her sleeping brother, Alex teleported back to the hotel.



 



[image: ]



 



Ryu wasn’t as receptive as he might’ve been, considering she’d woken him in the dead of night. Sitting up in bed, he did see that his sister was excited about whatever she had to tell him, so he tried to pay attention. As she went on, Ryu realized something important really had happened. It was a little unbelievable, but amazing.



“Sis, slow down. This Trok guy just appeared out of nowhere? You’re sure it was a portal?”



“Yes!” Alex was pacing at the foot of his bed. “I think he’s been watching us a long time. He knew everything about us. He knew our parents and Grandma. He knew I was abducted. He knew you’d been wandering in search of me. It was like we’re old friends. He’s just…comforting. I’d say loving, even.”



“Are you sure he’s not with the Dominion? Maybe he-”



“No, he’s telling the truth. I saw in his mind, Ryu. I trust him. I think Trok’s seen and done more than any normal person ever will. It was amazing, but he shut me out before I could see everything. There’s something strange about him. It’s like he wasn’t really here, or something.” She chuckled in bewilderment. “But I believe him.”



Ryu was silent for a minute. Maybe he’d become more jaded than he’d thought. The longing to accept what she was saying crept in.



Our lives now don’t have much direction, he thought. I’m not satisfied. I mean, am I going to spend the rest of my life fighting in sparring clubs? I’ve been so worried about protecting Alex… But I’ve always wanted to use my gifts to help people. Now we’re destined to save the world? I could finally use my strength for something good! But sis, a Warrior? 



Ryu raised an eyebrow. “This prophecy stuff is more than I imagined. And weird.”



Alex shrugged. “Yeah, but I’m a telepath. We live in a world with access to another dimension. Trok sees the future. Seems to me prophecies might not be that ridiculous. And I saw in Trok’s mind that these Kota prophecies came from people’s visions centuries ago. They thought the prophecies spelled out the salvation of our entire planet. Now we really do have these Marks, so I don’t know how to argue with that responsibility.” 



“Hmm. Yeah. Kinda gives this a scary level of seriousness, doesn’t it?”



Alex chuckled with a nod. “What do we do now?”



“I guess we should start looking for these two other people with our Mark.” Ryu flopped back into bed. He needed to think, and he’d rather she not invade his mind while he did it. “Right now, we should get more sleep. It sounds like we’re going to be moving around a lot, starting tomorrow.”
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“Synchronized watches”



 



 



 



Loree and Zaak had reached a point where they understood each other. It’d taken Loree quite some time before she’d been willing to let Zaak teach her anything, and Zaak turned out to be equally stubborn. Trok said it ran in the family. 



Her Dominion mindset still flared every now and again. But, for the most part, Zaak and Trok were able to make her see what was right according to the Kota texts they’d re-introduced to her belief system. She was getting the hang of her new life, but it was still strange to feel as free as she did. And being a key figure in a prophecy to rid the planet of evil seemed a tad ironic. But, she’d come a long way in the months since she’d joined Zaak, and she’d developed a strong sense of belonging. This new mission was all she could’ve dreamed, but it wasn’t ambition that drove her anymore – she was now less self-centered and more aware of the troubles in the outside world.



One day, feeling particularly sluggish after a week of study, Loree spent time alone in the gym. She was just finishing up her exercises when Zaak ran in. As he came to stand beside her weight bench, he ruffled his bleached, hanging bangs. This always amused her. 



He’s so strange, she thought. This hair-ruffling mannerism is a favorite of his. I’m not even sure he knows he’s doing it.



Loree was on a bit of a natural high lately, but she was quite sure she would’ve found Zaak amusing even in old days. Of course, his Kota mission to save humanity from the Dominion’s evil forces would’ve been a hiccup in their relationship.



“What’s up?”



“I just talked to Nat.” Zaak was swaying from foot to foot, barely able to contain whatever exciting news he had. “You know, my hired hacker you’re so fond of?”



Loree made a face and sat up to wipe her brow with a towel. It was true she wasn’t thrilled with Nat, but Zaak argued the kid was useful. For Zaak’s benefit, she tried to hide her irritation. 



“What did Nat have to say?”



“A Free Labs facility is opening in South Yor tomorrow afternoon, and the Dominion invited high ranking officials to the celebration. Free Labs was the leading researcher on the DRK virus, although the research was illegal. Now, the Dominion’s seized control and put an end to it. It’s too bad. The Dominion took over three months ago by gaining all the seats on the board. Cruelthor couldn’t do anything until now because the company would’ve lost stock value if he’s just stomped in and taken over by force.”



Loree dabbed her face with the towel and was glad it blocked her knowing scowl from Zaak. She hadn’t told him everything about her old life. 



So Cruelthor finally ousted the citizen executives, she thought. I hope they only lost their jobs and not their lives. 



“Yeah,” she told Zaak, “I’m familiar with the company. Why do we care about this grand opening in South Yor tomorrow?”



“Well, Nat told me that a woman came to the black market a few days ago in South Yor. She bought a week’s use of two ID tags with high level security clearances. The Free Labs opening gala is the only event in South Yor this week that requires a high level security clearance. That means this woman is planning to attend the Free Labs opening.”



“So?”



Impatient with her lack of interest, Zaak pulled the towel out of her hands. “So, the dealer had Nat handle the implants of the ID tags. When he removed her old one, he pocketed it to scan later – he’s a crafty bugger, so that’s not a surprise. Anyway, her brother was there too, to get the second tag. Nat said the guy was massive and kept Nat from flirting with the woman, who’s apparently a hot cha – Nat’s words, not mine.” Zaak rolled his eyes. “Anyway, Nat said he saw a strange, circular birthmark through the woman’s sleeve. Nat remembered how I’d asked him to look up a woman with the same Mark, so when he got back home he scanned the ID tag he’d swiped. It was attached to a dead account, but the name on it was Alex Collins. So, he reported her to me, thinking I’d be interested since she had the birthmark.”



Loree looked at her brother with renewed interest. “You mean the Mark? He’s sure?”



“Yes!” Zaak slapped her with the towel. “If we can get inside this bigwigs’ party tomorrow, we might find our missing Warriors!”



Loree agreed and went with Zaak to prepare a vehicle. South Yor was a full night’s journey west on the edge of what had been the Gulf of Mexico, so they had to get moving. They’d take a hummer. That way, they’d have enough passenger room to bring back Alex Collins and her brother, who hopefully was also Marked. 



This could be quite the break, thought Loree. But it’s also super risky. 



Breaking into a normal Dominion establishment would be difficult, and Loree had no doubt the new Free Labs facility would be secured more than the norm. Cruelthor prized the DRK treatment above all else. Now that he had control of Free Labs, he’d take every precaution to protect its secrets.



Well, big brother, she thought, we’ll just see if I can get into this little party. I’m not living in fear anymore. Once I find these other two Warriors, you’re going to regret ignoring the Elite’s advice to slay me.



 



The next afternoon, Loree and Zaak were both tired from the night’s drive to South Yor, but the possibility of finding the missing Warriors kept them alert. They sat in their hummer across the street from the entrance to the new, towering Free Labs facility. 



Since the whole company belonged to the Dominion now, it was no wonder everything looked expensive and lavish. A courtyard separated the street from the building’s entrance gates, and statues of notable scientists from Free Labs’ history dotted the courtyard. Fountains shot colored water in dancing loops. 



A crowd mingled in front of the entrance gates as they waited to pass through the security scanners. Most of the people attending the to-do celebration wore clothes too expensive for common citizens. Clearly these guests were Dominion executives.



Loree took a moment to prepare as she smoothed out her red, glittery dress. She looked in the side mirror, checked her lipstick, and fluffed the dark waves of hair that hung to her shoulders. Zaak, behind the steering wheel, fidgeted with the data screen he’d used to hack into the facility’s security system. Loree knew him well enough by now to detect when Zaak was antsy, and she put on a mask of confident as she looked out the window. 



I’m nervous too, she thought. But it wouldn’t do Zaak any good to know I’m not entirely positive I can pull this off. How can I find Alex Collins among the scores of women at this celebration?



“Are you sure about this?” asked Zaak. He was so predictable. “I’ve hacked into the surveillance feeds so I can track you and delete any video of you or the Collins pair. But the security in that place goes way beyond cameras. Twenty Dominion operatives and twenty-five drones are stationed throughout the building. This main entrance and every floor inside has ID scanners and armed security drones. Their orders are to imprison trespassers, and they’ll factor anyone found guilty. On top of all that, armed patrol machines are scanning the exterior from the ground to the roof. I know you like roofs, but this one’s not an option for escape.”



Loree smirked. He was worried about the easy part. “Well, this should glow.”



Zaak stared at her. “I’m serious. Glow, chief, slay – please, drop the Youth slang. That screams all kinds of obvious. Are you sure you can do this? South Yor is the most Dominion-filled city in this region. What if an operative recognizes you? It might not matter if you invisibly make your way through security or not. One person who knows who you are is all it’ll take. You’ll be killed on sight if-”



“Zaak, you had your little hacker friend look me up. You know there’s no profile on me. Cruelthor probably factored those poor dermatologists who didn’t erase their records of my Mark. Every record, picture, or surveillance video from my Dominion days was auto-wiped. I had my own team at the Capitol responsible for erasing any trace of me.”



“But that was because Cruelthor was trying to hide you from me or anyone who knew the truth about you. Now that you’re out, don’t you think he’s rummaged up old photos to show to the assassins?”



“There aren’t any.” She shrugged. “Trust me, no one’s going to recognize me. The only operatives I’m afraid of are the ones I’d recognize, and I doubt any of them will be here.”



“You doubt?”



She sighed and tried to stay diplomatic. “Zaak, I know you think it’d be safer to use your magic ID tag and find our missing Warriors yourself. But I’ll notice anything fishy sooner than you would. I’m not worried about getting caught. I was breaking into places with twice this much security when I was ten, you know. And it’s not like I’m defenseless – I’ve got my knife strapped to my thigh.” She patted her leg. “I’ll be fine.”



Zaak still wavered. “You have a rather identifiable Mark – don’t forget, that is a way to identify you even in the Dominion files. If your sleeve should move and anyone saw the Mark…”



“I will check my sleeves regularly,” she promised. 



He harrumphed.



Loree climbed out of the hummer, looked back through the open window, and blew Zaak a kiss – not unlike what Eva would’ve done. With a smirk, she walked away. 



“I paid a lot for that dress,” Zaak called after her. “Be careful with it!”



He’s so weird, she thought with a smile.



Zaak drove off in the direction of the rendezvous point they’d arranged earlier. His job was to watch for her on the surveillance feeds, but hopefully he’d stay at the rendezvous.



Loree put on her game face and walked across the street to the courtyard. Several others had just arrived in a hover limo, and Loree stepped into the growing crowd. She walked behind a statue and slipped into invisibility. It was then much easier to make her way through the crowd, and she often moved right through the narrowest spaces between the well-dressed executives. 



Being in her dematerialized state was easy nowadays. It took so little concentration that she could examine her surroundings as she ignored the scanners and headed for the main entrance doors. 



“Why, Fellene, darling!” called a man to a woman back in the crowd. “You look ravishing in that Moeni gown!”



Loree rolled her eyes and followed a pasty scientist-type inside the towering building, which was indeed newly constructed. The Dominion had done its best to make the scientific facility impressive. Loree knew Cruelthor’s tastes well enough, and she wasn’t surprised by what she saw as she entered an elevator unseen. As the glass lift ascended, she and the other passengers looked down at a greenhouse filled with flowers too temperamental to grow in the polluted region. An indoor waterfall cascaded from the top floor. The other people in the elevator ooh-ed and aah-ed. 



When they reached the appropriate floor, the elevator opened. Loree slipped out ahead of the executives and passed the oblivious scanners and security drones. Still invisible, she followed a group of executives into a grand hall. Here, display cases held various ancient artifacts – agricultural tools, computers the size of public terminals, paper books.



Loree spotted the ladies’ restroom. She entered through the cracked door and materialized before walking right back out in full physical form. A man walked by and smiled, and Loree followed his group of celebratory executives to the end of the hall. 



They entered the breathtaking dining room, which was filled with hundreds of well-dressed guests. It appeared to be open seating, so Loree walked to a table near the back of the room and chose a seat so she could face the entrance. She sat and continued to gaze around, pretending to enjoy the splendor. 



This place’s glitz wouldn’t have bothered me a few months ago, she thought. All I ever knew growing up was the wealth and prosperity inside the Dominion. On undercover missions, I always thought the underprivileged citizens I encountered were of the minority or else outright criminals who didn’t deserve any better. Then I met Zaak…



Early during her re-education, Loree had traveled with Zaak on a tour of the Continent. Finally she’d gotten her first good look at how oppressed the citizens really were. Seeing the world from the other end of the scope had changed her views. Now, whenever Loree entered a Dominion facility like this one, she felt a fresh surge of satisfaction over Zaak’s ability to take Cruelthor’s own kronar right out from under him.



A woman in her early seventies wearing a ridiculous hat interrupted Loree’s musings as she and her husband sat at the table. “Hello.” 



“Good afternoon.” Loree smiled politely.



“I’m sorry, but I don’t know many Free Labs people,” said the woman. “I’m Mary Lou. This is my husband, Orson. And you are?”



“Loree. I don’t know many people either. Where are you from?”



“Lived in South Yor all my life.” Mary Lou adjusted her enormous hat. “You?”



“I live in Havanahell.”



“My, that’s hours east, isn’t it? I hear it’s cooler over there this time of year. Oh, it must be so nice to live on the east coast with all that fine air off the ocean! We have so much pollution here. And it’s so dreadfully humid.”



“Yes, it’s definitely hotter here.” 



Loree looked around the busy room. She didn’t see any women who matched the vague description Nat gave Zaak. ‘Hot cha’ was not helpful, for one thing. But blond, petite, young, single… Most women here were older or else young but attached to a man’s arm. 



Much to Loree’s disappointment, Mary Lou prattled on. “Of course, you might have less pollution in Havanahell, but I can’t say I care too much for the abundance of common citizens. I visited Havanahell on a shopping excursion once. It’s a nice enough metropolis, I suppose. Very glib, if you like that kind of thing. But I much prefer the stillness and class of South Yor.” The tone was meant to kindly put Loree in her place.



Oh, no you don’t, lady, thought Loree.



“I don’t know,” she responded with a shrug. “Personally, I think Monaco is the nicest place I’ve ever lived. There’s so much history, and the city is lovely. Of course, it’s hard to afford a trip across the ocean to the Mainland nowadays. Ever been there?”



The older woman’s hands froze over her hat. “No, can’t say as I have.”



Orson, who’d previously shown no sign of listening to his wife’s conversation, now chuckled under his breath. He stopped drumming his fingers long enough to eyeball Loree. “Wow, she’s beautiful,” he said as if Loree couldn’t hear. “A little too buff for me, but she’s got a nice face. Gorgeous eyes. Good hair. Mary Lou-” to his wife “-remember when you were kind of pretty like that?”



Mary Lou did not look amused, and she elbowed him before returning to her hat.



Loree winked at Orson.



“So,” he said with a geriatric, flirty smile, “did I hear you say you lived in Monaco? Did you work at the original Free Labs facility there?”



“Yes, I did,” Loree answered with pep. She was always happy when whatever she was talking about helped her cover.



After several minutes spent in conversation with the senior citizens, a slim blonde in a blue dress tripped beside their table and collided with a chair. She laughed at herself, and her quick apology’s slight accent suggested she was from the northern region. The woman was in her mid-twenties, Loree guessed, but she was younger than Loree. She was quite pretty. Loree noticed her wide, innocent smile and suspected the young woman had no connection with the reality Loree knew, but there was also a tenseness in her expression. When the embarrassed woman regained her composure, she looked at them with a nervous swallow.



“Are you okay, dear?” asked Mary Lou.



The blonde nodded. “Is this seat taken?” Her hands shook as she held the back of the chair between Loree and Orson.



“No,” he replied with delight. “Have a seat, my dear.”



Loree eyed the newcomer. The woman wore a sleeved dress despite the fact that it was the middle of summer and they were in the hottest city in the region. Looking around, Loree noted that she and this woman were the only two in the room with sleeves. Loree knew well why she herself wore sleeves. Was this slender blonde also hiding a Kota Mark?



“What’s your name?” Loree asked as she reached out to shake hands.



The blonde took Loree’s hand and faced her for a moment with the same probing look she’d used to scan the crowd. Complete surprise came over her expression. She moved her lips, but no sound emerged as she fumbled for words, wide-eyed.



A telepath? thought Loree. Well, well…



Laughing, she continued to shake the blonde’s hand tight in order to keep her from bolting. “You’re Alex Collins?”



The blonde closed her gaping mouth and nodded.



“That’s what I thought,” said Loree. “It’s nice to finally meet you. Out of curiosity, how old are you and your brother these days? You do have a brother, correct?”



Alex Collins regained her composure enough to speak. “Twenty-five. I’m twenty-five. My brother is twenty-two.”



Loree smiled as she did a quick sorting of ages in her mind. “Well, I’d say that drops you right into the spaces I need filled. Do you know what I’m talking about? You know, that…job I’m sure you’ve read about?” 



“You mean the proph-” Alex stopped when Loree made a face signaling her to keep quiet. She looked right at Mary Lou and Orson before facing Loree again. “Oh… I mean, yes. My brother is around here somewhere. I’ll find him and come right back. He’d love to meet you…to talk about that job.” She rose and left the table, clearly forcing herself to remain calm.



Loree chuckled as she watched Alex disappear in the crowds. 



Seems nice, she thought. A little naïve, but nice. That was easier than I could’ve hoped! 



As Loree turned back to the table, she heard a laugh behind her and froze. She thought for a second that Zaak’s paranoia had gotten to her, but then she heard the laugh again.



Oh, no, no, no, she thought. This can’t be happening! Don’t panic. Assess the situation. Drones are crawling the hall out there – fourteen when I came in. If I leave, I won’t be able to reconnect with Alex. Staying here, on the other hand, could mean trouble. What is he doing here? I knew this would come back to bite me!



But she had to stay at the table, so Loree decided to stick it out and hope for the best. Her luck didn’t improve as the laughing man leaned against the chair Alex had occupied. Turning her head a few degrees, she saw Jett Chase. 



He was laughing with a circle of men, facing the other direction. Loree inspected his face only a second before turning away again, but he looked basically the same as she remembered. He had the same blue eyes and dark hair, and his physique was still fit. His suit looked expensive, and she smelled a cologne few citizens could afford. The hand that rested on the back of the chair beside her had a wedding ring.



Also, he’d trained his voice to lose its accent. “Is this seat taken?” Jett asked Orson. He had yet to look at her, apparently.



Orson did nothing to help her plight. “Well,” he mumbled, “there was a nice blonde, but she left. Have a seat, Mr. Galcon.”



Loree mouthed the last name and looked the other way as Jett sat beside her. An eternity later, she heard Mary Lou trying to bring her into their conversation. Loree angled toward them but kept her face turned away from Jett. She tried not to look at him, but he was directing a question at her. She hesitated a moment, then turned her head fully. The moment she faced Jett, he recognized her.



“Meegan Hunt. Pleased to see you again,” she said with a fake smile. She shook Jett’s extended hand, which had petrified in the air.



Mary Lou made a face. “I thought you said your name was-”



“Yeah, whatever.” Loree stood. “Mr…Galcon, was it? I trust you remember me?”



Jett regained use of his limbs and stood from his seat. “It’s been months, but how could I forget? Why don’t we go to my office?” He offered her his arm, and the instant she took it he pinned her hand to his side and led her from the table.



“Watch it, Mr. Galcon,” she said as he hurried them away. “I’m used to boots, not heels.”



“Use my real name, Meegan Hunt,” he whispered through a clenched smile. “As long as you’re here, you might as well do the best you can to ruin everything.” He said no more as he continued to lead her through the crowd toward the hall entrance.



Loree sensed he was different. Obviously he’d developed some worldliness. From his suit, she surmised that he’d become someone important. Zaak didn’t even buy such clothes. What had he done – gotten married and taken his wife’s name? He was a Somebody now, but what was he doing here?



As they pushed against stream through the crowds, Loree tipped her face to the camera over the dining room’s entrance. She shook her head, hoping Zaak would see and understand she could handle this.



I hope I can handle this, she thought.



Just as they stepped into the hall, Loree spotted Alex Collins on her way back to the dining room. A look of fright crossed Alex’s face when she saw Loree being led away by the official-looking man, and she stopped in her tracks. Loree reached out when their paths crossed, and she linked arms with Alex as if they were pleasantly going together with the man.



“There you are,” said Loree. “Mr. Galcon offered to show me his office, so why don’t you tag along?” 



“I… But…”



“Trust me,” Loree whispered. “I’m your quickest way out if there’s trouble.”



Alex swallowed hard but nodded. 



Jett looked even more upset when he saw Alex on the other side of Loree, but he continued walking. A few people passed by with curious glances, but no one questioned him. This also suggested he had power. 



This is crazy, thought Loree. What has he done? 



To her further surprise, Loree recognized a nondescript man with a shaved head, sunglasses, and a dark suit. This was Remington, a top-ranking assassin operative she’d always competed against. Under those sunglasses was one eye with a mechanical implant that worked as a scope. Remington was very good and very dangerous, and he was only called upon for key missions. 



She looked away to avoid attention as their paths crossed, and Remington took no notice as he too blended in with the crowds.



What’s he doing here? she thought with a first alarm of fear.



Security along their path was tight, but the drones allowed Jett to pass with his guests. Loree noted several surveillance cameras, but she assumed Zaak was already tracking her and deleting the feeds – small consolation, at the moment. 



At last they entered a secluded hall. This appeared to be a wing of offices, and the third door down bore a label with Jett’s new last name. He unlocked this door via a palm scan and ushered them into his office without a word. 



Once inside, Loree did a quick scan of the room. It was a standard office furnished with bookshelves, a side sofa, and a desk with again Jett’s name labeled on a plaque. Loree exchanged a look with Alex and tried to smile reassuringly. Jett shut the door and turned to them in confusion. He kept his back to the door, Loree noticed. 



“What in the name of-”



“Who are you?” Alex backed away from Jett. “Loree, who-”



“Loree?” Jett then looked at Alex. “And who are you?”



Loree grunted and pointed at each of them. “Alex Collins, meet Jett Chase. Mr. Galcon, this is Alex Collins. I’m Loree Kandoya, AKA Bullseye, AKA Meegan Hunt. Everyone less confused now?”



A unified, tense silence filled a pause.



Jett faced Loree with controlled anger. “If you’re here to kill me-”



“I’m not here for you!”



“Then what are you doing here? I heard you left the Dominion and disappeared. You’re public enemy number one now. Didn’t you see the swarms of drones around this building? You’re in a lot of trouble if they-”



“I think the more interesting question is, what are you doing here?” she fired back. She picked up his name plaque on the desk and tossed it to him. “You work for them now, don’t you? That explains the outfit. And the attitude. The recent development of a backbone, too. Shall I go on? I’ve only been around you a few minutes, but I’ve seen enough. Everything about you now screams Dominion. What were you thinking? I saved your pitiful life from these monsters, but you ran right into their den and got a job? You’re supposed to have augmented intelligence!” Then she had another thought. “Or did you make a deal with Cruelthor and turn in your rebel friends back home? Is that how he got control of the company?”



“What? I assumed you were responsible for-”



“It wasn’t me. I never told him anything.”



“But you think I did?” Jett was furious.



Loree motioned up and down, indicating his attire. “You look like a sellout to me!”



“I did not turn in my friends!”



Loree believed him. “Fine. But you work for the Dominion now, don’t you?”



Jett set his name plaque on a shelf and put his hands in his suit pockets. “This is insane.”



Loree saw she was right. “You’re a Dominion executive for Free Labs now, aren’t you? What is your code name? What do I call you?” She sneered at him. “I can’t think of anything you’d appreciate.”



He shook his head but seemed to have realized his predicament.



Yeah, that’s right, buddy, she thought. Act all you want, but I’m the one in charge here! My promise to that little girl means nothing since you’ve decided to change your voice.



“Oh, come on,” she taunted. “You can’t fight me. You won’t call security, even if I am a notorious Dominion criminal. And you know why not? Because even if somehow they did manage to catch me, you’d only be exposing yourself – if you turn me in, I’ll do the same to you.”



Loree noticed Alex’s look of fright. 



Shit, she thought. I have to stop. I could dematerialize and escape, but that’d mean leaving Alex behind. Whatever’s going on with Jett isn’t as important as the reason I came here in the first place – finding Alex and her brother and getting them to safety. I have to back off. This is no time for a personal relapse. 



With a huff, Loree dropped her mocking stance. It took effort, but she forced herself to tone down her glare. “So, Jett, seems to me we have a draw. Make us completely even by giving me your code name, and we’ll be on our way.” 



Alex looked less alarmed already.



Jett studied her a moment and glanced at Alex, no doubt wondering who she was and how she played into this. But he focused on Loree and answered reluctantly, “Since I’m an executive and not an operative, I don’t have a code name. ‘Galcon’ is just the name that came with my new ID tag.” He rubbed his palm.



Of course he didn’t have a code name, but she’d gotten out of him what she really wanted to know – he had an ID tag. That meant she could look him up on Zaak’s computer back home. And, she’d logged away for future use the fact that she’d given him both her and Alex’s real names.



“So you’re Galcon now.” She nodded. “Well, why don’t you-”



Alex cut her off as she waved for their attention. She was standing against the wall by the door, and she looked at Loree and whispered, “Someone’s coming!”



They froze as footsteps passed in the hall outside. The footfalls sounded heavy, suggesting boots. That meant drones or operatives. The footsteps moved away, and Loree exhaled. Alex had also been holding her breath. Jett – now Galcon – crossed his arms and seemed worried. He looked at a data screen on his desk before glaring at Loree again.



“Your move,” she told him. “What do you wanna do here?”



Galcon stepped aside from blocking the door. “You should go. Get your friend out of here. There’s something going down today. An assassin operative was sent to this party. The Dominion leaked a few ID tags to the black market, and they’re hoping to snag a few rebels.”



Loree looked at Alex, who’d gone pale.



Galcon caught the look. “What?”



Sorting through what she’d observed, Loree understood and told Alex, “Don’t worry. They’re not really after whoever has the ID tags. They would’ve arrested you at the scanners. Cruelthor leaked the tags because he wanted rebels in here. Remington is-”



“Who?” asked Galcon.



“The assassin. He’s going to slay someone else entirely, and they’ll blame it on the rebel infiltrators at the party. That’s why Remington’s here. They’re after someone on the inside and want it to look like a rebel job. We’ve landed in the middle-”



“Shh!” Alex put her ear to the wall, and after a silent moment she turned to Loree and whispered, “More drones.”



Galcon stepped to the door, cracked it to check the hall, then opened it wide and stood aside. “Run before they circle back. They’ll see on the surveillance that I brought you in here, but I’ll make something up.”



“I wouldn’t worry about the surveillance.” Loree shook her head. “Way ahead of you.”



“Fine. Get moving.” 



Alex hurried to exit without argument.



Loree paused in the doorway and looked up at Galcon. “If you ever report this, you’ll regret it. If I hear of anyone coming to look for me or Alex, I’ll assume you gave them our names, and you’ll regret it. Do you understand me?”



“All too well.” His jaw clenched as he looked down at her. “I never want to see you again. Leave.”



“Well, have a great life, Galcon.” Loree turned and joined Alex.



Together, the two women hurried back toward the main hall.



“I used my telepathy and warned my brother to get out.” Alex looked back at Galcon’s office. “Is he going to report us?” 



“I have no idea.” Loree led the way toward the elevators. “I’m already hearing a big ‘I told you so’ from Zaak.”



 



[image: ]



 



Ryu, during their several-hour-long ride east, eased into sharing general background information with the Kandoya siblings. Overall, it was an encouraging discussion. Ryu and Alex learned that the Kandoyas also had Marks on their shoulders, they were MOB, and they too felt a tingling burn whenever they used their peculiar abilities. The Kandoyas were unwilling to say anything about the prophecies until they arrived at their destination. Zaak hinted that someone else needed to be present for that discussion. Alex sent Ryu a look suggesting she had a hunch about this person’s identity, and Ryu knew enough to guess it was Trok.



Upon arrival at a subterranean base, Ryu and Alex were taken into one of the base’s living compartments. Ryu, who’d also been at the Free Labs gala, wore a cheap suit. Alex still wore her blue dress. Their formal attire might’ve caused discomfort were it not for the homey living room in which they sat. It was very mechanical in the corridors, but this living compartment was warm and comfortable. Old-fashioned ceiling lights felt much more organic than the halogen lights elsewhere. The walls were painted a warm, earthy hue. The couch they sat on faced two high-backed chairs, and between stood a coffee table with a fresh bouquet. The floor’s carpet was thick. Most interestingly, an AI holo-person stood in the room, keeping an eye on them while the Kandoyas were away.



Ryu leaned forward on the couch and caressed his palm where Zaak had removed the temporary ID tag – which had hurt like hell. 



This must have something to do with that Trok guy, thought Ryu. When Loree and Zaak come back, we’re finally going to find out…something. I have to calm down. Sis doesn’t seem too freaked out, but I have to make sure she’s okay. 



He smirked and thought at her, “Hear that, sis? I won’t make any decisions without you. That’s how we’ve worked so far – brain and brawn, together again.”



Alex smiled, hearing his thoughts as he’d intended. She too held her hand with the fresh ID tag wound. She’d stayed glued to Ryu’s side since they’d left Free Labs, and Ryu knew she appreciated his protective presence. But she was excited too. He didn’t need telepathy to know that.



I need to learn all I can, and fast, thought Ryu. Alex already has a head start because she talked to Trok.



 “Eva, what is this place?” His deep voice echoed around the room, reminding him they were in a subterranean structure.



“This base is a forgotten military installation. My owner, Zaak, made repairs and improvements during renovation.”



Ryu whispered to Alex, “Zaak must be independently wealthy. That hummer was the nicest vehicle I’ve ever been in. Loree and Zaak were both dressed to kill. Now this place…”



Eva heard him. “Zaak obtains Dominion kronar through the use of his contraband ID account. That’s how he purchases everything he needs, including yours truly.” She winked one of her white eyes at Ryu.



“Eva,” asked Alex, “can you tell us what they want?”



The holo-person shook her head, and again Ryu was amazed by the high quality of the hologram as Eva’s neon green dreadlocks swung and her neck muscles flexed. “I only know what the central computer contains. Whatever Zaak wants with you, it must not be applicable to my unit’s function. Sorry.” Her apology even sounded sincere.



Ryu turned to his sister. “Maybe I should do most of the talking. You said you were flustered when you met Loree, so they might try to take advantage of you.” 



“I wasn’t-”



“I’m just saying,” he added with a raised hand to stop her objection, “it might help if you quietly observe with that mind of yours. I don’t think Loree and Zaak are lying, but let’s make sure. If this is about what we think this is about, it’ll change our lives. We need to be sure these people are what we hope.”



Alex considered this. “Alright, but don’t do anything without asking me first.”



Ryu pretended to be afraid of her and held up his hands. She smiled and punched his arm, then fidgeted with her dress and returned to her thoughts…or someone else’s. With a grin, Ryu leaned back on the couch.



The door swung open to let Loree and Zaak enter. Loree’s appearance surprised Ryu most. She’d changed from her red dress into simple lounge clothes, tied back her hair, and opted for bare feet. Zaak still wore the same expensive citizen clothes, complete with folded collar and designer overcoat. Both Kandoyas seemed right at home and extraordinarily cordial.



“Sorry about the wait,” said Loree as she came to stand beside one of the high-backed chairs.



Zaak smiled. “It took a few minutes to call in the expert.” He sat in the chair by his sister.



“No problem.” Ryu exchanged a look with Alex, who also smiled at the Kandoyas.



“Eva,” Zaak called, “go offline. We won’t need you for a while.”



The holo-person blew him a kiss and disappeared from the display module.



The living compartment’s door opened again. A new man entered. He wore a coat with a strange armband over the sleeve. He looked pretty ordinary, certainly not dangerous.



Alex started in recognition.



Well, thought Ryu, now I know who he is.



The man sat in the chair beside Zaak, and he introduced himself to Ryu. “I’m Trok, Zaak and Loree’s uncle.” They shook hands. “You must have a million questions.”



Ryu was about to dive in when Alex piped up. 



“Why didn’t you just tell me where to find them in the first place? I haven’t known what to do.”



Zaak turned to his uncle in surprise. “You’ve met-”



Trok held up a hand to his nephew. “When I visited you before, Alex, it was only to set you on the right track. You had to choose this for yourself.”



Alex looked at her hands in her lap. “I guess I didn’t find the right track, though. The only reason I was at Free Labs was to look for people who’ve studied the DRK treatment the Magi use. I thought maybe that’d lead me to clues about the Magi. I know you told me to focus on finding the other two Warriors, but…”



Loree and Zaak seemed lost, and Ryu felt a little better. They didn’t know everything after all.



“Anyway,” said Alex, “I met Loree by accident. I looked in her mind when she seemed so interested in who I was, but I was completely surprised to see who she was.” She looked up at Loree, apparently hearing her thoughts through their new mind link. “And yes, I know I acted like a frightened little bird.”



Loree made a guilty face before laughing. “Oh, I’ve missed telepaths.”



Ryu raised his eyebrows at Alex to remind her of their plan for speaking. “Alex tried to explain what she learned from Trok, but I don’t really get it. What are these prophecies?”



Loree pulled a flower from the bouquet and played with it as she talked. “Right, let’s get on with it,” she began. “Ancient prophecies came in visions to our Kota ancestors. One, the Virus Prophecy, warned our people about the curse those scientists unleashed. Another, the Signal Prophecy, said lights in the heavens would open. The portals were a gateway for our Kota people to go through and escape the virus. Some Kota were to stay behind, and hope would come through two brothers. The Bearers Prophecy focused on those brothers. Our father-” motioning to Zaak and herself “-was one brother, and Uncle Trok was the other. They were supposed to preserve themselves through time because they were meant to protect us Marked children in the future. The Mark Prophecy is about us. We’re the four destined to wipe evil from Earth. We’re not talking Armageddon or anything. We think it means beating the DRK virus, which has been the ultimate evil through all this history. Later, more visions came to the Kota remnant and resulted in the Warriors Prophecy, which explains how to recognize us Marked children. It promises that we’ll unite to fulfill our destiny and save Earth.” She looked at her uncle. “How’s that for a short version?”



Trok nodded with a grin.



Zaak leaned forward in his chair. “Everything’s finally come together. Loree’s right; that was the short version. There’s a lot to the prophecies that we haven’t interpreted yet.”



“These prophecies are the ones I saw in your mind?” Alex asked Trok. Her curiosity was getting the better of her agreement to remain silent. “They’re the ancient writings you’ve studied?”



“Yes.”



Alex looked Trok in the eye in her probing way. “Our parents knew? Grandma too?”



“Yes, as I explained to you before. You, Ryu, Loree, and Zaak were born in the Kota remnant camp. You were together for a while, but it’s no wonder you don’t remember. Things got hairy a short time after Ryu was born, and you were divided. But, I was meant all along to watch after you and see that you found each other again.”



Ryu tried to jump back in. “These Marks on our arms mean we’re these Warriors, then?”



“Yep,” Loree chirped. “I know it sounds like a fairy tale. It took me a while to understand too. As I told you, I’ve only been with Zaak a few months. Unlike the rest of you, I was old enough to remember living with the Kota remnant, but… Well, Zaak’s the only one who’s always known the whole truth about us, and that’s thanks to Trok.”



“Basically,” said Zaak, “the Mark Prophecy explains that we with the birthmark will drive evil from Earth. That’s what even Trok is still working to interpret, because we’re not sure how we’re supposed to do it.”



“But the Warriors Prophecy does say what our roles are,” said Loree, “according to our order of birth. I’m twenty-seven, Alex is twenty-five, Zaak’s twenty-four, and Ryu’s twenty-two. That means I’m the Leader, Alex is the Seer, Zaak is the Hunter, and Ryu is quite obviously the Fighter.” She said this with an impressed smile at him.



“So this Mark singles us out,” Ryu said to make sure he understood. “Does the tingling burn we feel act as another sign? You said you’d never met anyone who feels the sensation either. Are we Warriors the only MOB or telepaths-” looking at his sister “-who have it?”



“We think so,” said Zaak. “It’s a physical side effect of our connection with the space dimension. Trok’s taught us that a power flows there like a pulse, sustaining everything. No one can control the power, but sometimes it works in people. Throughout history and in the Kota texts, some people have been gifted with forms of it. So, this gift we have isn’t anything new, but how it’s manifested in us Warriors is. Others may be out there who have similar gifts, but few people understand the space dimension. Even fewer respect the vastness of what it holds.”



Loree nodded. “We’ve been blessed with something that makes us stronger. I’m happy to have that blessing, however it works scientifically.”



“Okay…” Ryu rubbed his shaved head.



This is incredible, he thought.



Alex couldn’t keep quiet. “Our parents taught us the Kota faith. I was little when they died, but I’ve always remembered. Are there any Kota left to help us?”



“No,” said Trok. “We’re the last on Earth. And when I…lived here, I wasn’t part of the Kota community, so I can’t really tell you what they were like as a people.”



“What happened to them?” asked Ryu. 



“Thurston Olander hunted down the Kota remnant and murdered them. The Dominion tyrants were always Kota, but Thurston was a little unstable. To get rid of the prophetic threat against his DRK weapon, he slaughtered thousands. The Kota were lost, except for you four and myself because we escaped the final onslaught.”



Loree shuffled with a scowl. “We’re not the only Kota. Not technically.”



Trok frowned. “Well, I suppose Cruelthor and Beathabane are Kota too, but their father hated the Kota. After Vedanleé… Well, the boys were never taught about the Kota. Beathabane, I think, looked up his roots when he was banished, but I’m quite sure Cruelthor couldn’t care less.”



“He cares about the prophecies now, I’ll bet,” muttered Loree. 



Ryu thought on this. “So if the Dominion exterminated the Kota because of prophecies about us…”



Alex must’ve realized the same. “That’s why our grandma wanted us to hide our Marks. She was keeping us safe because she knew the Dominion would want us dead?”



Trok nodded. 



Alex and Ryu took a moment to absorb this news.



We were part of this all along, thought Ryu. Our parents knew. Grandma knew. This is unlike anything I ever imagined. At first I was worried this wasn’t for real, but now… Now I wonder if I’m right for this. These people are light-years ahead of Alex and me.



Ryu looked to Zaak. “Alex and I are just small-town kids trying to get by. Now you’re saying we’re meant to save the planet?”



“Loree and I don’t really understand this ‘save the world’ business either. We may seem like we’re prepared for this, but we haven’t known what to do without you. Only together do we make a team. We’ll all have to take it one day at a time.”



Trok nodded. “It’s not as if you’ll leave behind any friends or family – none of you have led normal lives. Joining together will make sense of everything, I’m sure. But I understand joining us isn’t an easy decision to make. It means throwing away everything you’ve known to be normal.”



“Ooh,” laughed Ryu sarcastically, “pick me, then.”



But Trok’s right, he thought. I really do want this…



Trok smiled like he already knew Ryu quite well. “I have full confidence that you and Alex can handle this, Ryu. Loree and Zaak can teach you everything you’ll need to know. And I’ll guide you as much as I can, I promise.”



Zaak looked up at Loree and exhaled before facing them again. “So, are you guys in?”



Ryu hesitated, thinking of his sister. “What exactly are we getting ourselves into?”



“Fighting,” said Zaak. “And lots of it.”



“First step,” Loree added more helpfully, “we have to hide our identities. You said you’ve been living as Drake Anders, so you’ve got the idea of living incognito. You already know how much easier it is to hide without ID tags. Zaak was never implanted with one when he was born, so as far as records are concerned he doesn’t exist. I told you how I lost my ID tag a long time ago. So, sans ID tags, we’ll be untraceable ghosts to Dominion security. There are more scanners in place than you citizens are aware of, and we’d never avoid all of them. So, operating without tags is the first step toward protecting ourselves.”



“But how will we live?” asked Alex. “I mean, Ryu and I have had a hard time living off the loose kronar from his winnings, and if none of us-”



Zaak raised his hand and wiggled his fingers. “I’ve got thousands of fake ID tags. We can take turns wearing them. They’re linked to a Dominion account with all the kronar we’ll ever need.”



Alex nodded and looked at Ryu as they remembered what Eva had said. “So we’d live here in this base?”



“Primarily,” said Loree. “But when working incognito as citizens, we can stay in an apartment Zaak keeps in downtown Havanahell. That’s when we’ll use Zaak’s fake ID tags. Appearing as ordinary citizens will be necessary from time to time. For one thing, we’ll have to maintain contacts who know us on sight and by name – fake names, but still. Also, some missions will require undercover work as citizens.”



Alex made a face. “Won’t that make us easier to catch?”



“I know methods to keep our double-identities protected. The main thing is that, whenever we leave this base, we’ll appear only as the Warriors – we’ll switch to our citizen aliases somewhere else. As the Warriors, we’ll only ever appear in disguise, using code names, without ID tags. We should be able to remain undetected for quite some time if we use methods I’ve worked out.”



Zaak grinned. “I’ve been debating options for my code name for months.” 



Alex squirmed on the couch. “So the Warriors part of our double lives would be the fighting part?”



“Yep,” said Loree with a kind smile, “but each of us Warriors will have a different role in the team. Don’t worry – we’re not expecting you to fight as well as your brother.”



Ryu sent his sister a reassuring smile.



“Becoming a team,” said Zaak, “will take months. We’ll all have to work incredibly hard. Loree will teach you strategy, tactical maneuvers, and undercover methods. I’ll get you into shape and handle your weapons training. At the end of your training, we’ll begin fighting the Dominion.”



Loree nodded. “The Underground and other rebel forces have been struggling against the Dominion for years, but that’s mostly defensive work. We’re taking an offensive approach. With what I know, we can strike the Dominion where it’ll do the most damage. Zaak and I haven’t done anything yet because we thought it best to solidify our team first. We’ve stayed under everyone’s radar. The Underground doesn’t know we exist. The Dominion thinks I’m on the run, for now. I’m positive Cruelthor knows about the Kota prophecies, and I have no doubt he’ll consider us a threat the minute we go public. We have to be ready before we let anyone know about us.”



“We’ll become a unit,” said Zaak with a playful grin, “complete with matching suits, synchronized watches, a secret handshake, and all of that.”



“How will we train?” asked Ryu. “Do you have an indoor shooting range in this place?”



Zaak grinned. “I have shooting ranges, driving courses, computer training programs, sparring rooms, medical labs, gym equipment, and tons of technology the Dominion doesn’t think anyone knows about. You’ve already seen my garage. Eva is at our beck and call all day every day, and she’s linked to the central computer that runs this place. I made stealth suits for Loree and myself, but I’ll make more. The suits are great. They’re black, which is the best camouflage in urban areas. They’re waterproof, bulletproof, and they’re made of a spider-silk protein fabric that clings so there isn’t any excess to get caught or make noise. We have facemasks and headgear made of the same fabric, so our faces will always be hidden. I bought adjustable straps to fit as many holsters as we desire, and they can fit around legs, arms, waists, backs, or wherever. Oh, and I installed Dominion stealth technology that makes us undetectable by infrared systems. Not that Loree needs-”



“Zaak,” Loree cut in.



“What?”



“You’re babbling.”



Zaak mouthed ‘Sorry.’



“Basically,” Loree said with a smile, “Zaak’s had a lot of time to collect toys. Why don’t we show you? Follow me.” She turned and waited for everyone to stand before leading them out of the living compartment.



They walked along the grated corridor, and Ryu looked through every open door he saw. Not far down the main hall, the group turned into the base’s training facilities. Loree led them across an open gym with sparring mats, and she opened a far door to lead them onward. 



Ryu entered a tall chamber with a large, circular cage fixed in the center. The room smelled of cold metal. It was dark except for overhead beams aimed at the metallic cage. Controls on the far wall suggested technology Ryu’d never seen before, and Eva appeared from a display module beside these controls.



Still padding barefoot across the floor, Loree led them to the cage’s wiry exterior. She pulled open the creaking doors and stood aside for Ryu and Alex to enter. Ryu made sure it was okay with his sister, who seemed thoroughly out of her league but interested nonetheless. Then he led her into the sphere. Loree joined them inside, and she pointed a finger at Zaak through the wire mesh. He lowered his head guiltily and closed the door behind her.



“Why isn’t Zaak coming in?” asked Ryu.



“I’m not allowed in the cage with Loree…for a variety of reasons.”



Loree laughed and reached through the cage’s mesh as Zaak handed her a box. She opened it and took out a set of contacts. Placing them in her eyes, Loree blinked to adjust. She instructed Alex and Ryu to do the same with the remaining contacts.



“What is this?” Alex took a pair between her fingers.



“It’s one of Zaak’s training programs. These contacts work with the techno-cage to create a false environment. A holo-field is generated around the cage when it’s activated, and these contacts run with the program. Everywhere you look will be the world simulated by Zaak’s training simulation. As we walk, the cage revolves. It’s very realistic. You can shoot at every simulated character in here because the cage absorbs the fire. Just don’t forget when other people are in the cage with you.” She lifted an eyebrow in Zaak’s direction.



Zaak, his back to them as he worked the controls, had heard her. “For the hundredth time, I’m sorry.”



Loree smiled and looked back at them. “Ready?”



Ryu blinked as his eyes adjusted. “Sure am.”
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Alex wasn’t as sure, but she tried to prepare herself for whatever might happen next.



Zaak instructed Eva to activate the techno-cage. The overhead lights went out. Then, as Alex braced herself, a shimmering holo-field spread over the spherical interior of the cage. The next moment, they saw before them a completely convincing downtown alley. It was night, and thick shadows covered the sides of the opposing buildings. Trash littered the alley. Streetlights beyond shown on a bustling sidewalk full of pedestrians. A cat scampered across the alley’s entrance. The brickwork even looked real. The sounds of traffic and pedestrian commotion reached their ears from unseen speakers around the cage, and a faint breeze brushed across them, presumably from air jets.



Turning in a circle and looking into the sky above, Alex couldn’t find anything that revealed she wasn’t actually in a downtown alley. Closing her contact-wearing eyes, she saw what was really there with her telepathy. A metallic cage surrounds Loree, Ryu, and herself. Outside in the dark room, Zaak stands by the controls while Trok watches from the side.



Eyes still closed, Alex said, “Incredible. My telepathy lets me see it’s just a cage, but if I didn’t have my second sight…” She opened her eyes and again bought into the faux scenery.



Ryu was also examining the generated world. “You said this is a training program?” He looked at Loree, who leaned against the side of a building.



“Zaak has it set up so we can insert Dominion drones into the program. They appear much like Eva. You can’t physically hit them in hand-to-hand combat, but it’s a good program for weapons training. This simulation holds all of mapped Havanahell from the most recent satellite images.”



Loree apparently saw they were getting the hang of it, so she called for Zaak to deactivate the program. When the cage’s holo-field disengaged, they took out the contacts and placed them back in the box, which Loree shook, presumably to clean them. Alex blinked to adjust. 



That was pretty amazing, she thought.



A smile spanned Ryu’s face. “So, what else you got?”



Zaak laughed as he let them out of the cage. “Why don’t we pace ourselves? I’d love to see what you’re made of, though. Mind sparring a little?” He didn’t wait for an answer as he led them back to the exit.



The group reentered the training facility’s front gym, which was better lit than the techno-cage room. Alex followed Trok and Loree across the mats to the sideline, but Zaak went more to the center of the room. Alex watched as he took off his coat and then hopped around on the mats, expecting Ryu to join him.



Alex looked at her brother and was glad to find he was waiting for her permission. He was sticking to their deal of making decisions together. She felt way out of her depth, but at least with Ryu in the spotlight she had a moment to think. 



Besides, she thought, I’ve seen Ryu fight. I’m not exactly worried.



She smiled at him. “Go ahead.”



“We’re just curious about your mutate-genes,” Loree said to Ryu. “Zaak did this with me when I first came too.” She chuckled in memory.



Ryu grinned, took off his suit coat, and walked across the mats to Zaak. He waited until the leaner man lunged at him before he moved. Ryu dodged Zaak’s swinging arm, but he wasn’t prepared for the leg that caught his calves. He winced but twisted and hit Zaak on the back. Zaak rolled across the mats and leapt to his feet to come around again. This time prepared, Ryu blocked Zaak’s punches and got in one of his own. He struck Zaak square in the nose, and Zaak slumped to the floor.



“Ouch,” said Loree from the sidelines. She walked to her bleeding brother and looked back at Trok with a smile.



Trok laughed. “See? I told you he was strong.”



Zaak agreed somewhat crudely and rose to his feet with Loree’s help.



“Sorry,” said Ryu. “I didn’t mean to-”



“No, no!” Zaak held his bleeding nose but shook his head. “That was great! You said you’re a professional fighter, but that was killer. We need someone on the team who can bring anyone to their knees. Please, oh, please say you two are in.”



Ryu looked at Alex, and she almost laughed at the eagerness in his eyes and in his thoughts. Then she stopped to consider. Looking at the others, she noted how appropriate it was that she was the only one in a dress. 



I’ll never fit in as a soldier, she thought. But, this feels like the right thing to do. I already like these people…



After a minute, Alex looked back at her brother and said in his mind, “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine with this if you are, and we’ll figure it out as we go. What do we have to lose?”



Ryu smiled. “Okay,” he said to the Kandoyas. “We’re in.”



Trok told his niece, “Loree, take Zaak to the medical facility and show Ryu to his new compartments, will you?”



Loree waved for the two younger men to follow her out of the gym.



When they were alone, Alex turned to Trok with a raised eyebrow. “So, just like that, we’re a team?”



He nodded with a smile.



Alex took a breath. “Are you sure about this? It seems like an awfully big risk you people are taking. Ryu will probably turn out to be as tough a soldier as ever existed, but my being a Warrior is a joke.”



“Alex, even Loree and Zaak had to prepare for this. They just learned sooner than you or Ryu. Loree and Zaak are far from perfect. Take a peek inside Loree’s memories sometime. I know she and Zaak told you about their pasts, but she left out a good deal. Loree’s been through hell to get here, and she’ll sympathize with you that adapting to this new life is difficult. As for Zaak, I trained the boy myself. His heart and soul belong to this mission, but you’ll have to bear with his eccentricities.” He spoke these things with love, not judgment. 



“I scanned their memories a little on the ride here,” Alex confessed. “We’re four very different people.”



“The four of you will have personality clashes, I’m sure, but you’re young and I’d expect as much. I’m certain you’ll grow to love each other. I suspect Ryu will step in to keep the peace between Loree and Zaak when they fight over who’s in charge. You’ll find your own way to bring insight to the group. And, like I said, I promise to guide you however I can.” 



Alex looked at Trok and tried to probe his mind, but once again he shut her out. 



Hmm, she thought. He sounds like he’s already seen our days ahead. 



Trok, perhaps detecting her in his head, smiled and looked away. “The instant you met my niece and nephew, a new portal window of the future opened. That’s why I was a little late getting here. I’ve now seen a bit of what’s ahead. I’ve seen that, with Loree and Zaak’s help, you and Ryu will both find your place. You will. Trust me. I’ve been watching over this whole thing for a long time.”



She thought of something else. “But you haven’t been able to see everything. Not my abduction.”



He laughed at this. “You certainly don’t give up, do you? Do you really think having all your questions answered will help you control anything? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. It’s your nature.”



“So will you help me find answers about my abduction? You promised you would, last time.”



Trok sighed. “Remember how I told you I’m not connected to reality and can therefore hide myself from your mind?”



“Yes.”



“Well, I think the Magi are also disconnected in the portals and can also hide. I can’t find them anywhere or any-when. I am looking. For now, you need to put the Magi out of mind for a while. Concentrate on this new life. It’ll drive you crazy if you try to figure out everything at once. I’ll help you where I can, but you have to let go and have faith.” He smiled. “Knowing everything doesn’t make life any easier, believe me. Have faith and let whatever happens happen. Stop questioning everything and follow your heart. You did that just now when you said you’d join Loree and Zaak.”



Alex sighed, again surprised by the accuracy of this stranger’s perception.



Still, she thought, perhaps Trok sees something in me that I’m too self-involved to see. My own ability to delve into others’ minds has taught me that people are often blind to the deepest truths about themselves. I’ve always thought my constant need for answers is because I’m so left in the dark. But maybe Trok’s right and I simply have an unnatural obsession with controlling my circumstances. But I can’t ever really control anything, can I?



Alex laughed at herself and shook it off. “Okay. I guess I’ll just use what the Magi gave me and let you find the answers. I’ll focus on learning what to do as a Warrior. I can already tell I’ll have to train twice as hard as the others just to break even.”



“I know you’ll need more help than the other Warriors, Alex. I’ve known that from the start.”



Alex looked at him a moment. “You’ve watched us a lot, haven’t you? I’ve seen in your mind, don’t forget.”



“Yes, I’ve spent more time watching after you four than you can imagine. But it’s all worth it, now that you’re together. Now we can finally move forward and figure out the Warrior mission.”



“If this is so important, why didn’t you jump around in portals and bring us together a long time ago?”



“Because the choice was yours. I’ve learned that my job as your benevolent Bearer requires…delicacy. I think the prophecies are so vague because it’s humanity’s nature to rebel – if we were told what exactly to do, I don’t think we’d accept it. Ordering my brother around certainly never worked.” He frowned, then let out a sigh. “It’s been a struggle to be patient, but some things couldn’t be hurried. Time had to take its course.”



She saw a glimpse of Trok’s mind. He shines a light to draw Loree’s attention to a chapel in Monaco. He recommends a southern hotel to Lilae. He watches as Zaak saves a little boy whose descendants will one day discover cerebral augmentation. In a food stopover, he makes sure a certain table is empty so Ryu will overhear a distinguished man – Beathabane, Trok knows – talking to Peno, the bigoted drunk. He makes a wrinkle in the carpet at Free Labs so Alex will trip by a table…



Trok blinked and closed off his thoughts, but he gave her a slight smile.



Alex made a face. “So you do step in occasionally and…”



He raised an eyebrow. “Well, sometimes events need a little of my Interceder tinkering. At times during your lives, I’d made slight adjustments here and there to help things along, but usually by lurking in the shadows. Now that you’re a team, we can work together openly. It’ll be nice to feel like a part of your lives at last.”



He’s like a bizarre father figure, thought Alex. He watches over us, guides us when he can, but mostly he hopes we’ll make the right choices on our own. This must be why he seems to know us so well. He’s been in our lives since… Since before our lives, really. From what I’ve seen in his mind, the whole point of his existence is to fulfill these prophecies that say we’ll save Earth. So, the point of his existence is… us. How strange.



Alex suspected Trok’s responsibilities would tax anyone, and he’d done it all for them.



I’m going to do everything I can to pay him back, she thought. He clearly needs friends, and I doubt the others will have the time to really understand him. I can see a bit of his mind, so I’ll connect with Trok more than the others can.



Alex shook her head in amazement. Something about all this was surreal. But she genuinely believed this Warrior thing was what her life had been missing. She was the Seer.



Breaking up her own thoughts, she said, “You mentioned that you see into the future. Does everything turn out okay? Do we somehow save the world?”



“Ah, always with the questions.” Trok smiled. “I only know what I’m shown of the future, Alex. Foresight comes in its appropriate time – it wouldn’t be good for me to know everything ahead of time. What I’m shown only comes one future point at a time.”



“Well, what have you seen?”



Trok smiled with a secretive twinkle in his eye that Alex suspected she’d come to know well. “This new future shows me that you Warriors will tackle the work set out for you by the Warriors Prophecy and the Mark Prophecy. There are other newer prophecies I haven’t deciphered yet, but I trust they’ll make sense in time. For now, I can only give you this, Alex.



 



‘The Re-Life



The final battle’s end



will spark life and light.



Peace will illuminate the land



and glow in the Warriors.



Out of an end



will beam a radiant dawn.’”



 



“What does that mean?”



 “I don’t know, but it sounds good, doesn’t it?” 



Trok made a motion with his hand, and a red and yellow swirl burst into existence behind him. With a final wave, Trok jumped into the portal. It disappeared right after him.



Alex, alone in the gym, took a deep breath and smiled to herself. Lifting her dress as she walked, she went to find where the others had gone.





  


Part IV



 



The Mark Prophecy



__________
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“A card to play”



 



 



 



For a month, the Warriors sequestered themselves in the base, getting to know each other. Loree had decided Zaak first take Ryu and Alex through basic weapons training, and they’d progressed quickly from there. She speculated that it wouldn’t be long before they were ready for missions against the Dominion, but they weren’t there yet. Still, the group watched daily newscasts from the cities above, and Loree knew some things couldn’t wait.



She’d learned earlier that Zaak was familiar with the black market, considering he bought most of their supplies from dealers like Blaze. He even knew the Dominion sold to dealers while publically denouncing the illegal market. What he didn’t know was that there were set places around the Northern Continent where the Dominion interacted with the black market. For example, operatives regularly joined in card games to bet away less valuable equipment, vehicles, and weapons to the dealers. Most of the dealers were aware whom they were betting against. It was a humiliation to cooperate with the Dominion, but necessity demanded that they do so. 



Via her former life, Loree remembered that one such black market card game was held monthly in the upper room of a pawnshop in El Miret. She’d set it up so she and Zaak were granted access to a game. 



Not that we need Dominion equipment, thought Loree, but I might get something out of this if I play my cards right. 



The upper room of the pawnshop was dark, but a single bulb hung over the round table. Cigar smoke wafted from one of the five players, and the dingy walls displayed years of grime. Drinks left condensation rings around the table, and an ashtray sat before the smoker. No one was in a hurry, and discussion was minimal as they played. Everyone was trying to decide what he or she owned that was worth betting.



Loree’s gaze tracked around the table.



I hope we didn’t make the trip for nothing, she thought. This should work if everyone does as I told them…  I hate relying on other people.



Seb, the dark-skinned man to her brother’s left, had an arm in a sling, but he managed his cards as he requested one from the dealer.



To this man’s left sat the husky smoker, Dingo. He scratched his stubble as he looked at his hand. “I need two.”



Embroglia, a scrawny woman with a shaved head and Dominion tattoo, wasn’t even trying to hide her loyalties. Everyone at the table knew she was an operative, even Seb, who didn’t speak a word of any Dominion language. Embroglia passed Dingo two cards, but she took none for herself.



No need, thought Loree. She’s already got three on her lap.



“Anyway,” said Embroglia out of nowhere, “did any of you hear the newest bounty? Three thousand kronar. I’m to spread the word. Anyone with experience is wanted.”



Zaak’s blue eyes widened as he looked at his worthless hand. “Who’s the target?”



Embroglia examined his clothes. “You don’t look like you need the kronar, but I’ll settle your curiosity. The mark is one of our operatives who disappeared several months back. Her code name was Bullseye.”



Loree glanced at her brother, who kept his eyes on his cards. 



Good, Zaak, she thought. At least you weren’t dumb enough to look right at me when she said my name. Let’s see what else I can get out of this woman.



The citizen-dressed ex-assassin tipped back in her chair. “Only 3K? Doesn’t sound like you think it’ll be that tough a slay.”



“Interested?” Embroglia turned her shaved head to Loree.



“Yep.”



“Can we play cards, chas?” Dingo demanded around his cigar.



Yes, thought Loree, time to get the ball rolling.



She glanced at her cards, removed her antique knife from her boot, and jabbed it into the center of the table. “It’s worth 2K more than the operative traitor, apparently.”



Zaak folded, as they’d planned earlier for him to do. Not that he had a poker face.



Seb babbled away in his own language, and Dingo translated. “He’ll wager a used pace bike parked out back. It’s worth same as that knife.” Pointing to Seb’s broken arm, Dingo added, “He doesn’t trust the bike much anymore.”



Embroglia sneered at them. “You should tell your friend to learn a legal language. He’ll be arrested if patrols hear him talking like that.”



Loree told Seb in his own language that he spoke beautifully. Then she looked at the confused operative and snorted. “It’s not like patrols bother with this part of town. No soldiers I know dare come far into El Miret.”



Dingo folded.



Embroglia looked Loree over. “I’ll tell you what. As a wager, I’ll up the bounty to five thousand kronar.”



Loree pretended to think about it. “Acceptable. That’s call, then.” She displayed her cards on the table.



The operative grinned and laid out her own cards, which beat Loree’s hand by far. Of course they did, considering she’d replaced three cards with ones from her lap.



“Sand,” said Zaak when he saw her cards.



“Well,” Embroglia said with a clap, “this isn’t good for business. I’m supposed to be getting rid of junk we don’t want, not picking up used pace bikes. Sorry, cha, looks like I’ll be taking your knife back to Cruelthor with me too.”



Wouldn’t that be a nice surprise for him? thought Loree with a smirk. The second he recognized the knife, he’d slit your throat with it.



It was time for phase two.



Embroglia didn’t notice, but Loree made a slight signal to Dingo. 



The big man rose from his chair, threw his cigar, and grabbed Embroglia out of her seat. He yelled a string of obscenities into her face and held her by the throat, dragging her to the nearest wall. Here he pinned her by the throat, and she struggled and kicked.



Seb glanced at Loree and played along. He rose from his chair, and in a strained voice he babbled away at his friend, pretending to be upset.



Dingo growled. “Why should we give her anything? No one in this city would blame us! She’s just another Dominion liar! I’m sick of these operatives coming in here and taking our kronar, giving us nothing that actually works!”



Loree watched from the sidelines.



Wait for it, she thought. Wait for it…



Dingo squeezed harder, and Embroglia gasped for air. She swatted at his arms, but she soon weakened. Then she looked for help, and her eyes met Loree’s.



Bingo.



Timing her move, Loree pushed out of her chair. Before Dingo knew what was happening, she kicked the back of his legs and dropped him to his knees. Embroglia fell from his grip as he went down, and she gasped for breath as she sat against the wall. Loree elbowed the big man between his shoulders, and Dingo slumped to the floor. This done, Loree spun around to grab her knife on the table.



“No!” Zaak grabbed her arm. “No slaying! I know that’s what you’re best at, but not now! We don’t need a bloody mess again!”



Loree noted the overacting, but she knew Embroglia was watching. With a smirk, Loree slapped Zaak’s back. “Sorry, bro. Got caught up in the moment. Old habits, you know?” She tossed the knife on the table and walked to the woman on the floor.



Embroglia accepted Loree’s hand, rose to her feet, and stomped to the table. “You might not slay him, but I’ll be happy to. I’ll take my knife now, if you please.”



“Yeah, about that,” said Zaak. “It’s not your knife.”



Embroglia stopped. “I just won it from her!”



“No. She wasn’t the only one still in the game.” Zaak pointed to Seb.



With a toothy grin, Seb picked up his cards and faced them up on the table. Loree wondered how he’d switched his hand so quickly, but this probably wasn’t his first time cheating. Seb’s hand won.



Embroglia’s superior expression disappeared.



Seb laughed. In his own language, he gibbered away at them, but no one bothered translating. His friend was still moaning on the floor, anyway.



“Looks like he keeps his pace bike,” Loree told the operative. “Plus he wins my knife and that 5K you wagered.”



With a sigh very near a growl, Embroglia pulled out a bundle of kronar tubes from a back pocket and walked to Seb. He held out his good hand, and she scanned five blue tubes over his palm. Once she’d paid up, Embroglia tucked the tubes into her pocket to file later as receipts. She wasn’t the brightest bulb in the room, but she wasn’t foolish enough to leave a payment unaccounted for.



Loree turned to her brother and pointed at the door. “I lost my most valuable possession, so let’s get out of here before I flush away the rest of our kronar.”



Zaak winked at the frustrated operative. “Nice meeting you.”



Together they walked toward the door.



Moment of truth, thought Loree. Everyone did well, but will she fall for it?



“Hold on,” Embroglia called after them. “From what I just saw, you could handle Bullseye. Are you still interested in that bounty?”



Loree spun around on her heels. “Sure, why not? Any other information on her whereabouts? How can I find this Bullseye?”



“We have reason to believe she teamed up with Matsuri, another operative who turned rebel. That’s all the information I can give you. Cruelthor keeps Bullseye’s file classified even now, though no one’s sure why since he seems to want her slain so badly. The rest of us don’t know much. Her mission records were always auto-wiped. By the time she disappeared, it was too late to start any kind of file.”



Good to know, thought Loree.



“Already,” Embroglia continued, “we have six or seven assassin operatives hunting her, plus freelancers like you. Remington, the top assassin now that Bullseye’s out of the ranks, was the first assigned to this case. That should tell you how serious Cruelthor is about finding this cha.”



Not so good, thought Loree. 



“Sounds like I deserve compensation for the extra effort required.” 



The humbled operative again reached for her back pocket and pulled out more kronar tubes. “I’ll give you ten percent now and the rest when you bring us the body.” She held out five red tubes to Loree. 



“I want fifty now.” Loree crossed her arms, knowing what percentage she’d end up with.



Embroglia looked over at Dingo where he lay moaning on the floor. “Alright, I suppose I owe you. Twenty-five percent is the best I can offer without getting my treatment injections revoked.” She pulled out more kronar tubes.



“Deal.” Loree motioned to Zaak, who came forward and held out his palm for the operative to scan.



Embroglia smirked at Loree’s obvious lack of an ID tag, but in El Miret this wasn’t unusual. Without question, she scanned the kronar over Zaak’s palm. That finished, she tucked away the empty tubes, looked one last time at her defeated assailant, and left the room.



Zaak walked to the door to see her out, then came back when he was convinced she’d departed. “Okay, she bought the whole thing. She’s gone.”



With a relieved sigh, Loree stepped to Dingo and helped him from the floor. “Sorry I had to hit you. She would’ve suspected something if I hadn’t.”



The big man held his back but smiled as he stooped to retrieve his cigar. “No problem. Easiest kronar we ever made. I hate the operative dealers. They’re no good for buying, and most of them take our kronar to line their own pockets. She’s one less to put up with around here.” He laughed and slapped Seb on the back, happy with their take. Then he smiled at Loree. “You’re welcome back any time you wanna rough up another one. We’re always willing to help.”



Seb told Loree that he wished her luck with the pace bike. He was glad to be rid of it.



“No…” Loree glanced at Zaak. “Seb, I only told you to bet the bike so you’d have something of value in the pot. That gave Dingo a reason to throw a fit. The bike was just a fake wager. I didn’t even win. All I want is my knife. You don’t have to give me-”



Seb laughed and insisted she take the bike. Holding up his sling, he repeated Dingo’s earlier observation that he didn’t trust it anymore. Besides, he’d be able to buy himself a new one with the five thousand kronar he’d just swindled from the operative.



“Well…thanks.” Loree gave Seb a confused smile. 



This new life sure is different from my old one, she thought yet again. Now people give me stuff and I don’t even have to slay anybody.



Loree and Zaak left the pawnshop and exited to find the pace bike. The parking lot was dark and only lit by streetlights, but they saw the bike parked between their own hummer and Dingo’s run-down jeep. Loree walked around the bike to inspect it while Zaak stood watch.



Zaak ruffled his hanging bangs. “Good thing you speak that guy’s language. We never would’ve found another pair in this part of town to help us.” He wiped grime off his elbows where they’d been in contact with the table. “I hate El Miret. I knew there was a reason I decided to live east. Malice should be factored for how he runs his region.”



Loree agreed and knelt on the far side of the bike to investigate its mechanics.



“And did I hear wrong, or did you just get hired to kill yourself?”



She laughed. “You thought I brought you to this city just to put some random operative in her place? I knew operatives sometimes hire freelance assassins at these games. Alex saw on a newscast that Cruelthor was sending assassins into the major cities to hunt me down, so I wanted-”



“We’re here because Alex was worried? She’s always worried about something. Why didn’t you just reassure her back at the ranch? I’ve been training with Ryu nonstop, and I could’ve used a good night’s sleep. We didn’t need to come to El Miret just to make Alex feel better.”



No, thought Loree, assassins hunting me down is something I’m worried about, thank you very much.



 She rolled her eyes at Zaak, knowing the lack of empathy between her brother and the most timid Warrior. They never understood each other. Alex thought only of her concern for people; Zaak acted only out of his concern for the mission. It was a unique conflict to watch, especially since Loree’s concerns had to lie somewhere in the middle. 



There’s so much to leadership I never planned on, she thought. Of course, in the Dominion I never would’ve worried about hurt feelings and loving relationships between my followers. This is better. But certainly not easier.



“I wanted to intercept Embroglia,” she told Zaak, “to learn how much they have on me. Sounds like very little.”



“Why would Cruelthor still be hiding your file?”



“You noted that too, huh? The only explanation I can think of is that he doesn’t know we’ve teamed up. He’s probably still trying to hide me from anyone who knows the truth about me. Once we go public as the Warriors, I bet he’ll release whatever records he has. For now, I’m safe. Embroglia sure didn’t have a clue who I was. And she’ll report to headquarters that she hired another assassin, so that might take some heat off.” She winked up at him. “Don’t tell, but I’m not really gonna slay Bullseye.”



Zaak snorted a laugh, then surveyed the city block with a scowl. “Still, I don’t see why we had to come here.”



Loree shrugged and wiggled her finger in an oily part of the bike’s interior. “It wasn’t that troublesome of a field trip. Like Dingo said, ‘Easiest kronar I ever made.’”



Zaak gave up. “It’s getting late. We’ve got a long drive back to Havanahell. Wanna leave the hummer for someone to steal? It’s one of our clean hummers that’s not linked to the base, so we don’t need it. We can take this bike back home if you think it’ll run.”



She recognized this as another of his ‘Robin Hood donations’ and had to smile. “Sure, leave the hummer. Just grab my bag out of the back, would you?”



“Okey-doke.” Zaak walked around the hummer, out of sight.



Loree rose from her inspection and thought on what she planned to do next. 



There was more than one reason she’d brought Zaak on this trip.



Over the past few weeks, she’d used their base’s transmitter to communicate with Matsuri on Solarus 5. At first she’d done this to make up with him, but lately their conversations had turned to the road ahead. She’d brought him into her confidence and told him about the Warrior team, and he’d kindly offered to help however he could. Since Matsuri knew the rebels, she’d asked how the Warriors would be received once they went public. Matsuri had been careful in his response, but he’d said enough to suggest she might not fare any better with the Underground than Beathabane and his Hood rebel group. 



Once the Warriors go public, she thought, we’ll need rebel support. We have to make peace with the Underground. The problem is, I can’t be the one to reach out. The Underground – all rebels, for that matter – hate me. I doubt they’d let me get a word out before killing me. 



Loree heard Zaak rummaging around in the back of the hummer, and she bit her cheek. 



Zaak has to be our Warrior representative, she thought. And that’s a problem because Zaak doesn’t have a particularly high opinion of the Underground. He’ll argue that we Warriors can get by on our own. But we’ll need rebel support. 



Zaak appeared around the hummer. “Got it.” He strapped her backpack on himself. 



“Great. Let’s go.” Loree climbed on the bike. The best way to get her brother to cooperate was to praise him, so she said, “Thanks for coming along, Zaak. I wasn’t sure the others were ready for undercover work yet. You did great.”



Zaak snorted as he climbed on behind her. “Someone had to keep an eye on you. We haven’t even started to save the world yet, so I didn’t want you to run off and get yourself killed.” He chuckled. “Now I know you’re demanding pay for suicide.”



She laughed. Starting the bike, she drove out of the parking lot in the direction of the main highway. The pace bike sped along the dark street, and Loree noticed that the mechanics needed a little work. 



Okay, she thought. Get on with it.



Over her shoulder, she shouted, “I brought you for another reason too, Zaak. We need to make contacts other than the ones you already have. Nat doesn’t strike me as entirely trustworthy, I have my doubts about Blaze, and I haven’t met half your other contacts. I need you to go to the Underground headquarters and rub shoulders with their commanders.”



“Why?” he yelled in her ear.



“Well, we’re destined to save the world, but there are only four of us. We’re bound to need outside assistance, and we’re better off making friends now before we get in over our heads. Once Ryu and Alex finish their training, we’ll throw ourselves into mission after mission. We need to prepare for all scenarios. The Underground might see us as enemies, so I’d like to eliminate that possibility pronto. Do you know anyone at Undertown, the refugee camp outside Phili?”



“No.”



“Matsuri told me the location and password. He says Undertown is their commanders’ main headquarters. It’s on our way back to Havanahell. I’ll drop you off and come get you when you signal the pace bike.” She tapped the transmission screen between the handlebars.



“Why aren’t you coming with me? You’re the one who wants to be allies with them.”



Loree frowned. “I’m not the best person to establish relations with the Underground.”



“Why not?”



“When Matsuri left the Dominion, the Underground demanded that he prove his allegiance by eliminating me. He couldn’t go through with it, but they accepted him on the basis that he put forth a valiant effort. I’m not exactly looking forward to greeting the people who tried to slay me. Besides, they’ve never trusted Dominion deserters. You know how they treat the Hood. The Underground tends to forget little details like how and why people flee the Dominion in the first place. The Hood gets the worst of it because Underground Commander Cagod doesn’t trust Beathabane’s relationship with Cruelthor. I share that relationship. Cagod won’t trust me at all if I try to make allies.”



“Well, can’t you just wear your Warrior suit and hide who you are? They never need to know the Kota Warrior Leader is you, Bullseye, the ex-Dominion operative.”



“It’ll come out,” she insisted. “Once we go public as the Warriors, I’m positive Cruelthor will announce who I am in hopes of exposing me. I don’t want the rebels thinking I tried to trick them.”



“But-”



“Zaak, trust me. I spent my entire adolescence learning how to be an assassin by going on missions against the Underground. We’d never make allies with them if they saw me as the first representative of the Warriors.”



“Well, then, screw ‘em. We can get by on our own.”



There’s the attitude I was expecting, thought Loree. 



“No, we can’t. We’ll need allies, Zaak.”



“And you think I can convince them we’re on their side? They won’t know me at all, so why would they trust me? Why not have Matsuri talk to the commanders – Cagod accepted Mat, and he used to be in the Dominion, so wouldn’t Cagod listen to him about you?”



“I don’t want to bring Matsuri into this if I don’t have to. He’s taking a big risk by giving us the password to Undertown – Potok 7, by the way. Things might go badly for him if the Underground ends up hating us.” She frowned. “Besides, I don’t want to drop Mat’s name and remind the Underground how I know him. Don’t bring up Mat if you can help it because that’ll just open a can of worms.”



Zaak let out a huff. “Loree, I may be your second-in-command, but I don’t know how I’m supposed to win over the Underground. I’m not exactly known for my people skills.”



“Well, you’re the one who’s supposed to be making contacts for us, remember? That’s what Trok told me.” Throwing in Trok was always a good touch.



I shouldn’t play on my own brother’s weaknesses to get him to cooperate, she thought suddenly as she caught herself doing exactly that. Oh, well. I’ve always been good at manipulation. Stick with the system that works. Trok says it’s okay to use my old training as long as I use it for the right reasons. 



Zaak sighed in her ear. “Okay, I get it. But why make allies with the Underground? They’re so self-righteous, and despite all their strutting they never accomplish much against the Dominion. You’ve said yourself that Cruelthor doesn’t take them seriously.”



“True, but as far as the rebel world’s concerned, they’re the big guns. We need to make nice if we want allies.”



Zaak muttered something about just wanting a good night’s sleep, and Loree grinned to herself. 



He’ll do it, she thought. If it means finally being able to start our work as the Kota Warriors, he’ll do it.



They soon reached the highway that ran southeast in the general direction of Phili and Havanahell. Loree looked over the front wheel and saw the rail system that stretched down the middle of the highway. Finding the correct switch on the pace bike, she flicked on clamps that locked onto the rail. This allowed for greater speed, and the rail locked them on so she didn’t have to pay much attention to driving. 



“Close your eyes for a while,” she yelled back. “This is as good a night’s sleep as you’re going to get tonight.”
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A few hours later, the air blowing into Zaak’s face grew warmer. He opened his eyes. The full moon shown bright in the cloudless sky, but he couldn’t help but note how lame this planet’s moon was. It at least gave off enough light for his keen eyesight to examine their new surroundings. 



The vegetation along the road appeared lusher than back near El Miret. He didn’t know how long ago, but Loree had turned off the main highway onto a country road. Up ahead but still some distance off, the lights of Phili created a skyline.



“You awake?” she called back to him.



“Yeah.”



Loree slowed the pace bike and pulled over. She turned off the engine, kicked down the brace, and stretched her legs. “Your Warrior suit is in my bag. Go change over there.” She pointed downhill to the edge of a forest. 



Zaak knew he was past the point of no return, so he didn’t argue. He climbed off the bike, adjusted the backpack, and marched downhill to the trees. 



Once here, he unzipped the backpack and pulled out his black suit. Before changing, he examined his palm and scraped off the tiny ID tag stuck to his skin. With a flick, he shot it into the dirt where it would disintegrate. Then he grinned at his suit.



Yeah, he thought. I’m a little excited to finally play Warrior Hunter. 



Zaak stripped down and put on the armored suit, complete with a facemask that rose from his collar to cover his lower face. A helmet-like piece slipped down over his head and provided a clear shield over his eyes. He rummaged in the bag and found two straps with holsters, but they were empty. Then he pulled out a heavy belt and strapped it around his waist. Dressed thusly, his transformation was complete.



Now I’m Rave, he thought. After all this time, I hope I’m ready for this.



Feeling a tingling burn, he let his senses flare and closed his eyes. The breeze swept over his suit. He heard the rustling of leaves and creatures moving in the woods, and the damp trees smelled green. Dulling his senses again, he opened his eyes and took a deep breath to gather his strength. When he was ready, he stuffed his civilian clothes in the backpack and headed back up the hill to where Loree waited. 



“Spiffy.” Loree smiled as she examined him, then started the bike.



“I notice you didn’t pack any weapons.” He climbed on behind her.



“You need to appear nonthreatening.” 



“Hmph.” Zaak – Rave now – held on tight as Loree sped off. 



With Phili’s skyline still far ahead, Loree turned onto a side road. Soon they reached a very poor, run-down suburb. The locals had attempted construction here, but they’d run out of either kronar or Dominion approval. Now, the entire suburb looked abandoned. 



A massive hill rose up on the far end of the main street. Here lay an abandoned construction site. Skeletal frames rose out of the ground. A giant hole in the side of the hill looked like it led into a shallow tunnel.



Apparently following Matsuri’s directions, Loree drove the bike toward this construction site. Rave used his MOB eyesight to read a sign by the hill’s tunnel. The sign declared, ‘Caution: Highly Unstable.’



Oh, that isn’t obvious, thought Rave. It might as well say, ‘Dominion: Please Don’t Come Down Here.’



Loree yelled back at him, “I’ll dump you at the mouth of that tunnel. You memorized the bike’s transmitter number, right? Send me a signal as soon as you’re ready. Okay?”



“Okay,” he answered uncertainly. 



He thought she was being a tad dramatic about the Underground not accepting her, but he wasn’t going to say anything. She might throw him off the bike without stopping if he argued. She was like that, although he’d admittedly deserved her flaring temper a number of times. Better to go along with her plan.



I’m nervous, he thought. Get it together, Rave. If she thinks it’s so important… Well, maybe it is.



Loree shrieked the pace bike to a stop at the edge of the pitch-black tunnel, and Rave jumped off. She tore away and raced up another road to disappear. Rave stood and watched after her taillights.



Rave heard shuffling sounds behind him. Holding his position with his back to the dark tunnel, he focused his mutate-genes and felt the burning sensation run through his body. The shuffling intensified in his ears. He smelled sweat and must from old clothes, along with the smell of gunpowder.



“What’s your business here?”



Rave held up his hands to show he was unarmed. Slowly, he turned to see six soldiers hurrying toward him from inside the tunnel. They looked like guards, and all aimed guns at him. Matsuri must’ve given good directions – this was clearly the entrance to a base.



“What is your business here?” the lead soldier said again.



“Take me to your leader.” He added, “Potok 7.” 



If Matsuri’s right, he thought, that’s the password. I don’t exactly have the most faith in Matsuri, but…



He held his breath.



The lead soldier lowered his gun, motioning for the others to do the same. “Fox, sweep him.”



Another soldier stepped forward and took out a scanning device. He ran it over and around Rave, paying special attention to his hand which normally held an ID tag. When the scanner gave no signal, the soldier stepped back. “He’s clean, Ace.”



The lead soldier, Ace, nodded at Rave. “Follow me.”



Rave obeyed as the soldiers turned back into the dark tunnel. He kept his arms in the air – just to be sure – but the soldiers no longer seemed concerned he was a threat. 



“Sorry about that,” said Ace as they walked. “Can’t be too careful. You’re here to see Commander Cagod?”



“Yeah. I guess you could say I’m on a diplomatic mission.”



In the absolute blackness of the tunnel, Rave’s enhanced sight still saw debris that covered the tunnel floor. The soldiers wore night-vision headgear, and they walked him to a dead-end in the tunnel. 



Ace knelt beside what looked to the naked eye like a dysfunctional generator. He yanked on the top of it, and the machine split in half to expose a lever. Ace pushed this lever forward, and a side wall in the tunnel swung open to reveal another tunnel. Positioned between the soldiers, Rave was then ushered into this new passage. It opened into a concrete hall, and lights in the walls paced off every twenty meters or so. The soldiers led him to a set of metal doors, and Ace opened these with an old-fashioned key.



These people take themselves pretty seriously, thought Rave. That’s how they’ve survived so long. They’re not very efficient in attacking the Dominion, but they are survivors. I should take notes on their operation. 



The doors opened, as did the Warrior Hunter’s mouth in surprise. He followed the soldiers and found himself walking along a subterranean street. Houses stood along the street, built into the sides of the large, manmade cavern. Florescent lights shown high overhead. This was the refugee housing space, and Rave noticed several children running around at play between the homes. There was no vegetation, of course, but the homes had been designed to look as normal as possible. Citizen-dressed people strolled down the sidewalks, casually talking and even laughing. Soldiers patrolled, carrying machine guns in open view.



But, thought Rave, they don’t look too concerned about needing to use their weapons. This place is crazy secure.



Ace and his men led Rave through this housing space to a metal door in one of the earthy walls. Crossing this threshold, Rave found another large cavern, though not as large as the first. This area was much more high-tech, and grated balconies layered the walls. These balconies held desks with all kinds of technological equipment, and more uniformed soldiers sat at the desks and scurried along the balconies, busy at work. At ground level, command tables with maps and other equipment stood in the middle of the room. It was to one of these tables that the soldiers led Rave. 



Finally, they came to a halt beside a distinguished, older man. He was in good physical condition for a soldier advanced in years, and his dark-skinned face was locked in a solemn frown as he studied a map.



He’s Jole Cagod, thought Rave, the Underground High Commander. He’s the one I’ll have to win over. This could be a challenge. My informants tell me what a tough cookie this guy is. Unwavering. He commands his people well, but I’ve heard his rigid stance on Dominion deserters. Loree might be right in not coming. Hopefully I’ll appear more likable, but I’m not sure I can do this. Okay, Rave, deep breaths. Here we go.



“Sir.” Ace saluted.



The older man turned from his table to inspect Rave. He signaled the soldiers that they were free to leave. As they obeyed, he shook Rave’s hand. 



“I’m Commander Cagod, although I imagine you figured that out already.” There was definitely a no-nonsense tone to his voice. “Commander Matsuri sent a transmission from Solarus 5 a few hours ago. I assume you’re the envoy Matsuri mentioned would be coming to me. I’ve been expecting you.”



Rave tried not to show his surprise, which was fairly safe considering his facemask. 



What the hell, Mat? he thought. There’s no way Loree wanted us to be announced.



“I’m glad to be here, sir.” Rave looked around, truly impressed with what he saw.



Cagod motioned to a nearby soldier, who hurried away to bring chairs where they stood. “You’re here to establish an alliance?”



“Yes, sort of,” Rave answered as the soldier offered him a seat.



Cagod sat across from him and took a data screen off the command table. “I see from Matsuri’s transmission that your commander is Bullseye. Is that correct?”



“Yes…” Rave tried not to show his frustration. They’d worked with Matsuri a few times, and this time Rave was certain that if he were to knock on Matsuri’s head he’d hear a rattle. 



So much for going into this meeting without prejudice, he thought. Thanks, Mat. 



“I respect Commander Matsuri,” said Cagod, “so I’m willing to talk with you for his sake. But why should I agree to work with Cruelthor’s own sister? We’ve heard she’s on the run, but she has a long road ahead if she wants to prove she’s no longer an enemy. Requesting the Underground’s acceptance and support seems like a very bold move for someone in her position to make.”



“That’s because she thinks she’s superior to the majority of the human race,” Rave half-joked.



Cagod wasn’t amused. “All Dominion members do.”



Rave realized he needed to stick to the script he’d prepared in his head. “Sir, Bullseye sent me here because we need to set up a good rep with you right away. The world knows you’re the main rebel force, and no other rebels would work with us if we were condemned by you. We just want assurance that you won’t treat us as a threat. We’re on the same side.”



“I don’t think you appreciate the gravity of what we do here. Over a thousand refugees live here in Undertown, and another hundred thousand are scattered in Underground bases across the globe. We get requests for admittance that we turn down all the time. Half the applicants are Dominion operatives posing as terrified citizens. I don’t make alliances over breakfast, young man. For starters, you haven’t given me anything to prove your commander isn’t still working for the Dominion.”



“Sir, we’ve only recently formed our team. Bullseye’s whole purpose in sending me here was to let you know we’re on your side before we even begin. We’re not begging to be under your protection, and we’re not asking for your continual support. We’re not even asking that you like us and agree with everything we do. I’m just telling you one simple thing.” He paused and glanced around, pretending to collect his thoughts. Really, he was waiting to see if Cagod was taking him seriously.



The older man looked back at Rave evenly. At least, he looked at him evenly for a minute. Then he shifted his weight. “And what is that?”



He is interested, thought Rave as he picked up on the man’s body language. If he wasn’t interested, he would’ve refused to meet with me. Now, if I can just make us sound more impressive than we really are…



“Sir, Bullseye and I are two of the four Kota Warriors. The other two are finishing their training. Our people long ago prophesied that we’re destined to wipe evil from the Earth, and we have abilities no one’s ever seen. We have backgrounds that give us advantages over any dangers we might encounter, and we’re nearly ready to start. We’re prophesied to defeat the Dominion’s DRK weapon, Commander. You must know what a powerful motivator hope is, and letting rumors about us circulate through your Underground could light a spark.”



That might be a bit over the top, he thought.



“The Kota…” Cagod raised an eyebrow.



Well, well, thought Rave. Seems he knows something of us on his own. Maybe he heard the Kota prophecies back when my father was alive. He is old enough to remember those days. This might make up for the whole Bullseye/Dominion thing. –I hope I’m reading him right.



Cagod confirmed that he was. “I remember when Thurston Olander persecuted the Kota remnant. There were stories then about a prophecy he feared.” His eyes moved to Rave’s arms. “Do you have the Mark?”



Humoring the man, Rave turned in his seat and pulled his suit from his neck down to the back of his arm, exposing the birthmark. Cagod reached to the table and picked up a pair of glasses sitting there. He slipped them on and scooted forward in his seat to look at Rave’s exposed Mark much like a doctor would examine a wound. 



Rave continued to hold his suit so Cagod could get a good look, and while he waited he looked around the command center. Several soldiers were staring. A few stood in groups whispering and glancing at him. At the very least, they seemed curious about his meeting with their leader. 



Maybe that’s a good sign, he thought. Cagod probably doesn’t grant requests for a private audience often. Perhaps he’s more inclined to cooperate than he’s letting on.



When Cagod was satisfied, he sat back and nearly smiled at Rave. “I see.”



“Do you believe me now?” Rave took a deep breath, knowing his impatience was clear.



“You’re prophesied to do the work of removing evil from Earth, and I agree that means fighting the Dominion.” Cagod paused to consider whatever was running through his mind. “Since people are desperate for something to believe in, the Warrior legend might spark some hope, like you say. Having you as allies might be beneficial after all. I don’t suppose you’d be willing to enter the Underground as commanders? We could use you Warriors as the face of change in the rebellion.”



Didn’t see that coming, Rave thought.



He shook his head. “We respect you, sir, but we don’t agree with many things you do. There’s the matter of the Hood, for one thing.”



“And we won’t change our policy toward them.” Cagod thought a moment. “You said you have abilities no one’s ever seen. Are you MOB?”



Rave quickly ran through each of their abilities and their skills’ unusual strength.



“Hmm. I’ve studied the MOB phenomenon myself, but displaying the abilities in childhood is unheard of. Enhanced hand-eye coordination, enhanced strength, enhanced sensory function, telepathy – these are normal enough, but not at the uncharted levels you describe. And you say the skills of dematerializing and teleporting are from the space dimension?”



“Yes.” 



Cagod looked impressed. “Amazing. I’ve read about the space dimension, but I’ve never heard of individuals being able to control the power therein. Still, I suspect oddities of this sort are the next step of evolution. They probably won’t surprise anyone in another hundred years.”



Rave thought they’d gotten off track. He didn’t want to get into a scientific debate with Cagod over exactly where the Warriors’ enhancement came from. Trok had taught him what the ancient Kota texts said about the power in the space dimension, but much had to be taken on faith. Cagod didn’t seem like the type to be easily convinced of all that.



But Cagod was interested. “I see now how you might be capable of wiping evil from the world.” A touch of sarcasm laced the statement, but he added seriously, “You’d be valuable Underground commanders.”



Rave saw in his elder’s expression that the wheels were turning, and he had to squelch Cagod’s plans. “Sir, we won’t join the Warriors with the Underground, and you won’t hold command over us. We have to do this on our terms. Bullseye is the eldest of us Warriors born with the Mark, and that makes her our Leader.”



“But a Kota Warrior is Cruelthor’s own sister?”



“Yes, but she’s out of the Dominion now.” Rave hoped this was sinking in. “She’s now fighting against Cruelthor. And she’s putting her life in danger to do it. You know how every Dominion deserter loses the DRK treatments, and she now has the same risk of infection as the rest of us. Also, I found out tonight that Cruelthor’s hired assassins to hunt her. You have to understand that Bullseye’s no longer on the Dominion’s side. She’s in the rebels’ camp.”



Cagod nodded, but his opinion seemed unmoved. And, his wishes for the Warriors were still plain on his face. “You’d be more useful here than on your own. The Underground has a global network of connections. We have weapons that nearly rival the Dominion’s arsenal.”



Rave grinned under his facemask, knowing he had the upper hand in this matter. “We have weapons that are at the Dominion’s level.”



“So you won’t consider joining the Underground?”



“Bullseye won’t…” Rave took a breath. “You’re a commander, sir. Would you give that up to take orders from someone else?”



Half of Cagod’s mouth rose in a smile. “No, I wouldn’t.” 



Rave saw that he’d won, even if Cagod wasn’t happy about it. His confidence building now, he asked, “So what can I go back to Bullseye with? We won’t need contact with your Underground for the majority of our work, but we just want your assurance that we’ll be treated better than the Hood. Can you give us that much to hope for?”



Cagod wore a dissatisfied expression but said, “Yes, you have my word. I’ll send out a transmission immediately for all Underground stations to cooperate if you ever need assistance.” He stood from his chair and hailed a soldier.



Rave also stood. “I should give you our contact information. Oh, and can I send a transmission signal? I need to hail my ride.”



 



When all was set, soldiers led Rave back to the entrance tunnel, then left him.



Oh, man, it worked, he thought. Loree can stop worrying about the Underground’s condemnation, and now we have backup support if we ever need it. We can get on with our mission! Finally!



Through the dark, Rave saw the pace bike’s lights flash up the road. The revving engine broke the silence as Loree approached, and she pulled up alongside the tunnel entrance, skidding to a stop. Rave hurried to climb on before she sped off again.



“How’d it go?”



He tried to play cool. “They’ll support us if we ever need it. Cagod’s a good enough guy, but let’s hope we don’t have to ask for his help too often. I think he’d insist that we owe him. –Oh, and Matsuri apparently told him you were…you. Cagod wasn’t happy about it, but he was so impressed we’re the Kota Warriors that he’ll overlook your past. Mostly overlook it, anyway.”



“We’ll see. Fortunately, I have a card to play that Beathabane doesn’t – I have a prophecy on my side.”



She’s right, thought Rave. The prophecy and the hype around it made all the difference. 



“You know,” he thought aloud, “if word gets out about us Warriors, it’d give the rebels hope. I mean, we’re aware we’re not that amazing, but Cagod said something about how a legend come to life might be useful in rousing the troops.”



“Yep. Now that you’ve been to Undertown, the story will spread. That’s the other reason I wanted you to go. We’ll need all the allies we can get.” 



As they drove on down the main road, Rave relayed his entire discussion with Cagod. Loree seemed pleased. 



By the time they reached the highway to Havanahell, Rave was convinced his sister knew what she was doing as the Warrior Leader. Establishing relations with the Underground had been an important first step, and now they could focus on beginning their work without worrying about resistance from other rebel groups. Their status was secure. Finally, they could get on with their mission to save the world!



We just have to figure out how, he thought.



 



[image: ]



 



Loree enjoyed the rest of their ride south. She couldn’t remember a time she’d felt this good. Zaak was turning out to be an amazing brother, and now she had two brand new friends who already fit like family. And she was free. Yes, assassins were searching for her, but she wasn’t under Cruelthor’s control anymore. This newfound joy might fade once they started fighting the Dominion and things got serious, but even then Loree knew she’d at least be doing the right thing. And, now it sounded like the rebels might forgive her past.



This reminded her of something else she’d wanted to discuss. “Zaak, er, Rave?” she called over her shoulder.



“Yeah?”



“I’ve decided what our first mission should be once Ryu and Alex are ready.”



“Great. What’s the mission?” 



“We’re going to Vancouver. To the drone farm. I want to destroy the place.”



There was a pause. Loree knew how much this meant to him. Trok had told her months ago about Zaak’s vow to destroy the drone farm that had produced the drones which killed their father. 



I remember the Kota remnant massacre, she thought. Destroying the drone farm will be a good first step at getting back at Cruelthor for everything he’s done to me. At the very least, I owe it to Zaak.



“Thank you,” he said at last. 



Loree squeezed his hand where he held onto her. “Thank you.”
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“How to fulfill our Warrior mission”



 



 



 



It’d been a while since Ryu had the gym to himself without the risk of coaching. Since Loree and Zaak were off to El Miret for at least the rest of the night, he’d jumped at the chance. It was late, around 0100 hours, when he called it a day and took a quick shower. Tired but feeling good about his workout, he flopped into bed and fell asleep in no time.



The sound of the transmitter startled him awake not an hour later. He rolled over and ignored the call.



Matsuri? he thought. Mat’s the only one with our number so far, so it must be him. Oh, well. He probably wants to talk to Loree, and she’s not here. He’ll leave a message.



Unfortunately, the transmitter continued to trill and echo down the corridors. Ryu slid out of bed, left his living compartments, and jogged to the command center. Here he ordered Eva to accept the transmission, and he sat before the screen. 



He remembered just in time that he wasn’t supposed to let his face be seen.



“Shit. Eva, switch the video feature offline!”



“Done, Whitewolf.”



An unfamiliar, accented male voice said, “Hello? Is anyone there?” 



“Yeah, I’m here. This is Whitewolf.” He hoped his voice didn’t have an inexperienced waver to it. “Sorry, but I can’t use the camera right now. Who is this?”



“My name is Evant. I’m second-in-command of the Hood.”



Ryu raised an eyebrow at Eva. 



Hmm, he thought. I’m not sure what I personally believe about the Hood. Loree plans to work with them if we get the opportunity, though. So…



“Okay, Evant. What do you need?”



“Someone to meet me at the capital’s docks. I contacted you because the Underground refused to send anyone. They gave me this number and said you might be willing to help, that you’re a new rebel group. I’m desperate. Please, Whitewolf, I need someone to meet me here at the docks as soon as possible.”



“I thought the Hood stayed in the Mainland. You’re on the Northern Continent?” 



“Yes. Are you familiar with the sea colony off Capital City’s shore?”



“I know of it.”



“We lost contact with one of our men visiting a sick relative down there. We haven’t heard from our man in a week. Turns out, no one’s heard from the colony in that time. The Dominion’s official report is that the colonists are working to fix technical difficulties before opening the colony up again. But something doesn’t feel right. I had to come from the Mainland alone, but I’d like backup.”



“Understood. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”



“Here’s where to meet me.”



The transmitter unscrambled the signal and displayed an address onscreen. 



Memorizing it, Ryu confirmed and ordered, “Eva, end transmission.” 



“Yes, Whitewolf.” 



Ryu stood and headed back down the corridor.



Is this sea colony thing important enough to risk going solo? he thought. Someone has to help Evant, though. Better me than sis. And I can’t wait for Loree and Zaak to get back. 



He entered the training facilities and walked through the front gym to the locker room, turning on the lights as he entered. 



Well, he thought, I was on my own before. I can do it again. Let’s go, Whitewolf.



He flipped his locker open and saw his Warrior suit hanging, neat and new. It fit his tall frame perfectly, and the black fabric stretched around his muscles with a semi-solid armor. Two straps surrounded each leg, and he inserted weapons from his locker into his holsters. Formfitting headgear slipped over his shaved head like a tight hood, covered his eyes with a protective shield, and connected with his collar to create a full facemask. A belt around his waist held ammunition. Around his shoulders and across his chest, a thin device operated a lighting system.



As Ryu – Whitewolf now – secured his facemask, he saw a flash of reddish light. Alex had teleported into the locker room. His petite sister was in sleepwear and barefoot, and her long blond hair was messy from sleep. Whitewolf could tell she wasn’t pleased to be awake at this hour, but it was clearer still that the telepath had heard him thinking on his plans. 



“Is it so smart to take a mission already? Neither of us has ever done anything on our own. And this means working with the Hood. What if it’s a trap? Who knows how Evant got our transmitter number?”



“Can you reach Loree or Zaak?”



Alex closed her eyes but shook her head. “They’re too far away for my mind links to work.”



 Whitewolf adjusted one of his leg straps. “Then I don’t have much choice.” Honestly, he was far more excited than nervous.



Arms crossed, Alex sighed at him. “You’re going no matter what I say, aren’t you? Should I come too?”



“You’re less ready than I am, sis. I can handle myself – you know that. Evant made it sound like this couldn’t wait. And there’s no reason to think this is a trap. Loree plans for us to work with the Hood. She usually knows what she’s doing.”



“Sure, but do you?” 



“Pfft. Always.”



Alex rolled her eyes. “Just be careful, okay?”



“I will.” Whitewolf shut his locker. “If I’m not back by the time Loree and Zaak get here, tell them what I’m doing. But don’t worry.” 



She didn’t look reassured, but she nodded.



Whitewolf rubbed the top of her head and tousled her hair. When he got a smile, he left Alex and headed for the garage.



I’m really doing this! he thought as he hurried down the corridor.



The lights were on full when he reached the garage, and Whitewolf stood alone in the middle aisle to decide which vehicle to take. He looked at the hummers, the hover cars, Zaak’s antique motorcycle, the land rover, and the hang-gliders before deciding on one of the Dominion speeders. Normally it took a few hours to reach Capital City from their base. In a speeder, he’d be able to clamp onto the highway’s rail system and race at a few hundred kilometers per hour without pausing at intersections. Also, because speeders were only legally used by the Dominion, no one would stop the vehicle at Capital City’s security stations. 



Whitewolf climbed into his speeder and strapped himself in. “Eva, open the garage doors.” He switched on another device and told the sleek vehicle his destination. “Capital City, eastern district, warehouse lot 346, dock 8.”



A map of the eastern coast illuminated the windshield, and the system highlighted his route from Havanahell to Capital City. He confirmed the route in the steering wheel’s panel and revved the engine. Zaak insisted they always make quick exits, just in case someone happened to be passing through the base’s rural surroundings. So, tires squealing, the lone Warrior sped out of the garage and up the ramp into the night.



 



When Whitewolf arrived at Capital City not an hour later, he unlocked the speeder from the rails and drove to the shoreline. At last, he reached the rendezvous point. After parking the speeder along the side of a warehouse, the lone Warrior climbed out.



The concrete space between the warehouses and the boat docks was dark and wet from earlier rain. Few lights lined the docks, and the larger boats cast creepy shadows over the port. One dock was lit well enough to reveal a man pacing back and forth.



Whitewolf scanned the area as he approached the man. “Evant?”



The man stopped pacing and faced him. “And you are?”



Whitewolf recognized the Euro accent from their transmitter conversation. Standing before Evant, he eyed over the dark-skinned man. Evant looked only ten years his senior, but he was worn for his thirty-some years. Of course, this was to be expected from the hard life he undoubtedly led as a member of the Hood. Evant was looking up into Whitewolf’s covered face, and the Kota Warrior saw a tenseness in Evant’s expression that proved he meant business.



“I’m Whitewolf,” he said through his facemask. For the first time, he wondered if he looked ridiculous. But, Loree and Zaak insisted the full body uniforms were necessary to protect their identities.



Evant was in too much of a rush to need further convincing, and together they climbed into a watercraft tied to the dock. Once aboard, Evant took the controls and Whitewolf sat in the back. The vessel’s engines roared to life, and the boat surged away from the docks, slicing through the salty water as they headed out to sea. The brisk wind swept over them, making Whitewolf glad of his insulated suit.



“So what exactly do you think happened?” he asked as they went over a swell. “Why hasn’t anyone heard from the sea colony?”



“Know anything about wraiths?”



Whitewolf grimaced. He’d first learned about these creatures as a child. The Dominion had genetically manipulated reptile species to create the carnivorous beasts. The intent was to use them to kill factors. The species had proved more prolific than anticipated, and the first-generation wraiths were thereafter released to breed and hunt in the lost territory of the Southern Continent. Whenever the Dominion required their services, wraith eggs were collected and transported elsewhere. As a result, wraiths escaped into the regions where they were planted and bred there as well. An adult wraith was capable of eating a man, but even their young were dangerous.



“You think there was a wraith hatching in the sea colony?”



“That’s what I fear.” Evant watched the open water as he drove. “The colony has extremely favorable conditions for wraiths. The thing is, this colony sprayed for wraith eggs last month. There’s no way the colony had a natural infestation. No wraiths have been reported on the entire coast for seven months.”



“Are you sure it’s wraiths down there, then? What if…” Whitewolf swallowed. “What if there’s a DRK outbreak?”



“No, I checked records. The colonists had their treatment injections a few weeks ago. They aren’t infected. Something else is down there. Something planted. Otherwise, the Dominion wouldn’t be keeping everyone away with their bullshit story about technical difficulties.”



Everything Whitewolf had learned about strategy led him to the most likely explanation. “So the Dominion planted wraith eggs in the colony because they want the colonists dead. An ‘accidental’ wraith infestation is a perfect way to keep their hands clean. There must be something or someone down there the Dominion wants to eliminate quietly. They’re trying to hide something.”



Evant glanced back at him but didn’t respond.



He’s intense, thought Whitewolf. I wonder if all Hood members are like this.



Evant pointed. “See the towers?”



Whitewolf stood as Evant slowed the craft. Ahead, a tower rose out of the moonlit water. A beacon blinked at its peak. 



He’d never been here, but he’d read that the colony was built upon the remains of a submerged island. Geological activity sunk the island centuries ago, and it now made a shallow sea floor. At some point, the Dominion had converted the sunken island to a sea colony so the area wasn’t a total loss. The colony was still a hundred meters underwater, and only three towers rose to mark where the colony lay below. 



Whitewolf saw the other two towers’ blinking beacons in the distance. 



The island must’ve been pretty big, he thought.



As the boat approached the tower nearest them, Whitewolf saw a short dock and a hatch in the tower’s side. Evant pulled the boat alongside this dock, and Whitewolf reached out and connected the bobbing boat to the dock’s ties. The motor silent now, the steady lapping of water filled the night air. Whitewolf climbed on the dock and looked around at the dark, empty ocean. 



Evant also climbed from the boat, and he walked straight to the tower and opened the creaking hatch. A dark hole awaited them, and Whitewolf took a gulp of air before following Evant inside. The small room they entered was completely dark once Evant closed the hatch, but at least the ground wasn’t pitching and rolling like the boat. 



“So how do we get down to the-”



Suddenly, the room was falling.



“Whoa!” he yelped.



“Sorry. It’s an elevator. Shouldn’t take too long before we reach the colony. Hold onto the bar in the wall behind you.”



Whitewolf held the support bar for a few minutes while they descended. Then brakes groaned, and the elevator landed with a thud. Whitewolf let go of the support bar, and Evant opened the hatch that led into the colony.



They emerged into a faintly lit, metallic hall. Giant observation windows looked out on the ocean floor, and lights outside illuminated the water, sea plants, and fish attracted by the lights. The windows stretched for several meters as the men walked down the entry hall. No sound reached them, and Whitewolf realized the lights were only at life-support strength. 



They walked out of the entry hall into another corridor that ran in opposite directions. Here they paused. This corridor was windowless, but faint running lights lined the metallic ceiling.



“Maybe the colony is having technical difficulties?”



Evant took out a handgun from his coat. “This doesn’t look good. We should split up and search for survivors. It’s incredibly important we find our man.”



I caught that, thought Whitewolf.



Evant headed right with a parting wave of his gun.



Whitewolf turned left and crept along the corridor, drawing a gun of his own. He listened for any sound of life – either human or wraith – but the only thing he heard was his footsteps as he walked along the grated hall. 



Who’d willingly live down here? he thought. It’s so creepy… Well, look where I live now. Not much room to talk. 



After a while, he heard gurgling water from below. He looked to his feet and realized a water runoff ran in a tunnel below the floor. Wraiths favored water, and it wasn’t comforting that an attack could spring from below.



These tunnels must run throughout the entire colony, he thought. They’re the perfect habitat for wraiths… But they also might be good hiding places. I have to check for survivors.



He stood over a removable section of grated flooring and holstered his gun, muttering, “Rave’s the Hunter, not me.” 



Whitewolf crouched and pulled the grate from the floor. Sitting, he let his legs hang in the tunnel. Next he reached to his shoulder and clicked on the lights attached to the chest of his suit. He bent over to shine the light down into the tunnel, and flowing water met him. He couldn’t tell how deep it was. 



Yippee, he thought. But I have to check.



With a deep breath, Whitewolf jumped down into the flowing water. His feet touched bottom before his facemask submerged, however. The water came to his chest, and his lights shone through the current enough for him to see ahead in the dark passageway. So, he left the grated opening overhead and made his way with the current. 



As he advanced into the watery darkness, Whitewolf kept alert. 



Looks clear, he thought. I only hear water gurgling through the tunnel. Don’t smell anything weird. This tunnel doesn’t even branch off. Where’s this current taking me? 



Soon enough, he discovered that the runoff spilled into an open cavern. The current pulled him to the runoff’s edge, but he held onto the grate overhead to keep from being pushed over the edge. His grip secure, he looked over the side and saw it wasn’t a long drop to the cavern below. So, he pulled himself over the runoff’s edge and dropped with the water.



Whitewolf landed on a narrow ridge and held himself against the wall. It was loud here. Around the cavern walls, eight runoffs poured in rushing water. This water collected and churned in the cavern’s lower center. The ridge he stood on ran around the octagonal cavern, lining the walls and separating them from the lower level. 



The churning water he barely acknowledged, but his lights swung around the ridge as he turned. Everywhere his light fell, he saw cracked and broken wraith eggs.



“Watch out!”



Whitewolf swung his chest lights in the direction of the voice just as something slid across the back of his neck. In the same second, Evant jumped out of the runoff next to him and jabbed a knife into a young wraith clinging to the wall beside Whitewolf. The creature squirmed and bled down the wall as it died. It was the first wraith Whitewolf had seen in person, and the long, leggy, reptile-like creature repulsed him.



“Thanks.”



“No problem.” Evant apparently had come down his runoff with less ease than Whitewolf, and the Euro leaned forward on his knees to catch his breath. He had to yell over the churning water. “More hatchlings are up the main runoff. I think they’re staying close to this nest. We might want to get out of here. –Here, I’ll help you up.” He motioned for Whitewolf to step into his hands to climb back into Whitewolf’s entry point.



Whitewolf shook his head before placing a hand on the edge of the runoff where the water was pouring. Feeling the familiar, tingling burn, he used his unnatural strength to grab Evant with his other arm and lift them both into the runoff. 



Evant grabbed the grated ceiling overhead to keep from being swept back into the cavern. He looked startled, and he faced Whitewolf in amazement. “You’re MOB, aren’t you?”



“Yeah.” Whitewolf grinned under his facemask.



He turned with his lights and pushed against the current to walk back up the runoff. Evant followed, using the ceiling grates to hold himself steady.



Still looks clear, thought Whitewolf.  Better hurry, though.



Evant spoke as loud as he dared. “I got as far as the next section of the colony, but the connecting passage was locked. The door controls were on the other side. That means, whatever happened with the wraiths, it’s worst here. The rest of the colony must’ve quarantined them.”



“Do you think anyone’s still alive in this section?”



“Hard to say. But if the Dominion was sure everyone was dead, they’d send in drones to retake this place. I think the Dominion’s waiting until the wraiths…clean house.”



Whitewolf remembered the few security cameras he’d seen. “Could the Dominion be watching us now?”



“No, the security system’s offline. I checked. It won’t run with only life-support systems functioning. And I’m guessing the life-support is only on to keep this place operational for future use. The Dominion could’ve wiped everyone out by killing the power and flooding the place, but they want to save the colony itself. Besides, the Dominion wants it to look like they had nothing to do with killing these people. A wraith massacre makes this look messy, more like an accident.” 



Whitewolf nodded, having thought this earlier.



Evant sounded pissed. “Anyway, without the security system online, the Dominion can’t watch the show, and nobody else will ever be able to either. They’re likely monitoring the colonists’ ID tags to see when they’re all dead. Then the bastards will pretend they care enough to investigate. Shock-of-all shocks will be the discovery that wraiths killed the colonists.”



That’s so horrible, thought Whitewolf, but he’s probably right. Why is the Dominion doing this? What are they trying to hide?



They reached the grated opening Whitewolf had left uncovered, and the two dripping men climbed out. They again drew weapons and paused to listen.



Nothing, thought Whitewolf. It’s like a tomb in here…



Together, they jogged up this last hall. Soon the hall opened into the colony’s marketplace. This was a wide section of the underwater structure, and multiple rooms had been built into the walls to create separate shops. It looked like an ordinary mall. Other than a few overturned chairs in a dining square, Whitewolf saw nothing unusual. 



“There.” Evant pointed with his gun to the far left.



On this end of the enormous marketplace, doors leading into the housing district were blocked off. The doors themselves were chained. A pile of tables and chairs added to the blockade.



Whitewolf’s eyes widened. “Some of the colonists tried to protect the rest by closing them off in there. They sacrificed themselves by blockading these doors from this side – the wraith’s side. If anyone’s alive-”



A loud crash interrupted him. Fully grown, adult wraiths broke through the display windows of a shop. The herd of wraiths consisted of seven beasts, and their scale-covered, lizard-like bodies were taller standing upright than Whitewolf. The wraiths caught scent of the two men, and the alpha wraith shrieked as it charged.



Evant cursed and turned to run back down the hall.



Whitewolf followed and had to yell over the shrieks of the gaining beasts. “Where are we going?”



Instead of answering, Evant pulled up his run and scrambled to open a hatch. Whitewolf looked up and read the sign: ‘Manhattan Diving Adventures.’ Evant threw the hatch open and ushered Whitewolf inside, and they slammed the hatch shut behind them. Evant locked it and turned in the dim light, apparently seeing what he had to work with. 



Whitewolf also surveyed the room and saw five equalizing tanks that lined the far wall on a lower level. On the upper level where they stood, diving suits and scuba gear hung on the wall behind Whitewolf. Evant hurried over to a control counter on the upper level, and this wall held a mural of a happy family swimming with dolphins. 



“You wanna go for a swim?” Whitewolf asked in confusion. 



A wraith shrieked. The pack had gathered in the hall.



Evant knelt at the control counter and pulled off a panel to hot-wire the system. He pointed to the entrance hatch they’d come through and then the exit hatch beyond Whitewolf. “These doors are airtight,” he explained in a rush. “We’d never shoot them all before they got to us. But, if we trap them in here and flood the room, we can drown them. I’m switching on the diving tanks right now. You need to go over to that exit hatch. I’ll open the entrance and let them in, then close the hatch behind them. Once it’s shut, you’ll shoot out the tanks so the room will flood. Hopefully I’ll have time to reach you at that exit hatch, and we can get out. Got it?”



“Works for me!” 



Whitewolf drew a weapon and turned to the exit hatch. He opened it a crack and peered out to make sure no wraiths would cut off their escape. Satisfied with the empty hall, he turned to anxiously watch whatever Evant was doing.



As Evant finished with the controls, he kicked a lever with his foot. The tanks’ gates opened and began filling with water from the sea. A screeching wraith pounded on the entrance hatch, and a claw banged on the plated glass porthole. Evant looked at Whitewolf to make sure he was ready, then opened the entrance hatch wide. He pulled it to cover himself for protection as the wraiths entered. 



Oh, crap, thought Whitewolf.



The gigantic alpha entered first, followed by the six others. They hissed and slammed around the upper level until they decided to see what was below, and the alpha jumped to the lower level. The others followed. 



Evant slammed the entrance hatch. 



Whitewolf wasted no time and aimed his gun at the tanks. He fired a round that echoed in the metallic room, and the first tank’s glass exploded. Water gushed into the room. Whitewolf fired again at the second tank, then the third, then the fourth. The water surged up from the lower level too quickly to shoot all five tanks. No need, however. The wraiths were swept up by the surging water and tried to claw back to the upper level, but fortunately they were stuck as the water deepened and surged around them. 



An alarm sounded, lights flashed, and Whitewolf felt the exit hatch pull against him to close. 



Shit, he thought. This room has automated safety protocols!



“Evant, better hurry up!” 



Whitewolf braced himself and used his strength to hold the hatch open. The rising water added to this difficulty as it reached the upper level and quickly deepened. The water swirled around Whitewolf’s calves, then his thighs, and pushed against the hatch as it spilled out into the hall. 



Evant was already running through the water toward Whitewolf as fast as he could. But the waist-high water slowed his progress. 



The flailing wraiths were no danger at the moment, so Whitewolf holstered his gun. With one arm and leg he strained to hold the exit hatch open. With the other arm, he stretched to reach for Evant.



“Hurry!”



A wraith’s clawed arm slashed at Evant, but he dodged and grabbed Whitewolf’s hand. Evant lost his footing in the heaving water, but Whitewolf held onto him with all his might. Gritting his teeth, he pulled them both around the hatch. Once clear, Whitewolf released Evant and pulled the hatch closed. It slammed into place, sealed, and the flow of water stopped.



Safe, the dripping men slumped to the floor. The wraiths shrieked inside the flooded diving chamber, but soon the beasts were silent.



Evant sat against the wall and stretched out his legs, and Whitewolf did the same. They took a moment to catch their breath. This new corridor was dark, lit only by lights farther up the hall. But it was safe for now.



“Thanks,” Evant said with his head rested on the wall. “I had no idea you’d be so much help. No offense, but I only contacted you as a last resort when the Underground wouldn’t send anyone. If the rest of your group are like you, I’ll work with your team any day.”



“Thanks.”



Evant thought a moment. “I haven’t been completely straight with you.”



“What do you mean?”



“You were right about the Dominion planting wraith eggs here to hide something. The Hood member I told you about who came here to visit a sick relative doesn’t really have a sick relative. I made that up. Beathabane’s here.”



Whitewolf’s eyes widened.



“We had to keep it an absolute secret because he came here to bring back a Dominion informant. Letting anyone know what Beathabane was doing – or that he was doing it – just wasn’t safe. I couldn’t tell the Underground because they don’t care whether Beathabane lives or dies. I didn’t tell you because I wasn’t sure where your political views lay. I know that seems petty, but that’s how these rebel alliances work – it’s hard to know who to trust, even amongst ourselves. I came over to the Continent alone because I didn’t want to draw attention.”



Whitewolf nodded in understanding. 



“When we lost contact with Beathabane,” Evant continued, “we knew the Dominion learned about the informant in this colony. They planted the wraiths here to silence him, and they’ll take out Beathabane without even planning on it.”



“So what does the informant know?”



“He wouldn’t say until Beathabane came. But, the Dominion’s going through a lot of trouble to kill this guy without drawing too much attention to themselves. Whatever he knows is worth the hassle of planting wraiths on an insignificant sea colony. The Dominion doesn’t want anyone to know whatever they’re hiding. We have to find out what that is.”



“Then we’d better look for survivors before other wraiths realize fresh meat’s arrived.”



Evant agreed, and they rose, weapons drawn. Together they hurried through the corridor in the direction of the marketplace. No evidence of wraiths met them along their way, and they eventually once again found the gigantic mall abandoned. Only, now, the shop windows were broken where the wraiths had sprung through.



I hope there aren’t more in there, thought Whitewolf.



As quietly as they could, the men hurried to the blockaded doors of the housing district. Here, Evant kept watch as Whitewolf tore away the barricade. He winced with every loud snap of wood or jangle of chains, but no wraiths appeared from anywhere around the marketplace.



When the doors were open, Evant led the way into the dark housing district. They entered with guns drawn, and Whitewolf closed the doors behind them. 



“Stay sharp,” whispered Evant as he advanced into the shadows. 



Whitewolf swept his suit’s beams as he walked, and he saw apartment buildings against the walls. A wide lane ran down the center of the gigantic exterior structure. The housing district ran for an unknown distance beyond his lights. Nothing moved, and the stillness echoed their footsteps as they walked along the nearest buildings.



Is anyone alive? thought Whitewolf. These poor people must be terrified no one’s coming to-



 Suddenly, something lashed out around the corner of a building and struck Evant in the chest. He fell backward with a cry and lost his weapon. Whitewolf ran over, but he found a gun in his face.



“Whoa, whoa! Don’t shoot!” Raising his arms, Whitewolf backed away and left Evant on the ground.



A man’s face appeared around the dark corner and stared at them in surprise. He lowered his gun. In Whitewolf’s lights, the man looked burly and tall with long, brown hair. His clothes were ripped at the edges, and his arm was bleeding above the elbow. 



“I’m so sorry,” the man apologized. He helped Evant to his feet. “I thought you were wraiths. Who are you?” 



Evant winced and held his chest. “We’re here to help. Are there other survivors? We’re looking for someone.”



The man nodded and motioned to the building he’d been guarding. “Those of us who’ve escaped are hiding in there. The wraiths have killed forty-three colonists so far, but we’re fighting with whatever we can find. I was hurt yesterday when I tried to get out through the runoffs.” He lifted his bloodied elbow, then frowned. “We’re running out of supplies, and we’ve been locked in here five days. A group barricaded the doors and went for help, but we haven’t heard from them since. Did you see anyone on your way here?”



“No, sorry.” Whitewolf frowned under his facemask. 



The man looked saddened but not surprised. He recovered and turned to lead them into the building. “Well, come on. Let’s see if we can find who you’re looking for.” 



They entered the apartment building’s lobby. This was a large room filled with people on cots and floor blankets. Candles flickered around the room, and Whitewolf saw hanging lanterns and decorative lights. He switched off his suit’s lights so he didn’t shine anyone in the face. 



These poor people, he thought. There must be a hundred crammed in here. They look so scared. 



Their guide announced that Whitewolf and Evant had come to help, and the people cheered quietly. Many came forward. Dirty men, women, and children crowded around, and Whitewolf saw they’d had a hard five days. He tried to reassure the people as best he could, but he noticed Evant looking around the room with a deeper scowl of concern on his face.



“Evant?” a man’s voice called through the crowd. “Over here, my friend!”



Evant hurried into the room toward a man on a cot. Whitewolf followed at a distance through the crowds, and he examined this new man as he approached. Of course the man was instantly recognizable, in that he looked exactly like Cruelthor. However, Whitewolf tried to give this man the benefit of the doubt.



He’s Beathabane, thought Whitewolf. Not Cruelthor. Still, it’s unsettling.



Beathabane, like Cruelthor, was in his mid-thirties and in good physical shape. He had the same chiseled face. Unlike his twin, Beathabane sported a shaved head and was commonly dressed. The most interesting thing about his appearance was the slashed Dominion tattoo on his left temple. 



Everyone knew the story. Cruelthor had added insult to injury by tattooing a Dominion sign on Beathabane’s temple before exiling him from the Northern Continent. In Cruelthor’s sick sense of humor, letting Beathabane live was his punishment – the younger twin lived every day as the duplicate of the much-hated Lord High Commander. If anyone disbelieved whom they were seeing, the tattoo drove away all doubt. In defiance, Beathabane had gotten a slash-mark tattooed across the Dominion sign. Those on the Mainland who followed Beathabane referred to him as the Poet Heroic to give him a more honorable title.



“Sir,” Evant was saying, “we thought the worst when Nocturna didn’t hear from you. Is the informant still alive?”



“Yes, and he’s told me a good deal already. The Dominion planted the wraiths here for him. What he knows…” Beathabane went silent as Whitewolf arrived.



Evant glanced at him. “This is Whitewolf,” he explained to his leader. “No one else would help. We can trust him.”



Beathabane looked up at Whitewolf. “I thank you, then. You’re with the Underground? They won’t like that you-”



“No, I’m not with the Underground. We’re…” 



I guess it’s okay to tell him, thought Whitewolf. Loree and Zaak must’ve given the Underground our transmitter number in the first place. That must mean we’re ready to be official. Besides, Loree might want him to know about us for personal reasons.



“I’m one of the Kota Warriors,” he said. “We’re…new.”



Beathabane’s eyes widened ever so slightly. “The Kota Warriors?” He smiled but asked no more. “I suppose you think I’m foolish for coming to get the informant myself.”



 “No, sir. My Leader also likes to take missions on her own.” He wanted to make sure Beathabane understood what Whitewolf thought he did – namely, that the Warrior Leader was his long-missing sister.



Beathabane smiled with a hint of sadness in his eyes, but he returned to business. Facing Evant again, he now included Whitewolf in the discussion. “Erik – that’s the informant – told me the Dominion has been investigating more and more into the portals. Cruelthor is planning to convert the ancient Capitol House into a factor base. They plan to send prisoners to the base for DRK injection, and the Northern Continent’s DuoPort is not a hundred meters away. Cruelthor doesn’t want to continue wasting kronar by sending factor-filled transports to our Mainland-Euro DuoPort. So, he plans to use this Continent’s portal. If he succeeds in building this base, disposing of factors would be easier than ever, and he could infect ten times as many people without worrying about transporting them overseas.”



 Evant cursed. “And, he’d capture the un-factors who keep coming out of the DuoPort. They’d be factored all over again and sent right back into the portal.”



Beathabane nodded with a scowl. He told Whitewolf, “We’ve worked for years to save prisoners from our Mainland DuoPort’s factor base, but the Dominion always finds a way…” He sighed tiredly. 



Evant seemed to agree. “We have to prevent Cruelthor from building a base here.” 



“Yes. Erik has within his reach a password-lock device that could give us access to plans for the base. We have to get moving on this.”



“First, we have to get you out of here, sir,” said Evant. “Erik should come along too. He needs to get us that password-lock device, and he needs to do it quickly since the Dominion knows he’s with us. We can send these colonists help once we’re away. This is urgent.”



Beathabane looked at the surrounding families.



From where he stood over the Hood leader, Whitewolf saw the tortured look of decision on the man’s face. And that was all it took to convince Whitewolf that the Underground’s prejudices were unfounded. Beathabane, although a physical duplicate of the most hedonistic man on the planet, was genuinely concerned for these people around them. 



He’s a good man, thought Whitewolf. What would the Underground think if they saw him now? Loree’s right in saying we should work with the Hood. If I didn’t already have an allegiance, I’d follow the Poet Heroic.



“Sir,” Evant prodded, “let’s go. Where’s Erik?”



Beathabane pulled himself out of thought and stood. He walked to a lone man in the corner, whispered something in his ear, and led this man toward the exit. He looked back at Evant and Whitewolf and bobbed his head for them to follow.



People crowded Beathabane as the group tried to leave, and Whitewolf felt horrible about leaving them.



“We’ll send help,” Beathabane told the survivors. “It’s too dangerous for everyone to go now. Stay here and block the doors behind us. We will send help. I promise.”



The man who’d found Evant and Whitewolf met them at the door and led them back into the dark. They parted his company at the doors to the shopping district, and they stepped into the relative brightness with guns drawn. Fortunately, no more wraiths appeared.



At a quiet but fast pace, they advanced through the corridors toward the tower elevator. The informant muttered to himself the entire way, and Evant had to push him along to keep him moving. 



Will he be of any use? thought Whitewolf.



They reached the elevator and crammed inside. Evant hurried to operate the lift’s controls, and soon it rattled to life and started its ascent for the surface. Erik was placed in Whitewolf’s care while the other two men discussed their plans. 



Listening, Whitewolf realized how important this could be. If the Hood could stop this new factor base, they’d eliminate a major threat. 



In fact, he thought, the whole wipe-evil-from-Earth prophetic thing seems to mean stopping the DRK virus – that’s what Zaak says, anyway. The DRK is the key weapon of the Dominion. So, yeah, it’s pretty important that I do whatever I can to help these guys. 



Once they reached sea level, Evant opened the hatch, and they stepped out onto the dock. Near dawn, the sky grew lighter in the east. The cold wind blew into Whitewolf as he turned to climb aboard the boat. Erik and Beathabane joined him to sit, and Evant started the engines. The rocking boat turned sharply, now aimed at the dark shore of the capital.



“As soon as we reach the docks,” Beathabane yelled to Evant, “get your vehicle. We have to slip away as inconspicuously as possible.”



Evant’s only response was to push the speed of the boat.



Erik seemed traumatized, whimpering, “They’re going to slay me. They’re going to slay me.”



“Calm down, man.” Whitewolf put a hand on Erik’s back and felt him shaking.



The rest of the ride was spent in tense silence. 



When the boat reached the port, Evant pulled the boat alongside a dock and cut the power. Whitewolf squinted to look for any sign of trouble. The sky grew lighter as the sun rose over the ocean, but they were still veiled in partial shadow where they pulled in beside a larger boat. Ahead, between the warehouses, darker shadows hid dozens of places from which an attack could appear.



We need to clear out fast, thought Whitewolf. 



He helped the terrified informant onto the dock and kept hold of Erik’s arm to make sure he didn’t run or faint. Evant ran off to find his parked vehicle. Beathabane lifted a hood over his shaved head and pulled it to shield his face. He then stepped beside Whitewolf and took over supporting Erik. 



“They’re going to slay me. They’re going-”



Beathabane held Erik’s face to look him in the eye. “Erik, listen. What you’ve told me is very important. I know I promised we’d take you with us, but we need you to do something first. You still have access to the password-lock device, correct?”



Erik trembled but nodded.



Whitewolf saw a hummer approach from the direction Evant had gone.



“I need you to get the device and bring it to us,” Beathabane continued. “If we have it, we can access Cruelthor’s plans for that base and find a way to stop him. This could mean saving hundreds, possibly thousands of lives.” 



Evant drove the hummer onto the end of the dock and yelled through the passenger window. “I sent a transmission to the Underground. They have soldiers not far up the shoreline, and they’re sending a squad to rescue the colonists. The Dominion will get wind of this pretty quick. We have to go!”



“They’ll slay us all!” Erik screeched.



With a yank, Beathabane pulled Erik to look into his eyes again, and he spoke sternly. “We need that device! If you stay on your own, Cruelthor will slay you whether you help us or not, so you might as well help us. Get the device ASAP and leave before the Dominion realizes you were there. If you try to weasel your way back in, they’ll slay you. You know they sent those wraiths after you – that’s how serious they are. The Dominion is done with you, Erik. If you want to live, get us that password-lock. As soon as you get it, send me a transmission on where to meet. Then we can protect you. Do you understand me?”



Erik nodded vigorously as Beathabane released him. “I’ll get the device. Yes, I’ll do it. I’ll do it right now.” He took off at a dead run across the port.



Whitewolf gawked at the Hood leader. He’d seen a look in Beathabane’s eye that he’d often seen in his sister’s gaze. 



No way, he thought.



“You’re a telepath,” he said in surprise. “You got into his head and convinced him to do this, didn’t you?”



“Yes,” Beathabane answered with a single nod. “I have the gift, although I often wish I was simply a MOB with strength like my brother. Do you think less of me?”



Again thankful for his facemask, Whitewolf had to smile at their strangely similar family situations. “No. No, I don’t.”



Beathabane held his hood against a gust of wind. “I have an enormous favor to ask of you, Whitewolf. I must return to the Mainland as soon as possible with Evant. The Dominion will learn of my presence here as soon as the colonists are rescued. We’re not the only ones with informants – my twin has as many in the Underground as we have in the Dominion. The colonists will probably tell the rebel soldiers I was among them, and some double agent operative is bound to have his ears tuned for news of me. Evant and I must leave immediately.” He walked to the hummer.



Whitewolf followed. “What’s the favor?”



“I need you to give a message to your Leader. She knows Erik from her time in the Dominion Youth – he told me as much. Since I can’t stay, she should be the one to meet him. Tell her to recover the password-lock device from Erik and get him away from the Dominion like I promised.” 



“Okay. I can do that.”



Beathabane opened the hummer door and stood with one leg inside. “Evant will send you a transmission as soon as we hear from Erik, and we’ll let you know where to rendezvous with him. It sounds like he’ll try to get it this morning, so your Leader will have to be quick.”



“Okay. How do you want us to get the password-lock to you? We could bring it to the Mainland, I suppose…”



“No.” Beathabane smiled sadly. “Let my sister keep it. She’ll put it to good use.”



Whitewolf took a breath. “This could be huge. Are you sure you don’t want-”



The telepath chuckled. “The credit won’t do me any good. The important thing is that we use this device to hurt the Dominion. You’re right that this could be huge. But I can’t be here for this mission.” He smiled again. “This is my sister’s Continent to defend. Please, tell her I’m-”



The noise of a large vehicle reverberated over the port. Lights swung over them. Whitewolf looked back and saw an Underground transport truck cross through a lane.



“Let’s go!” Evant pulled Beathabane into the hummer.



Beathabane pulled his door closed behind him, and they sped away in the opposite direction from the approaching truck.



Whitewolf ran for his own speeder and climbed in, slamming the door shut just as the Underground truck pulled along the docks. Soldiers piled out and unloaded watercraft along the docks. 



I can’t stay to help, he thought. There’s no time. Hopefully they can save the colonists. As for me…



He turned the speeder online and didn’t wait to see if the Underground soldiers noticed him. With only a glance in his mirror, Whitewolf tore away from the docks and headed for the main road. He was still on a rush of adrenaline. 



Beathabane’s right, he thought. We could save thousands of lives! Get the password-lock device, steal the plans, then maybe take out the new factor base! And who knows what else the password-lock might access? If it’s tied to files on the DRK…



Whitewolf felt a chill as he realized the significance of what he’d started. “Holy shit. I’ve found how to fulfill our Warrior mission.”



He accelerated down the streets and sped to the main highway leading south. 



“Eva,” he called to the speeder’s link with the AI.



“Yes, Whitewolf?”



“Is Loree back at the base yet?”



“No, Whitewolf.”



“Well, when she gets back, don’t let her leave. And if a transmission comes in, make sure someone answers.”



“Yes, Whitewolf.”



 



Again, Whitewolf’s trip took about an hour. Finally driving into the base’s secret garage entrance, he skidded the speeder to a stop in its parking place. He took a breath, pulled off his facemask at last, and jumped out to run and find his partners.
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“Time to get to work”



 



 



 



“Well, I’d definitely say Whitewolf went through his initiation last night, Tig! Now it’s your turn!”



Morning sunlight illuminated the road as a bug splattered against her helmet’s visor. Alex – Tigris now – closed her eyes and held on as Bullseye’s new pace bike screamed along the highway’s rail. 



They were headed north, to Capital City. Tigris wasn’t a fan of the Warrior Leader’s approach to travel, and she clung to Bullseye’s back as they swerved along the twists of the highway’s rail. They both wore their special black suits and bicycle helmets, and the added weight of her suit’s armor helped Tigris keep her seat. She wasn’t used to her suit yet. Zaak would’ve said she was unnecessarily worried about trivialities.



Bullseye’s helmet turned as she yelled over her shoulder again. “Try to relax, Tig!”



When Whitewolf returned to the base earlier that morning, he’d told them about his encounter with Evant, Beathabane, and the informant, Erik. Even Tigris had seen the opportunity presented to them. If they could destroy the factor base, it’d be a significant blow to the Dominion. 



Tigris had her own reasons for wanting to stop the Dominion in this regard. She’d grown a strong affinity toward these un-factors who returned through the portal. If it meant saving these people, Tigris would do whatever she could to help with this mission. The other three Warriors were eager to begin their work, and in this particular matter even Tigris shared their enthusiasm.



Evant hadn’t yet sent the transmission with Erik’s rendezvous location, but Bullseye reasoned he’d want to meet in the capital. Therefore, she’d decided to get a head start and leave immediately, despite the fact that she and Rave had only just returned from their night-long journey. 



I wish we could teleport there, thought Tigris. That’d be the quickest way – using Bullseye’s memories of the capital to teleport us there. But we don’t know where to rendezvous yet. We can’t exactly wander around Capital City in our Warrior suits without drawing attention.



“Rave,” Bullseye said into the pace bike’s transmitter, “we’re almost to the city’s perimeter. How’s that hack coming?”



Tigris tapped Bullseye’s shoulder before grabbing back ahold. “Why didn’t we just take a Dominion speeder like Ry… I mean, like Whitewolf did? Security doesn’t stop speeders. We’d get there faster too, wouldn’t we?”



“Yeah, but we’d scare Erik away if we showed up at the rendezvous in a speeder. He’d think we were operatives.”



That was a stupid question, thought Tigris. Of course we can’t scare off the informant. Maybe I should just keep my mouth shut and follow along. 



“Evant sent the transmission twenty minutes ago,” said Rave through the pace bike’s transmitter. “Whitewolf was sleeping, and I… Well, I didn’t get it until now. The rendezvous is in the industrial section of the capital, in a block of abandoned warehouses. I’m sending you the address.” The decoder on the pace bike unscrambled the signal’s message.



“Got it.” Bullseye hit a button and locked the address on the screen between the handlebars. “Did Erik give Evant a time?”



Rave wavered. “Uh, let’s just say it’s a good thing you left early.” A second later, the time appeared in the corner of the screen.



Bullseye yelled at him rather harshly before accelerating.



Tigris ducked in fright as the pace bike entered a tunnel. For the hundredth time since she’d climbed onto the bike, she wondered what awaited them. If the informant had been caught when he returned to his compound, Dominion operatives or drones could be waiting for them. 



Nervous, Tigris chewed her lip.



But that’s why I’m here, she thought. Bullseye’s perfectly capable of getting the password-lock on her own, but I’m here because my telepathy will detect a trap. The minute anything passes through Erik’s mind that isn’t safe, I’ll know. Bullseye’s right; it’s my turn to prove myself. 



Breaking up Tigris’s thoughts, Bullseye slowed the pace bike. The highway’s rail met a security station blocking the road into Capital City. Magnetic locks held the bike so they couldn’t continue, and the women rested their stiff legs on the plate of metal beneath them. 



Bullseye looked up at the security drone through her helmet. “We’re operatives returning to the Capitol from an assignment. No ID tags. Access code AA458BFRN-4.”



The drone typed this code into the console for verification.



Through their mind link, Tigris didn’t need to meet Bullseye’s gaze as she asked, “Do you think Rave’s hack went through in time? What do we do if the drone catches us?”



Bullseye’s helmet turned slightly in answer, and Tigris read her mind to know that Bullseye thought her squirmy behavior would tip off even the drone. Tigris forced herself to sit still as Bullseye was doing, and Bullseye’s mind sent waves of appreciation.



Soon the drone released the magnetic locks, sending them on their way. Bullseye hit the accelerator and continued down the main road.



“Do you know where you’re going?” Tigris asked as they sped into the capital’s outskirts.



“Yep. I grew up here, remember?”



Bullseye turned onto a side street. The buildings here were impressive, but this wasn’t surprising. This was Tigris’s first trip to Capital City, but everyone knew Cruelthor kept things tidy in his region and in his capital especially. The many levels of traffic above filled the air with exhaust, but filters hovering in the air streets cleaned up the smog. Pedestrians hurried across the ground streets. There were few vehicles at ground level, but Dominion speeders rolled by on patrol. Bullseye drove to avoid them. 



After more turns than Tigris could keep track of, they arrived at a block of warehouses. Tigris noted this industrial section wasn’t nearly as well-maintained as the more fashionable parts of the city. Here, the buildings were rusted, debris cluttered the alleyways, and sunlight fought its way to the streets through the many shadows created by the condemned warehouses.



Bullseye pulled the pace bike to the curb and kicked down the brace. Dismounting, she took off her helmet and adjusted the facemask that started around her neck. Bullseye’s was by far the simplest of the four Warriors’ custom suits – she needed to be able to dematerialize without worrying about extra material. The sleek, black fabric covered her entire body with only a thin layer of armor built in, and her gloves and boots were simple and light. Her headgear hung like a hood when it wasn’t over her face. She was the only Warrior without an eye shield, again because it was tricky to dematerialize. She wore a holster strapped to each leg, and a strap down the middle of her back supported another holster. 



Tigris also removed her helmet, and as she did so she noticed that her suit was much more armor-covered than Bullseye’s so as to protect her more delicate frame. Tigris’s black suit had an eye shield, armor, and belt like that of the male Warriors. Since she’d never be a soldier like the rest of them, she only carried a single handgun holstered to her side.



When ready, the Warrior pair walked to the warehouse nearest them. Bullseye gave the door a yank but found it bolted shut from inside. They looked around for another entry. The few windows of the rusting exterior were too high and barred. Crates and broken canisters lined the warehouse’s length, and the Warrior women walked along this side to find another entrance. Here, they found a sliding door.



Bullseye pulled the handle and slid this door open. “Hmm.”



“What?”



Bullseye leaned to inspect the lock. She adjusted her glove to pick at it. “Someone beat us here. This lock’s been destroyed. Keep your mind open.” She retrieved a handgun from her left holster, then stepped inside.



Tigris drew her solitary weapon and followed. 



The interior of the warehouse held only a few large crates scattered about the open room. The high windows let in great streams of sunlight. Dust in the abandoned building danced in the light, creating an unusual amount of movement in the otherwise still room. Tigris stayed close behind Bullseye, and she tread softly so they could listen. 



As they walked around a cluster of crates, Bullseye pulled up. Tigris didn’t understand what had halted her until she stepped forward to see for herself.



In a shaft of dirty sunlight, a man sat in a chair. His head was tipped back, his hands and feet were tied to the chair, and his eyes and mouth were wide in a death stare. His shirt was open, and burn marks covered his chest. Tigris walked around the corpse, trying to find what had killed him. She discovered a gaping hole in the back of his skull.



“Oh.” Tigris brought a hand to her mouth.



Bullseye held her finger to her lips and looked up at the surrounding walls and ceiling, searching for a hidden assailant. When satisfied, the experienced Warrior holstered her weapon and came to inspect the dead man.



“How long has he been here?” whispered Tigris.



“Not long.” Bullseye examined the underside of the man’s arm. “His body’s still warm.”



“Who do you think he was?”



“Erik. Who else would he be? It’s been years since I’ve seen him, but…” Bullseye turned over his arm and pointed at the crease of his elbow. “Look. That scar is from repeated DRK treatment injections. I have one too. This guy was definitely a Dominion member on the schedule. It must be Erik.”



Tigris looked at her partner. “I’m sorry we didn’t get here in time. You used to be friends?”



Bullseye frowned but nodded. “I’d hoped to get him away from the Dominion… Too late. Operatives must’ve followed him here because they knew he was making a deal with rebels. They figured he’d lead them to whoever wanted the password-lock device. When we didn’t show up, they tortured him.” She paused and looked at the corpse. 



Maybe I should say something, thought Tigris. If he was her friend… This can’t be easy.



Bullseye was in her own thoughts. “If they’d just wanted to capture us, they wouldn’t have bothered burning him and everything. He’d just be dead – not tied and dead. They tortured him to get something.”



“The password-lock device,” Tigris understood. She watched as Bullseye began untying him. “If we’d gotten here sooner…”



Bullseye threw away the loose ropes and flopped Erik’s body onto the floor. She rolled him over on his back and pulled her knife from her boot. 



“What are you doing?” Tigris took a step back.



“Looking for the device.” Bullseye didn’t bother looking up as she made the first incision into Erik’s’ burnt abdomen. “We were taught in the Youth to swallow anything small that we’d confiscated if the enemy captured us. It’s a standard procedure one learns to follow, and I’m surprised the operatives who tortured him didn’t think of it. They probably assumed he had it hidden somewhere else, so they tortured him to get the location. I have to hurry before they realize their mistake and come back.”



Tigris backed away as Bullseye worked. Blood flowed out of the corpse and ran across the uneven floor, and Bullseye pulled out whatever she wasn’t interested in as she dug into the man’s chest. 



Soon the sight and smell got to Tigris. “I’ll stand watch at the door.” Holding in a gag, she walked back the way they’d entered.



What have we gotten ourselves into? she thought. How valuable is this password-lock thing if the Dominion tortured this guy just because they thought he might have it?



A short time later, Bullseye met Tigris at the door. She was surprisingly clean and held in her hand a small electronic device the size of a fingernail. Bullseye walked past a dazed Tigris, and she led the way to the pace bike.



“Have you done that before?”



Bullseye didn’t answer as she handed the device to Tigris, who put it in one of her belt’s compartments. 



At least she isn’t making me swallow it, thought Tigris.



“What does this thing do, anyway?”



“You know how information is restricted to different levels of security? Cruelthor obviously can restrict files to his eyes only. If you’re classified as an Elite, you have full clearance on all other files. Operatives are next on the food chain, and executives have access to business and financial accounts.”



Tigris nodded, remembering this much. 



“A password-lock device trumps your existing level of security and gives you access to whatever files the device is programmed to open. It’s like a key. It’s better than Rave’s tags – his account is only an operative level. These devices are very rare and only handed out to people Cruelthor trusts to deal with matters above their usual clearance. I have no idea how Erik got one.”



“So we’ll be able to open any files we want?”



“No, the devices are linked only with certain files. Apparently this one’s programmed to open plans for that factor base. It might open others too, but we’ll have to wait and see.”



When they reached the pace bike, Tigris heard a roaring engine turn onto the road behind them. She looked back and saw a Dominion transport approaching. 



“Shit.”



Bullseye threw on her helmet, and Tigris scrambled to do the same. They climbed astride the bike, and Bullseye hit the accelerator. Immediately, the transport vehicle surged after them.



“Hold on!”



Their bike sped into a side alley, and Bullseye pushed the bike to a greater speed while maneuvering around clutter. They sped onto a street and crossed to another road, gaining distance from the transport, but they drew attention as they did so. Patrols had been alerted to the situation, and two speeders drove onto the road in pursuit. To avoid these, Bullseye jumped the bike off a curb onto a large hovercraft, then onto yet another patrol speeder. They landed on an open street that ran along the port. Tigris had no idea where they were now, but she sensed in Bullseye’s mind that she knew the way. 



As they sped along the port, shots fired after them.



“How many are there?” Bullseye reached to pull the gun from her back holster.



Tigris didn’t loosen her grip but turned to count. “Four speeders! They’re gaining, and the middle one has a gun attached to the roof!”



After a swift glance over her shoulder, Bullseye fired her weapon without looking. Tigris watched as Bullseye’s shot met its target and the middle speeder’s hood exploded in a burst of flame. The front end fell off, and the rest of the speeder flipped into the air, taking out another speeder that got too close.



“Two left!”



A boat was being hauled onshore just ahead, and Bullseye turned sharply to avoid it. Tigris lost her grip and was nearly thrown off, but Bullseye reached back and grabbed her, shoving her into place. 



One of the pursuing speeders wasn’t able to steer clear of the boat, and Tigris heard the crash but didn’t look back. A part of the boat flew over their heads as the pieces scattered across the port. Bullseye didn’t slow down, and Tigris held tight with another quick look behind. 



The remaining speeder swerved away from the debris and accelerated after them. Bullseye shot a crate as they sped by it, but the contents spilled out too soon to startle the driver. The speeder drifted over the mess and continued to gain on their smaller ride.



“Who is this guy?” Bullseye yelled as she looked back.



Tigris screamed. “Look out!”



Bullseye’s helmet snapped around just in time to see a hover barge crossing in front of them to enter the bay. The space between the ground and the barge wasn’t enough to let them drive through, so Bullseye tried to slam on the brakes before they collided. The tires of the pace bike squealed, but there wasn’t enough traction on the wet street to slow them in time. Tigris found Bullseye reaching around to grab her. Before Tigris could cry out, Bullseye shoved the bike out from under them. The two women crashed to the ground and rolled so hard and fast that Tigris thought she’d black out. Their momentum threw them under the hover barge, and they slid to a stop on the far side. Bullseye hauled Tigris to her feet, and together they dove out of the way as the speeder skidded under the barge. 



The roof of the speeder shattered on impact, and the driver couldn’t control the resulting spin. Burned rubber streaked across the port until the speeder spun right off a dock and splashed into the bay.



The hover barge, unscathed, continued its crawl toward the bay.



Tigris sat up and grimaced in pain. Bullseye, also sitting up and taking off her helmet, looked equally sore. 



She only stayed materialized to protect me, thought Tigris.



Pretty sure of the answer, she asked, “They knew we were the ones meeting the informant?”



“Yep. That’s why we had to hurry.” Bullseye tore off one of her ripped gloves and rose to find the pace bike. “Thanks for being my eyes while I drove.”



Tigris set down her helmet and stood to help Bullseye pull the bike from a garbage heap. Together, they got the bike free and dragged it to stand on solid ground. It didn’t look beyond repair, but there were several gashes in the metal body. Bullseye knelt beside it while Tigris stood tensely. 



She heard an engine farther up the port, but she saw it was only a boat.



We’re in the middle of the capital, she thought. There are thousands of drones and patrol speeders around. We have to get out of here.



“Should we teleport to the base?” She tried not to fidget with eagerness.



Bullseye didn’t seem terribly worried. “Well, you’re sure you can’t teleport the bike?” She frowned at it. “Teleporting would be the quickest way home, but I’m not leaving the bike.”



“Sorry. It’s like what you can dematerialize and what you can’t. My mind links give me some advantages with people I can teleport, but anything bigger than-”



Shots fired.



 Tigris screamed and covered her head. Bullseye dove over the trash. Tigris did the same and narrowly avoided more shots, which slammed into the building behind them. Tigris landed on the far side of the garbage heap as Bullseye retrieve two guns from her holsters. More shots ricocheted over their heads, and Tigris fumbled with her own weapon. Bullseye ducked out sideways to see who was shooting at them. Then she looked at Tigris.



“What?” Tigris checked her gun the way Rave had re-taught her before leaving the base.



“It’s the driver.” Bullseye sounded more angry than concerned. “He must’ve climbed out when the speeder hit the water. Will you be okay on your own?”



Tigris nodded, not knowing what other answer would be acceptable. 



Bullseye signaled her, and Tigris remembered just in time what the signals meant. (They’d gone over hand signals only a few days ago, but luckily Tigris had memorized the one for splitting up in opposite directions.) As Bullseye jumped out from behind the trash pile, Tigris did the same in the opposite direction. 



Firing with eyes closed, Tigris didn’t figure she hit anything. Returned shots splintered the building behind her, and she ducked for cover behind nearby crates lining the building. With a peek around the crates, she saw a muscular, dark-skinned man in a stealth suit. He carried a gun in each hand. His suit dripped water from his speeder’s fall into the bay. He looked furious as he kicked a piece of trash and stomped her way.



“Come out, come out, little rebel,” he said with creepy playfulness. 



Tigris aimed around the crate and fired, missing by meters. But, she used the distraction to scurry from her cover and run toward another pile of crates.



To her great horror, the man opened his mouth and spit flames to cut off her escape. She pulled up just in time, and once his fire dissipated she dove the rest of the way behind the crates. Then she found herself cornered against a wall. She gasped for breath and peeked out again. The man was closing in. 



“Bullseye, help!”



The man froze. 



Oh, thought Tigris, he knows who she is! 



A week ago when discussing their Warrior code names, Loree and Zaak had gotten into a heated argument about what Loree’s code name should be. She’d argued that ‘Bullseye’ would mean something to the Dominion members who heard it. Zaak argued that it’d be too risky and expose her to more threats. Now, Tigris saw both their points.



The man aimed his gun in every direction, but Bullseye was nowhere to be seen. He turned back to his easier prey. “Guess I’d better-”



Suddenly, the man lurched to the side. Bullseye, in her dematerialized state, must’ve used the space dimension like a force balloon to push against him. He fell to the pavement and lost one of his guns, but he quickly jumped to his feet again. With his remaining weapon, he turned in every direction, on alert.



“Nice, Bulls! That how you greet an old flame?” He laughed at his wit. “Enough of this.”



He opened his mouth wide, and a burst of flame shot out as he swung his head back and forth, filling the air with fire. He continued to spew a stream of fire into the surrounding area’s debris and garbage, creating a protective ring around himself. This done, he again turned to Tigris, and he sneered as he aimed his gun.



Panicking, Tigris lifted her gun and fired. The shot startled her, but she looked back up and saw the man clutch his bleeding throat. 



He fell onto his back. A second later, the burning debris around him caught him in flames. He must’ve had some combustible element in his body, because he went up like a torch.



Tigris shook as she lowered her gun and stared at what she’d done. 



Bullseye flickered into existence beside her, and Tigris shrieked in surprise. She then accepted Bullseye’s hand, rose to her feet, and followed to the flaming corpse. Bullseye stood and frowned down at him. Tigris tried to breathe.



 “I…I did it,” she stammered in shock. “I actually shot him.”



Bullseye tore her stare from the man and snapped to life. “I’ll say. That was quite the shot. Even for me, that would’ve been a good shot.” She winked. “Let’s get out of here before more soldiers come.”



Tigris followed her back to the pace bike. “Did you know him?”



The look on Bullseye’s face was not unlike sadness. “Yeah, I remember him from the Youth. His name is Jib…or, was Jib, I should say. He was an engineered MOB. The Dominion put an implant in his throat that shot out a chemical to create those fire blasts. He had strange pits by his tonsils that he showed me once. It’s too bad…” Bullseye trailed off as they came to the pace bike, and she knelt to work on its mechanical organs.



This has been a pretty depressing homecoming for her, thought Tigris. That guy was scary. This place is so… And she used to belong here. 



Bullseye, satisfied with the state of the bike, walked to retrieve their helmets. She had a limp. “Alright, let’s head home. I could use some beauty sleep.”



Yeah, thought Tigris, me too. But we’re done waiting around now. The Underground knows we exist. The Hood knows we exist. And once they investigate what we did here today, the Dominion will know we exist. Are we… Yeah, I think we’re ready for this. We need to start our work as the Warriors. It’s like Rave keeps saying, ‘It’s time to give Cruelthor a run for his kronar.’



Helmets in place, the two Warriors climbed back on the battle-scarred bike. Bullseye started the engine, which sounded in need of repair. Tigris held on, and they soon sped away from the coast, heading for the main highway to Havanahell. 
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As soon as they got back to the base, Bullseye stripped off her facemask and led the way to the command center. Rave and Whitewolf, dressed in civilian clothes, met them. Bullseye watched as Whitewolf hugged his sister. Tigris retrieved the password-lock device from her belt compartment and handed it to Rave, who hurried to the appropriate equipment and plugged it in. 



Bullseye sank into a chair in front of the main computer screen. With a wince, she stretched her sore leg while her brother worked.



Please, be worth it, she thought. Don’t let them have died in vain… And Beathabane trusted me with this. He trusted me to bring in Erik…



 Rave typed on a control pad to access the Dominion global network. “Okay, we’re in.” 



The Warrior team gathered in front of the screen. Bullseye sensed they were all excited, tense, and trying not to get their hopes up. 



Still, she thought, we know what this could mean…



“Cross your fingers.” Rave hit a final keystroke.



Bullseye watched as the program ran some kind of search. After a moment, window after window opened onscreen. 



“Jackpot.”



They each leaned forward to see what the password-lock had accessed. 



Rave pointed to a window file. “There’s the factor base plans. Architectural layouts. Building shipments. Construction contracts. Operative reassignments.”



Bullseye saw the same. “Looks like everything we’ll need to know.”



Whitewolf pointed at another window. “Look here. These are from Free Labs.”



Rave nodded. “Makes sense. Cruelthor would want scientists to implement quarantine protocols for the factors in the base.”



Tigris sucked in breath and pointed to one of the files labeled with the Free Labs insignia. “This is something about the Magi.”



Bullseye looked here now. Sure enough, the Free Labs file contained a detailed report of studies conducted on un-factored test subjects. Analysis of subject #3’s blood confirmed that the un-factored patient was virus-free. A long list of chemicals was toward the bottom, and then ‘DRK TREATMENT COMPONENT DETECTED’ was at the end of this list.



Rave whistled. “So the Magi definitely use the same treatment as the Dominion.” He scrunched his face. “Too bad this doesn’t say what the treatment component is.”



Whitewolf snorted. “I doubt any password-lock has access to that information.” 



Bullseye looked at everything onscreen. “But this one definitely opens more than most. I expected some files on the DRK since this device ties to the factor base. But I didn’t expect DRK lab locations… Treatment schedules… Factor transport routes… I didn’t dare hope it’d unlock this much.”



Holy shit, she thought. 



Rave worked the controls. “I’ll download all of this in case the Dominion shuts down the password-lock once they discover it’s missing.”



“Good idea.” Bullseye took a breath and turned to Whitewolf. “You’re sure Beathabane didn’t want us to bring this to him?”



Whitewolf shook his shaved head. “He said you’d put it to good use.” 



Trying to hide a rising emotion, Bullseye rubbed her bruised arm and looked back at the screen. 



“Oh, I forgot,” said Rave. “Once Evant reported Erik’s rendezvous point, I tried sending a transmission back to him. But they must’ve abandoned that transmitter already and left for the Mainland. No way to contact them now. Sorry.” He ruffled his bangs and looked at the files onscreen. “But we’ll certainly have to thank the Poet Heroic someday.”



Bullseye took a breath. Then she looked at her followers. Each of their faces showed they knew the significance of what they’d just discovered. 



Okay, she thought. 



“This is it,” she told them. “We now have the direction we’ve needed to start our Warrior mission. Combined with what I know of the Dominion, this device gives us the inside track. We can use this intel and stop the Dominion. Stop the DRK.”



“Save the world,” added Rave. He rolled back and forth on the balls of his feet. 



She nodded. “It’s time to get to work.” She studied the screen in thought. “And, if Beathabane’s willing to share with us…” 



Rave made a face. “What do you mean?”



“This password-lock from here can only access the global network. It might open even more files if used by someone on the inside. Even if the Dominion shuts the thing down, an undercover rebel who knew what they’re doing could probably turn it back on and access specific mainframes.”



Now Rave understood. “You’re thinking of giving it to the Underground, aren’t you?” He didn’t look thrilled about this.



Bullseye sighed but nodded. “They have double agents in the Dominion. If the right agent used the password-lock, they could open the floodgates from inside.” She pointed at the Free Labs files. “This stuff is what I’m most interested in. And I have a feeling the Underground still has rebels inside Free Labs. If they can use the password-lock to access records on the treatment…”



“Yeah,” said Whitewolf. “That’d be huge.”



She nodded. “And besides, we’ll have to work with the Underground to stop this factor base. We can’t do all this alone.”



Rave crossed his arms but nodded. “So you want me to take the device to Undertown?”



Bullseye leaned back in her seat to consider her options. “I’ll contact Mat first and ask what he thinks. There might be someone specific we should give the device to. If we gave it to Undertown, who knows how many people would hear about it? We need to keep this device quiet so the Dominion doesn’t get wind of our plans.”



“You want Matsuri’s advice?” Rave’s skeptical expression returned. “What if he screws everything up again?”



“He won’t.” 



Tigris was fighting a yawn.



Bullseye matched the yawn, then laughed. “Okay, team. Fulfilling the prophecies can wait until tomorrow. We need sleep, so you’re dismissed. And…well done, everybody.” This was the first kind of Leader-y thing she’d said, and she had to smile.



Today kicked off everything, she thought, whether we’re ready or not. And they did do well.



“Okay, guys. See you later.” Whitewolf put an arm around his sister’s shoulders and turned with her to go to their living compartments. 



Rave leaned on a chair and yawned. “Anything else you need, boss?”



“Yep. One more thing. Could you hack into the Dominion’s satellite surveillance? We need to set up a new simulation for the techno-cage.”



Rave worked the controls. “Okay. What satellite images do you want?”



“Vancouver.”



Now Rave understood, and he smiled as he worked.
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“The drone farm”



 



 



 



Rave lay on his stomach in the dirt beside Tigris and Whitewolf. The road leading to the drone farm rose before them on the hill, and a stone’s throw ahead stood the gate in the compound’s electric fence. If Bullseye was in position, she’d soon take out the guards in the security towers on either side of the gate. 



Sure enough, as Rave watched the guard in the left tower, the man lurched before collapsing in his nest. A moment later, the guard in the right tower also collapsed. 



Rave glanced back at the sunny, tree-covered hillside where Bullseye was positioned with her sniper rifle. He motioned for Tigris and Whitewolf to be ready to move. 



“Weapons out,” he whispered to his partners. “We’re going in.”



Tigris adjusted her facemask but nodded at him, and Whitewolf cocked his gun.



Rave jumped up and ran for the hill toward the entrance gate’s security station. They’d positioned themselves so their approach wouldn’t be noticed, but they still had to hurry. Rave twisted to reach the belt-like strap on his back, and he pulled off one of many tube-shaped grenades. After activating it so the tip glowed red, Rave judged his throw before tossing the grenade around the security station, right at the base of the gate. 



One of the guards saw the grenade and cried out in alarm, but the three Warriors ignored him and dropped to cover their heads. The explosion shot flames past them, and chunks of debris flew into the open road in front of the main gates.



Showtime, thought Rave.



He jumped back to his feet, gripping his guns, and led the way through the flaming debris to what was left of the gates. A few drones inside the base ran to protect the entrance, but Rave shot two and Tigris took out one more. Whitewolf grabbed the mangled gate and tore it apart with his bare hands, creating a gap large enough for them to enter. Then they were inside the drone farm. 



Because of satellite images they’d studied, Rave recognized the layout from this ground view. In front of them lay a parking lot filled with transport vehicles that regularly shipped out batches of drones. A wide lane ran from the gates, between the rows of transports, all the way to a large science facility in the center of the compound. This grand building blocked their view from the barracks and training facilities on the far side. 



For now, thought Rave, I’m interested in these vehicles here. They’ll provide a nice distraction. 



He led Tigris and Whitewolf to take cover behind the nearest vehicle as drones ran out of the science facility. He signaled Tigris to cover them, put away his guns, and grabbed a grenade for each hand. Whitewolf did the same from his own grenade belt. As per the plan, they darted out from their cover and threw grenades in and under the transport vehicles on either side of the wide lane. Only twice did Tigris have to shoot at drones who discovered them. Then the first explosion erupted behind them. Rave didn’t dare look back, but he tossed one more grenade at a transport on his side before running at full speed down the lane. Whitewolf and Tigris ran with him. 



They didn’t get far before explosions created bursts of fire and flying shrapnel. These explosions set off a chain reaction down the rows of transports, and the Warriors were thrown to the ground. Rave picked himself up and finally looked back, and a transport flipped into the air and crashed to the dirt in a burst of flame. 



“Move!” he shouted.



They scrambled to their feet and ran on toward the science facility. More drones appeared at the head of the lane and shot at the Warriors, so the trio split up and ducked behind the remaining transports for cover. Rave drew his guns again and snuck around the backside of a transport. Now he ran with the row of vehicles between himself and the drones. 



Most of the drones. As he rounded a transport he found a gun in his face, and he kicked out the drone’s legs before shooting it dead. Another blast behind Rave started a new chain reaction down his row of vehicles, and he saw he was right in the destruction’s path. He gritted his teeth and ran back out into the main lane. Here he fired at a few drones before running onward. An explosion shot more shrapnel across his path. One piece came dangerously close to spinning and cutting off his head, but he slid to his knees and rolled before picking himself up to run. The fires on either side of the lane were ahead of him now as they jumped from vehicle to vehicle. It was intensely hot, even through his protective suit.



Right when he reached the end of the lane, more drones and operatives ran out of the science facility. Rave dove for cover behind the nearest charred vehicle and readied his guns.



“Your left!” Whitewolf shouted.



Rave aimed in time to see four drones appear from his left. He shot the first, but three discovered his position. Fortunately Whitewolf had him covered from wherever he was positioned. 



Soon the firing stopped. Rave looked out. More drones and a few operatives arrived from the science facility. He looked across the lane and finally spotted Tigris and Whitewolf where they too took cover behind a vehicle. 



An operative took charge at the head of the lane. “Fan out!” he shouted to the drones. “Cover-” He stopped with a jerk as a bullet pierced his chest, dropping him to the dirt.



The drones and operatives scrambled for cover, but three shots left three more operatives dead as Bullseye fired from her position far outside the gates. Rave waited until she’d cleared the path before darting out to run for the science facility’s doors. Whitewolf and Tigris were right behind him.



Rave threw open the doors and collided with an operative. He punched the man and shot him dead. Drones ran into the entrance room from a hall to Rave’s left, and he got off several shots before they noticed him. Whitewolf dove for cover behind a reception desk, and he also fired at the drones. Tigris crouched beside her brother. When she remembered her job, she threw a grenade into the hall. 



Rave ducked behind the desk with them and covered his ears. The explosion erupted in the hall and rang around the enclosed space. A drone was thrown against the desk right over his head, and Rave flopped the body away as he looked to assess the damage.



“Clear for the moment,” he told his partners. He felt a tingling burn as he listened. “There are drones back there, but they won’t be coming this way with the hall collapsed. Any further trouble will come from there.” He pointed at the entrance doors behind them and reloaded. “They should be distracted outside for a while. You two find the generators. We’ll meet behind the building and teleport back to the rendezvous, then teleport home.”



Whitewolf also reloaded. “Follow me, sis.” With that, he took off toward a far right hall, Tigris trailing.



Rave left them to it and sprinted to a central staircase. This, he knew, would lead to the sublevel lab. He descended the stairs, and the lights flickered from the damage done to the building’s wiring. He heard more drones above and knew they’d spread out to find the intruders, so he hurried his descent to the lower level. Here he ran through a concrete hall until it intersected a glass hall with rooms on either side. 



Despite what he’d prepared to find, Rave slowed and gaped. He felt his stomach tighten. 



Inside the rooms, rows and rows of glass tanks held growing drones. The ones on Rave’s left appeared the youngest. Those on his right were full grown. The rooms were lit far into the rows, and there must’ve been thousands of tanks. 



Rave forced himself to continue, and he ran until he came to the lab’s entry. He recognized the security system, so he went to the panel by the door and did a quick re-wire. This shorted out the system and released the door locks. Rave then threw open the doors and entered the heart of the drone farm.



A few scientists worked at stations around the enormous lab. Apparently they’d been sheltered enough not to hear the commotion above. They looked up in surprise at Rave. He froze and stared back before snapping out of it and shooting the nearest. This sent the others into a panic, and Rave would’ve felt guilty about killing unarmed scientists except that they weren’t so defenseless. One man scrambled to a control panel and punched a few keys before Rave could stop him, and doors on the far side of the room flew open. A dozen drones ran into the lab. 



Oh, sand! he thought.



The drones fired across the lab at Rave, and he crouched and ran along the lab tables until he reached the end of the row, where he rolled out firing. He dropped the first wave of drones and glared over at the scientists clustered near the controls. More drones were coming, so he reached for two grenades. These he threw toward the doors before running back the way he’d come and firing behind him. 



The first explosion rattled the sublevel with such a blast that he stumbled as he reentered the hall. But he kept running, now shooting out the glass of the long hall. Every few strides, he threw more grenades into the rooms with the drone tanks. He was panting by the time he saw the stairs ahead. But, explosions started behind him, and he forced himself to the ground level. 



He reached the top of the stairs just as bursts of flame rushed from below. Rave threw himself to the ground and covered his head as the blast shot debris up the stairs. He didn’t need MOB senses to hear and feel that the facility was burning from underneath. 



He was about to jump to his feet when another enormous explosion shook the building, this time from the direction of the generator rooms. Bits of ceiling fell around him. 



Good job, partners, he thought. 



A group of operatives entered the building. They hadn’t spotted him lying in the debris, so he waited to see which way they’d go. He was low on ammo.



“Check the lab!” ordered an operative.



“Sir,” said another as he looked over at the stairs. “It must be completely destroyed! I doubt we can even get down there to check for survivors!” 



An operative ran from the hall Whitewolf and Tigris had taken. His arm bled, and he was covered in soot. “Sir, they took out the generators! The entire northern wing is burning!”



“Why aren’t the sprinklers working? Are the containment fields in place?”



“No, sir! We’ve lost power! We have to evacuate!”



A chunk of ceiling fell not far from Rave’s hiding position, and smoke now filled the room. The operatives and drones started backing up toward the exit.



Their leader seemed more stubborn. “How many rebels are there? Have we called for reinforcements?”



“Can’t! A rebel shot out our transmitter right when the attack started. We’re on our-”



“Hey!” One of them had finally spotted Rave.



Rave shot the man dead before he could grab a weapon. He jumped to his feet, firing into the group. Two drones fell. A bullet whizzed by his head, and he threw himself across the floor, firing back at them. An operative went down. 



Click. Click.



His guns were empty. Throwing them away, Rave rolled to his feet and turned to run. 



He found a hall that cut through to the back exit, and he ducked into the hall as shots splintered the wall beside him. He ran as fast as he could with the ceiling collapsing and smoke clogging the air. Several dead bodies lay along his path, so he hoped Whitewolf and Tigris had already gotten out. The door to the back exit stood slightly ajar, letting smoke out, and Rave hurried to it and yanked it open to flee.



Outside, Rave sucked in air and jumped over the railing to crouch against the landing. While he caught his breath, he examined the state of this western side of the compound. 



The barracks were clustered together in narrow blocks. Drones ran around on orders while operatives scrambled to organize the survivors. They had a few transport vehicles parked on this side of the compound, and drones loaded equipment into the vehicles to get the goods away from the flaming science facility.



Sand, thought Rave. There are hundreds left. Some exit route I picked.



He spotted Whitewolf waving from behind a stack of crates. Rave dashed over to join his partner, and he knelt in the dirt so they faced different directions.



“Where’s your sister?”



“She teleported to the rendezvous.”



Rave frowned under his facemask. “So we’re stuck here.”



“Sorry. There were drones all over the place, and we didn’t know where you were. I thought it was better for Tig to get to safety. There’s always plan B.”



Rave looked at the blocks of buildings ahead.



Fair enough, he thought.



“Well, thanks for staying with me, Whitey. How’s your ammo?”



“Low. We ran into more drones in the generator rooms than we expected. Got plenty of grenades, though.”



Rave reached back and pulled free a grenade for each hand. “Same here. We’d better move fast.” He pointed toward the nearest transport vehicle. “There’s our first stop. Lead the way.”



Whitewolf nodded and moved around the crates, then ran to the transport. Rave followed. Once they stood at the back of the vehicle, Rave signaled Whitewolf to be ready to run. He tossed the grenades in, and together they turned and ran across exposed ground toward the closest block of buildings. 



A few drones and operatives spotted them, but the exploding transport distracted them. A handful of drones were thrown to the ground, and the operative in charge caught fire, screamed, and also fell. This drew more drones as the same thing that’d happened in the front of the compound happened here – the parked transports caught fire and exploded as their fuel and cargo ignited. 



Whitewolf and Rave pressed against the side of a building as more drones arrived. Rave signaled for Whitewolf to run down the alley, but a group of operatives spotted them. 



“They’re over here!” one shouted.



Whitewolf fired, forcing the operatives to take cover rather than pursue. Rave knew they were sitting ducks in the narrow alley, and Whitewolf didn’t even look back as he made a run for it. Rave sprinted after him but lost Whitewolf in the twists and turns through the narrow alleyways. He accidentally ran back out into the open again, and shots hit the dirt right in front of him. His sense of balance allowed him to pull up in his run, and he dove back between the buildings. 



Crouched on the ground, he pulled off his grenade belt and checked the remaining grenades. His enhanced hearing detected the drones and operatives who’d gotten smart and tracked him, and they slowed as they entered the alley. With a deep breath, Rave activated each grenade on the belt. Then he threw the entire belt up the alley and fled in the opposite direction.



The explosion rocked the surrounding buildings, and a mass of bricks flew down the alley after him. Rave threw himself to the side and covered his head. His ears rang from the echoing explosion, but he looked back and saw a plume of fire and smoke as the buildings collapsed behind him. The drones wouldn’t be coming that way. 



Get moving, he thought.



Quickly rising from the dirt, Rave drew his last remaining weapons – his katars. He felt lighter now without the grenade belt, and it was easier to move as he ran deeper into the blocks of buildings. 



When he was far enough away from the commotion he’d started, Rave slowed and searched for a fire escape to climb to a roof. He soon spotted a set of metallic ladders and headed here only to encounter a group of drones and their commanding operative emerging from the building. 



The operative was startled long enough for Rave to rush at the group before they could react. Rave slashed a katar across the throat of the operative before grabbing the man and using him as a shield when a drone shot at him. He shoved his human shield into this drone before throwing himself into another drone, and he heard a shot ricochet off the brick building behind him. 



Whitewolf ran into the fray with a shout. Together they fought off the remaining drones. When all were dead, they stood over the fallen to catch their breath. 



Rave looked at a drone corpse Whitewolf had broken in at least five places. “You know, you’re a cuddly teddy bear when your sister is around, but…”



Whitewolf motioned to his empty holsters. “Ran out of ammo.”



“Still got grenades?”



“Yeah, about a dozen.”



“Good. I kinda had to use all mine.”



“I heard.” 



Rave sheathed his katars and ran over to the fire escape. With Whitewolf behind him, he climbed higher and higher to the roof. 



Once here, Rave looked over the drone farm. Everything in their wake was burning. Smoke filled the air. Cries and shouts reached his ears. Rave tried to ignore his overactive senses, and he turned to run with Whitewolf in the opposite direction. They reached the edge of this building’s roof and jumped onto the roof of the next, then sprinted across this roof to reach the next, then the next. 



At the edge of this roof, they pulled up. They’d reached the far side of the compound. The exterior fence was now all that stood between them and escape. The fence was only a little higher than the roof, but it would be quite the jump to reach it. Rave feared discovery at any moment, and this fear fortunately outweighed his fear of falling to his death. 



It also may outweigh common sense, thought Rave.



However, he took a deep breath and backed up several paces. Whitewolf did the same. 



“You’re sure the electric is off?” Rave asked.



“We blew the generators, so… Pretty sure, yeah.” Whitewolf shrugged and twisted to crack his back. “I’ll go first.”



Rave didn’t insist. Whitewolf hesitated only a moment longer before taking off for the edge of the roof. Rave held his breath as Whitewolf launched off the roof, flew through the air, and caught hold of the metal fence. The big man held tight as his body flopped against the fence, and he gripped with his feet to support himself. He then climbed to the top of the fence and straddled the wires before looking back and giving Rave a thumbs-up. 



Rave closed his eyes and rocked back and forth on his heels to prepare for the jump. He felt a tingling, burning sensation run through his body, and his sense of touch flared so he could perfectly measure every stride. When he opened his eyes, he took off at a dead run for the edge of the roof. His strides widened until his final touchdown, when he pushed off with all his strength and jumped. He didn’t look down but kept focused on the fence as he flew through the air. His body hit the fence with such an impact that he bounced off. 



“Ahhh!” he cried in alarm as he started to fall. 



But his gloves latched a hold, and he stopped with a jerk. Using his feet like Whitewolf had done, he climbed to the top of the fence and threw a leg over to straddle the top. Finally, breathing hard, he returned Whitewolf’s thumbs-up.



Together, they looked out beyond the fence. This fence being the western border of the compound, all that lay before them was the ocean. Straight down, Rave saw a jagged cliff that dropped away for maybe twenty meters at a steep angle. Below this, the cliff disappeared. The western part of the drone farm stood on a mass of land that extended over the water like an overhang with a deep cavern underneath. Therefore, there was an awful lot of empty space between the bottom part of the cliff and the water far below. Rave knew it’d be quite a drop, and he squinted against the sun as he searched for the best way down the cliff. They had ropes, but this wouldn’t be easy.



This was escape plan B.



Whitewolf was also studying the drop. “We’d better get moving before they figure out where we went.”



This time, Rave led the way. He held the top of the fence and swung his other leg around to start the climb. He didn’t look down, but he glanced through the fence to watch for drones. Fortunately, they made it to the bottom of the fence without being discovered. 



Rave felt for a foothold in the cliff’s steep side. When he was sure the rock wasn’t going to give way, he let go of the fence with one hand. He reached for a compartment in his belt. First, he pulled out the screw clamp and looked for a good place in the cliff to insert it. He found a good chunk of rock and spiked the clamp open, then punched the thing into the rock. He heard Whitewolf doing the same, but they worked without discussion. Rave next opened the belt compartment with the spool of rope, and he attached the end through the clamp. When this was secure, he made sure the rope was fastened to the release controls in his belt. Working the rope release with one hand, Rave leaned back and let out rope, testing his weight on the screw clamp holding him to the cliff. It held.



Rave let out a breath. “Now for the tricky part.”



Whitewolf snorted as he double-checked his equipment. “Yeah, it’s been cake and ice cream so far.”



“See ya down there.” With that, Rave let out more rope and started his descent.



The wind blew into Rave as he held to the rocky cliff. More than once his feet slid out from under him, and he’d grab his rope and swing until he got a foothold again. 



For the first time in my life, he thought, I sympathize with spiders. 



He crept down the steep cliff, clinging to his rope for support. At least it was quieter here, away from the fires, collapsing science facility, and shouting operatives. Not that Rave felt peaceful. He was sweating like crazy in his suit now, maybe more than he had among the fires. He forced himself to go slowly, letting out only small sections of rope at a time. 



Eventually, he looked for his next foothold and found that he’d reached the bottom edge of the cliff. He balanced on the farthest point of the overhang, and now he saw only rushing waves fifteen meters below. With a tight grip, he held himself steady and took out another screw clamp. This he punched into the rocky edge so the rope wouldn’t slide or cut once he hung in open air. When this was secure, he paused to rest.



Whitewolf also came to rest and look at the water. “You sure about this?” He secured his second clamp. “Can you even swim?”



Rave let out a short laugh, as much to relieve his nerves as anything. “I might’ve been raised on a desert planet, but Trok used to make me train with an Olympic swim team.”



Whitewolf blinked under his eye shield. “I know you think you’re explaining, but I don’t know what-”



“Yes, I can swim.” Rave prepared to let out more rope and lower himself to the water. Then he had an idea. “You said you had about a dozen grenades left?”



“Yeah?”



Rave let out enough rope so he could twist and examine the underside of the cliff overhang. Headfirst, he felt dizzy from the height but made himself look into the watery cavern. In the shadows here, he saw two support pillars that rose from the water and attached to beams that ran the length of the overhanging land mass. 



“We’re supposed to head for the rendezvous,” called Whitewolf. “Tig and Bulls will both be there waiting by now.” 



Rave twisted back around and shuffled over to Whitewolf. “Well, Bulls let me take point on this mission, and I’m improvising.” 



Whitewolf sighed. “Okay. What’s the plan?”



Rave reached for Whitewolf’s back belt and took a few grenades for himself. “If we kick off this cliff and swing to the underside, I think we can reach the support pillars. If we place grenades at the tops of the pillars, we should be able to swing back out and drop to the water before the blasts destroy the supports. The whole section above will collapse, and bye-bye drone farm.”



Whitewolf looked again to the ocean below, trying to judge the distance. “We’ll have to swing clear enough to avoid being flattened by tons of falling rock.”



“Well, yes.” Rave tucked the grenades in his belt compartments and positioned himself at the edge of the cliff. “Ready? I’ll take the right pillar, you the left.”



Whitewolf took a deep breath and bent his knees to get the best push-off possible.



After a calming breath of his own, Rave let out a bunch of rope, kicked off the cliff, and fell several meters into the open air. When the rope yanked, it swung him up underneath the cliff’s overhang. He kicked so that he swung close enough to grab the nearest pillar, and his gloves latched onto a bolt. He wrapped his legs around this pillar and looked over to see Whitewolf also clinging to his pillar. 



“You good?”



He received another thumbs-up.



Rave looked up where the pillars connected to the support beams. Wide metal bases were bolted into the beams and the rocky land mass above, and Rave climbed his pillar to here. He held on with his legs and reached up with one hand to grab the edge of the metal base connecting with the beam. With his other hand, he fished in his belt compartments and pulled out the grenades. He looked over at Whitewolf, who was also placing grenades in the crevasses between the support beam and the rocky overhang. Rave crammed his grenades into place and looked down at the waves.



Here’s hoping I let out the right length of rope to swing back to safety, he thought.



Whitewolf adjusted his grip on the pillar and looked over at Rave. “Count of three?”



Rave nodded. “I’ll meet ya in the water.”



Hopefully the whole cliff won’t collapse on top of us, he thought. Hopefully.



Rave reached a hand to the grenades. “One. Two. Three.” He activated the grenades. “Go! Go! Go!”



They both kicked off of the pillars and swung on their ropes farther into the cavern to gain momentum. Rave lost sight of Whitewolf as the rope yanked Rave back, and he swung and dropped with frightening speed toward the cavern’s water. But before he hit the waves, the rope caught and swung him back out to the open air. Once the overhang was no longer overhead, he still held to the rope to swing as far away as possible.



The explosions behind him cracked the silence of the wavy ocean, and Rave’s ears rang yet again. He reached the top arch of his swing and unclamped the rope. It whipped out of the clamp as he flew forward, and he began to free fall toward the water.



“Oh, sand!” he screamed as the water rushed up.



When he hit, he hit hard, feet first. His terror eased when he realized he was still alive. Looking around in the murky water, he saw he’d sunk quite deep. 



He heard a dull splash a second later and spun to see Whitewolf floating nearby in the surging waves. 



Thank goodness we didn’t hit rocks, thought Rave. I didn’t even-



His keen hearing detected more splashes. Bigger splashes. He couldn’t see anything, but he rolled away and swam fast. 



When Rave couldn’t hold his breath any longer, he kicked for the surface. He reached air and sucked it in, and Whitewolf surfaced beside him.



“Holy crap. Look at that!”



Rave tread water and turned to see where Whitewolf pointed.



The entire western half of the drone farm had collapsed into the ocean. Great chunks of cliff were still sliding into the water, and parts of fallen buildings stuck up out of the waves. Everything on the eastern half of the compound was still on solid ground above, but it was burning. The flaming science facility remained topside, but it was barely recognizable because entire burned sections had buckled. 



No more drones will come from here, Rave thought. We obliterated this place. I did it, Trok.



He bobbed in the ocean and at last allowed himself a breath of relief. He looked back at Whitewolf and began swimming toward the shore not far away.



“Alright,” he said as they swam. “Desert Boy would like out of the water now. Let’s go find Bulls and Tig.”
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Tigris, or Alex for the moment, sat at a restaurant’s patio in downtown Havanahell. A glass of wine on the table for two was her only companion, so she watched the other diners. The Dominion-wealthy citizens ate, drank, and conversed without a care in the world. Pedestrians strolled along the lantern-lit sidewalk on the other side of the patio’s short hedge. The early evening sky above the strands of outdoor lights looked perfectly tranquil. Alex fidgeted while she waited, and she examined her hand where one of Rave’s temporary ID tags was stuck to her palm. 



A waiter opened the door leading from the restaurant, and Alex smiled as Trok walked out. He spotted her and walked over to sit across the table.



“Good evening, Alex.”



She laughed. “That’s the most ordinary entrance I’ve ever seen you make.”



“We all deserve to pretend we’re normal from time to time.” He smiled. “Speaking of normal, nice dress.”



Alex looked at her citizen attire and smoothed out the flowered dress. “Thank you. A girl gets sick of black after a while.” She made a face, suspecting he’d know what she meant. She glanced at the other patrons.



I hate talking covertly like this, she thought. Although, I guess it’s better than our usual meetings, shut up in the base.



Trok smiled again as a waiter came and poured him a glass of water. He only lifted an eyebrow at it before saying, “I saw everything you and the others did earlier today. You deserve a break. How long will you stay in Havanahell?”



“Only until tomorrow afternoon. Then it’s back to work.”



Trok nodded in thought. “I’ll be busy for a while, so could you tell Zaak and the others I’m very proud of them? And thank Zaak for what he’s done. I don’t know if he told you why…”



“He told me.” 



Rave had shown Alex many of his childhood memories, and she understood why he’d long ago sworn to destroy the drone farm. 



Trok, in a rare show of emotion, took a moment. 



A loud voice from a terminal screen caught Alex’s attention, and she looked up at the screen on the side of the restaurant. 



“Earlier today in a cowardly attack,” a Dominion reporter was saying, “the drone farm outside Vancouver was destroyed. Surveillance footage shows unidentified rebels entering the base.” 



The screen showed a recording of the three black-suited Warriors approaching the main gate’s security station. The video must’ve been taken right before Bullseye shot out the transmitter that controlled the compound’s surveillance and communications. 



“These rebels have yet to be identified. However, operatives in Vancouver speculate that the Dominion operative Bullseye, who disappeared several months ago, may be involved because of sniper work during the attack. An operative in Capital City told reporters that it’s widely believed within the Dominion that Bullseye may have started her own rebel group. It’s possible that these ‘Kota Warriors’ are the rebels who attacked the drone farm. Again, the identity of these rebels is speculative at this point, but Cruelthor promises a public statement about this attack tomorrow during his regular press conference. The Dominion will examine this surveillance video, but so far there’s no way to identify the rebels responsible for this destruction.”



The newscast switched to another story, and Alex looked back at Trok. She tried not to appear guilty or fearful, and she forced herself to take a sip of wine and look casual. 



I’m safe, she thought. Bullseye set things up so we can’t be identified.



Trok frowned. “So it starts.”



“Anything you want us to do?” 



“Not specifically.” Trok twirled his untasted water. “But, as you begin your work, I want you to remind my nephew and niece that they must focus on the bigger picture. The…” Trok met her eyes, and she understood that he couldn’t choose his words carefully enough.



Meeting his eyes, she heard his thoughts.



“The Dominion system is full of threats worth fighting, but remind the others of your true duty. Help the world whenever you can, but don’t let other missions clog up your overall objective. Always, search for ways to defeat the DRK. I’m glad you destroyed the drone farm, but you need to get back to work using what that password-lock uncovered.” Trok blinked away from her gaze, pulling his thoughts away as well.



Alex nodded at him. “We know. They already have a few missions planned based on the password-lock files. We’re just waiting for a few leads to pan out. Bullseye and Rave wanted to kick off with this mission in the meantime.”



“Good.” Trok smiled. “Now, try to relax. You’re safe here. You might not have many more days like this, when the world knows so little. For now, enjoy your wine.” He looked at her drinking glass. “From what I remember, that’s a good year.”



Alex managed a chuckle and took another sip.



Trok diverted his eyes again. “There’s something else. I’ve been looking into your more personal interests.”



The Magi, she thought.



She felt a flush of excitement. “Did you find something?”



“Someone, actually. He should be here any minute. I told him to meet us here.”



“Who?”



“Him.” 



Right then, the restaurant’s door opened and a nondescript, middle-aged man appeared.



Oh, she thought. This is one of those times Trok’s seen as the future. He set up this meeting and already knows… Who is this guy?



The man spotted Trok and walked over, keeping his head tilted away from the surveillance cameras along the restaurant’s roof. He wore business clothes, nothing fancy. He had thinning brown hair, a short frame, and a bit of a gut. No one seemed to notice him. Alex herself wouldn’t have thought anything of him if she hadn’t met his eyes as he pulled a chair to their table.



“What do I really know about the Magi?
But I owe Trok. –Goodness, this poor girl looks so fragile.”



Alex squirmed in her seat as the man sat, and she gave Trok a questioning look.



“Alex, meet Bill Smith.” Trok nodded to the man in greeting. “Thank you for coming, Bill. Anything you can share with my niece would be greatly appreciated.”



So I’m his niece today? thought Alex. Whatever. This guy’s name is not Bill Smith. Guess we’ll all play along for the audience.



The man called Bill Smith also was aware of the civilians seated around them, and he kept his voice low. “I don’t have much time before I have to catch a shuttle to the Southern Continent, but I’ll tell you what I can.” He looked at Alex with a sympathetic smile. “Your uncle told me…what you’ve been through. If my experiences can be of any help to you, I’ll gladly share them.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Your uncle’s told me you’re a very insightful young woman.”



Alex took the hint. She glanced at Trok again before focusing her eyes on Bill Smith and speaking into his mind. “Were you…?”



He flinched as her thoughts went into his, but he recovered. “Factored? Yes.
I was a Dominion executive working in Capital City, and my boss caught me re-routing kronar to a rebel front business. I wasn’t even given a trial, though that’s not rare. They imprisoned me in a sublevel of the Capitol and injected me with the DRK. It was horrible. Like the worst fever you can imagine, only it felt…cold. Factoring results in madness, so I only remember fragments of my experience after that. But they shipped me on a transport to the Mainland-Euro DuoPort – I remember that much. Inside the portal, I was rescued and taken into what I guess was a spaceship. The people on the ship un-factored me. They called themselves the Magi. We were returned through the DuoPort pretty quickly after that, and we weren’t even fully recovered, so my memory’s a bit fuzzy. But you’re welcome to look in my memories. Maybe I know more than I’m aware.”



Alex took a breath. She’d never dared do this before with an un-factored person. Lilae, the first she’d met, had been too skittish and defensive for Alex to ask. What would it be like to experience memories as a factor?



“Go ahead, Alex.” Trok spun his water glass for something to do. “I’ll carry on a conversation by myself while you two are at it.”



Alex faced Bill again and looked full in his eyes.



He’s frightened. A scientist in a protective bio suit enters his prison cell. The scientist injects his arm with a syringe, pushing a freezing liquid into his bloodstream. The sweating starts first. Then the shaking. He screams as his body convulses. His vision blurs. Some time later, a moment of consciousness as he thrashes against the prison bars, leaving trails of fungal goo on the bars. He hits his head against the wall again and again. No conscious thought, only numbing, cold rage. Later, soldiers herd him and a dozen other factors into a transport. The smell… Tumbling in zero gravity, red lights outside the transport pulse light on them. Clanging. More red light. The front of the transport opens, and the factors stampede forward. A dart jabs into his throat. He lets out a shrieking hiss, falls. Blurring unconsciousness. He opens his eyes, and his vision clears. He rests on a medical bed. A row of beds stretches down a wide room. He sees doctors. Examining his hands, he sees the horrible fungus is falling off his skin where it brushes the bed sheet. He starts to sob in relief, and a kind-looking man comes to his bedside to dab at his brow with a wet towel. He sleeps. Awake, his same attendant feeds him from a bowl of something wonderful. He can’t remember the last time he ate. The man feeding him speaks in a language he doesn’t know. He sleeps. Later, he stands before a door with the other people who’ve been un-factored. Their rescuers are telling them in broken English not to be afraid. The door opens, and several of those with him shuffle back from the tremendous red light that flows inside. Then, they’re pulled forward into the light, and the warmth on his skin starts him crying yet again. The next thing he knows, a grassy yard lies below. His feet touch the earth. The light disappears. Suddenly aware that they’re home, the whole group of un-factored, naked people start alive and run for freedom. A squad of Dominion soldiers appears. He runs with a couple of others before breaking off by himself and running into a dark street. 



Alex pulled from his mind and blinked as she released him. Bill also blinked, and he stared at the table to collect himself. The memories must’ve surfaced even more emotion for him than Alex had detected. She reached over and took Bill’s hand, and he looked up and smiled at her.



“Thank you.”



“Did it help?” he asked in a low voice. 



Alex considered this.



It didn’t teach me much more about the Magi, she thought. They seemed like good people. And they’re clearly the ones healing the factors. So his memories confirm everything else I’ve learned. But it doesn’t answer why they took me. Still… It’s so terrible what these people suffer. I’ve never seen anything like that before. The fear I sensed. The rage. Bill and others like him are scarred for life, I imagine. We have to stop this.



“Yes, it helps,” she said. “I understand more now. Thank you.” 



Bill smiled and turned to talk with Trok about his plans for leaving the Northern Continent. They talked in hushed voices, and Alex took the time to think.



Trok didn’t bring this guy here to show me anything about the Magi, she thought. He wanted me to see what it’s like to be a factor… Bill was imprisoned at the Capitol compound. That’s where they inject the DRK before transporting factors to the Mainland-Euro’s DuoPort. But if Cruelthor builds a base right by our DuoPort…



Bill Smith took a drink from Trok’s offered water, then set the glass on the table. He looked at Alex with a smile. “I have to go. It was nice meeting you, Alex.”



“You too. Stay safe.”



Bill smiled again and pushed his chair back, shook hands with Trok, and walked to the exit.



Alex waited until he was gone before looking across the table at Trok. She tried to figure out how to say aloud what she wanted, since she felt a bit drained from using her telepathy with Bill. “There are a lot of people like him, aren’t there?”



Trok nodded. “And many not as fortunate.”



She lowered her voice. “There’ll be even more if we can’t stop that base.” 



Trok looked pleased she understood. “It’s worth noting that the Magi also seem very keen on fighting the DRK. You’ve seen that now through Bill. I know you still have questions about why they did this to you, but maybe the whole point was to give you the tools to help these un-factors. It is your destiny to save the world from the DRK. Maybe this is how you’re to do that.”



She reflected on this a moment. 



I’m not afraid of the Magi anymore, she thought. I just want answers. What if this is my answer? What if helping these poor people is exactly what the Magi meant for me to do? Maybe they knew I’m the Warrior Seer and strengthened me to help me serve my purpose. The other Warriors will fight the Dominion’s use of the DRK. I’ll help these un-factors. 



“Thank you, Trok,” she said at last. “This helps.” 



He smiled and gazed with disconnected pleasure at the surrounding scene. 



Alex remembered her wine and took a sip.
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“Rescuing the un-factors”



 



 



 



The Warriors had been public for eight months. Bullseye still believed she’d done the right thing by agreeing to team up with the Underground from time to time. But, it was becoming difficult to maintain their autonomy. And Commander Cagod seldom listened to her about joint taskforce missions she thought they should pursue. Cagod’s missions were often a waste of time or else a misuse of their abilities, but the Warriors went along with it to stay on the Underground’s good side. Without rebel support, the Warriors knew they’d have no hope of destroying Cruelthor’s soon-to-be-build factor base. Meanwhile, this mission… 



Flush me, thought Bullseye. Saying this mission is dangerous is a serious understatement. I’m all for rescue ops, but not when the risks outweigh the benefits… Rebel politics will be the death of me. One way or another.



The current taskforce of Warriors and Underground soldiers stood in the shadow of an ancient bridge. The bridge extended halfway across a river before ending in twisted shards of metal. From Bullseye’s perch atop a chunk of fallen bridge, she looked across the midnight river and saw the decay and destruction of the city beyond. 



Here lay the ancient city of Pittsburgh. This was one of many Northern Continent metropolises so damaged by war that the Dominion hadn’t bothered rebuilding. What was left of Pittsburgh was eerie. Few buildings remained erect, and most bridges had collapsed centuries ago into the murky waters now flowing through the city. Nature had taken over on the far side of the river, and great forests rose between the broken skyscrapers. 



Factors roam that wasteland, thought Bullseye. If anyone dares cross this river, they’re likely to trip DRK mines. Not a bad way to scare people away. I don’t even want to be here.



She looked farther down river. Only one bridge remained intact, and this led to the only salvaged section of the city. It was an island now. The Dominion had collapsed a portion of the city and allowed the river to spread over the untamed chaos, leaving this one functioning island accessible from the remaining bridge. On this island, the Dominion had constructed their largest prison on the Continent. Pitt Prison was also one of the most fortified Dominion compounds, second only to Cruelthor’s Capitol.



The Dominion has little need of prisons, thought Bullseye. Security stations and smaller jails work just fine, holding prisoners only long enough to ship them to the Capitol for factoring. If Cruelthor bothers to house prisoners here, that means these prisoners are important. The Underground is right about that, at least. But breaking into a prison is a dangerous play. These commanders we’re supposed to rescue better be worth it.



“We can’t wait much longer,” Whitewolf was saying to Miller, the Underground commander theoretically in charge of this mission. “Are you sure Revenant is coming?”



“He’ll be here.” Miller pushed up his glove to check his watch. “We still have thirty minutes before the patrols swing by here again.”



“It’s not like we can do anything without Revenant,” Tigris reminded her brother.



Bullseye examined the team – Rave, Tigris, Whitewolf, Commander Miller, a soldier called Washington, a MOB called Bunsen Burner, and a young tech specialist named Sid. Her three partners stood with Miller, trying to be patient. Sid was operating a small computer in a pack on his lap. Washington stood with his pulse rifle drawn, scanning the area. Bunsen Burner ate a late dinner. They were waiting for Revenant, a rebel soldier who’d been an inmate at Pitt Prison before he’d escaped during transport to the Capitol. Revenant was to rendezvous with them before the whole team ventured to the secured prison bridge. But he was late. 



So far, thought Bullseye, all we’ve accomplished is checking our gear and arguing over who’ll have what responsibility. 



Bunsen Burner had managed to char a dozen hot dogs as he tried to roast them in his MOB-heated hands. As Bullseye watched, he picked up yet another hot dog. His hand radiated red-hot, and, alas, this link of meat also went up in flames. The big man frowned and threw it onto a pile of blackened hot dogs beside him.



We work so much better alone, she thought with a sigh.



Rave, also watching Bunsen Burner, raised an eyebrow and looked back at Miller. “You know, if you Underground-”



“Rave, I need binoculars,” Bullseye called before he could start another argument.



Miller turned to rummage in his pack. “I have a pair-”



“That’s not what she means.” Rave shook his head and took a few strides to jump onto the chunk of bridge beside her. In a low voice, he muttered, “You said Matsuri approved of this team? If these are soldiers Mat’s impressed with…”



She was tired of defending Matsuri. “If Mat says they’re okay, I believe him.” She lowered her voice. “Remember Commander Denito, the guy Mat told us to give the password-lock device to?”



“Yeah. Not that we’ve heard anything since.”



This was true. “Well,” she continued, “Mat says Denito used to partner with Miller. He trusts them equally.”



Rave grunted but dropped his reservations. 



But he’s right, she thought. We haven’t heard anything from the double agents working under Denito. Was it wrong to give them the password-lock? But what better choice did I have? Denito’s agents in Free Labs are our best bet to finding the treatment.



She put this aside for now. “Rave, tell us what you see.”



He adjusted the eye shield of his facemask and used his mutate-genetic eyesight to scan the bridge of the island prison. “The security station on our end has ten soldier operatives. Another five are posted at a checkpoint midway across. There’s another security station at the far end, right next to the prison wall’s gate. Can’t see beyond the wall. A scanner is swinging back and forth over the gate. The wall looks about fifteen meters high. There’s wire at the top and scanners every ten meters. Wait, now a transport vehicle is pulling up to the gate’s station. A soldier is talking to them… Now the gate’s opening. The transport’s driving in. Gate looks thick.” He faced Bullseye with a shrug. “That’s all I can see from this angle.” 



Whitewolf snorted. “I can barely see the bridge.”



Miller now stood at the base of their perch. “Revenant said those walls wrap around the entire prison. There are a few buildings on the island outside the prison, but none close to the wall. And there’s only the one entrance gate from this bridge. The island has two docks, one on the far side and one under this bridge. Unfortunately, there are security stations at each. There’s a single door in the wall’s far side, but it only leads out, not in. So, as far as the Dominion’s concerned, there’s only one way into the prison – this bridge and that gate.”



Bullseye knew this much. 



How we’ll breach the prison, she thought, is the part we all agree on. 



“Inside the walls?”



“There’s a water tower and power house on one side, guard barracks on the other. The main cell house lies smack in the center with a recreation yard in the back.”



“And the commanders we’re after are being held in the main cell house?”



Sid came forward, holding the computer pack in his arms. “They must be. The tracking program I hacked shows all these prisoners have ID tags – even the rebels we know had theirs removed, so the Dominion must’ve implanted new ones. The commanders’ tags say they’re in….” He tapped a key and looked at the screen facing him. “C block. One’s on the first level, two others on the second.”



“How many prisoners are here total?”



“Three hundred and eight, as of this morning.” 



Rave muttered, “So we’re looking for needles in a stack of needles.” 



Sid tapped the side of the computer pack. “With this tracking program, I can guide you to the right cells.” He looked at Tigris with a quick smile. “That’s assuming you can keep a communication channel open telepathically.” 



Tigris knew her role in the work ahead and nodded back at Sid. The rest of the team could argue over who did what, but some parts of this mission only Tigris could do.



“How many guards?” asked Whitewolf.



“A hundred and seventy-five soldier operatives inside the prison. Another twenty-five guarding the bridge and the docks. The Dominion used to keep fifty drones on hand, but they were redistributed after the drone farm attack.”



Bullseye smirked under her facemask and exchanged a glance with Rave. The destruction of Vancouver’s drone farm had forced the Dominion to become stingy with its use of drones. No longer could they churn out drones to replace those taken out by rebels across the Continent. Now, drones were stationed only in areas of greatest need, such as DRK treatment stations. Elsewhere, the drones had been replaced by soldier operatives who were often fresh out of the Youth and therefore not nearly as effective.



  Sid frowned at his screen. “Only five higher ranked operatives are permanently posted at the prison, but as of this morning another ten arrived from the Capitol. They’re scheduled to leave again in the morning to escort ten prisoners back to Capital City.”



“Including our commanders?” asked Miller.



“Doesn’t say. Must be important though, if the Dominion sent top operatives as escort.”



Bullseye let out a huff and put her hands on her hips. “Super. So we have to invade an island prison, fight off over two hundred guards, locate three prisoners out of over three hundred, and get out before all of Pitt Prison comes after us.”



Miller frowned. “I know this is asking a lot. Cagod wouldn’t have asked if this wasn’t important. These commanders are important to the cause. If they’re tortured into giving up information-”



“Alcatraz!” Rave blurted.



Bullseye looked at her brother. “What?”



“Sorry.” He shook his head. “The whole island prison thing reminded me of something, and I finally remembered what. If you people knew your history, you-”



“Hold it right there!” Washington shouted.



They looked over. Washington had his rifle aimed past a heap of rubble where the bridge supports connected with the broken highway overhead. Bunsen Burner jumped up and moved to flank whoever Washington had spotted. The rest of the team drew weapons, and Bullseye and Rave jumped down to prepare for an attack.



From beyond the rubble, someone with an accent called, “It’s okay! It’s me!” 



Bullseye saw that Miller had the best angle, and he lowered his weapon. Trusting him, she lowered her own and walked to join the others as they greeted whoever had arrived. 



To everyone’s surprise, there were two newcomers. The tall, well-built man with a long, dark ponytail must’ve been Revenant, and he stepped forward to shake Miller’s hand. His female companion stood shyly to the side as the men exchanged greetings. The girl couldn’t have been much more than a teenager, and the rebel suit she wore was the smallest Bullseye had ever seen. She had short, black hair and pale skin. Bullseye looked from the girl to the man and noted a family resemblance. 



Wait, thought Bullseye. Why is she staring at me?



Miller introduced the team to the newcomers. “Revenant, Anya, these are the Kota Warriors.” He pointed at each of them. “Tigris, Whitewolf, Rave, and-”



“I know who she is.” The girl hadn’t taken her eyes off Bullseye, and her face was hard.



The dots finally connected.



Oh, flush me, thought Bullseye. It’s Anya Romanov. And he must be Vadim Romanov!



Everyone was looking at her, and Bullseye was glad the facemask hid some of her shock. 



She hadn’t thought of the Romanov family for years. It’d been a slay mission when she was fifteen. Rurik Romanov, Anya and Vadim’s father, was the target. Their family had had political ties in the days before the Dominion, and natives in their part of the Mainland-Asian had always been more rebellious than most. Rurik had gathered rebel forces to rise up against the region’s Elite, and Bullseye was sent to stop him. And she had. She remembered with vivid detail that she’d slain him on his way home from taking Vadim to school. Vadim had been Bullseye’s age, Anya only four.



Revenant’s eyebrows furrowed as he too looked at Bullseye, but he turned to his sister. “I allowed you to come,” he said gently, “but this isn’t the time. You promised me, Anya.”



The girl tore her eyes from Bullseye and nodded up at her brother.



Miller fortunately thought their mission more important than asking questions. He adjusted his pack and turned to lead the way. “Let’s move. We don’t have long before the patrols swing by.”



The team wasted no more time. Following Miller, they hurried over the dark terrain toward the Dominion’s bridge. There was so much rubble and vegetation along the bank that they didn’t need to seek cover, and they made their way quickly. 



Bullseye felt Tigris in her mind before the telepath asked, “Are you okay?”




Tig must’ve seen my memories, thought Bullseye. 



She looked at Tigris as they walked together around a crashed military chopper. With a single nod, she hoped Tigris would drop it. 



I can’t deal with this right now, she thought. The mission needs my full attention.



With weapons drawn, the team took cover behind an ancient, overturned bus on the edge of the road leading to the bridge. It was shadowy here, but the lights of the bridge would be bright enough to expose the team if they weren’t careful. 



Bullseye peeked out and saw that Rave was right – ten soldiers milled around the security station or else paced at the end of the bridge. A security light swept over the road, and Bullseye ducked back behind the end of the bus. 



Well, she thought, we came this far. 



Before Miller could give orders that contradicted her wishes, Bullseye signaled her team and motioned for Revenant to join them. Rave, Whitewolf, and Tigris slunk over and crouched with Bullseye against the bus’s side. Revenant gave his sister a look that told her to stay put, then hurried to the Warriors.



Bullseye met eyes with Revenant for the first time, and she swallowed her emotions. “Whenever you’re ready.”



He nodded, having known his part in the plan from the beginning. He turned to the Warrior Seer.



Tigris, by using Revenant’s memories from his time in Pitt Prison, would be able to teleport a subteam inside. This subteam would find the Underground commanders. Meanwhile, the rest of the team would stay here and make it look like they were trying to break into the prison. Hopefully that would lure soldiers out of the prison, making things easier for the subteam inside.



Pitt Prison’s impenetrable, thought Bullseye. But they never imagined anyone teleporting in. That’s my one hope we’ll actually pull this off. And it’s why the Underground needed us for this mission.



Bullseye checked her friend. 



Tigris knew her job, but she still looked nervous. After a courage-summoning breath, she looked Revenant in the eye to create a mind link. That done, she took hold of his arm, closed her eyes, and they both disappeared in a flash of portal light. 



Bullseye motioned for Sid. He glanced at Miller but obeyed her, holding his computer pack and crouch-walking to join her. 



“Once Tigris gets us inside, stay with her here and use her like a radio to contact the rest of us in the prison.” She poked a finger at the computer. “Use that thing to guide us to the commanders. Do not leave Tigris alone while the others draw off the soldiers. She’ll need to focus entirely on her mind links, and that’ll leave you to defend her. She’ll teleport you guys back to safety at the rendezvous point if she has to, but don’t leave her.” Her eyes moved past him and settled on Anya. “And don’t leave Anya either.”



Sid nodded and sat against the bus before opening his computer pack. 



Tigris appeared again in a flash of portal light beside Bullseye. She put a hand on the bus to steady herself. “I got Revenant inside. He’s hiding for now until the rest of you get there. Who’s next?”



Whitewolf held out his hand, Tigris took it, and the next instant they vanished.



Rave adjusted his weapon as he looked up through the smashed windows of the bus. “The soldiers haven’t noticed us yet, but a patrol walks the road every five minutes. We’d better move fast. Still the same plan?”



“Yep.” Bullseye checked her own weapon. “Revenant, Whitewolf, Washington, and I will go in. Sid and Tigris will guide us. You, Miller, and Bunsen Burner stay here and make a lot of noise.”



“And me.” Anya had crept up behind Rave, and she scowled at Bullseye. “I’m helping too. Don’t you dare tell me I can’t.”



Bullseye swallowed again but nodded. “Rave, give her a gun.”



Just don’t let her turn it on me, she thought.



Tigris appeared again. She herself waved for Washington to join her. She looked in his eye only a moment to create a mind link, then took hold of his arm and reached for Bullseye’s hand. “Better take you both at once. Revenant and Whitewolf can’t hide much longer.”



Bullseye held a tight grip on Tigris’s hand, and the next moment portal light blinded her.



Then they were inside. Bullseye didn’t even check her surroundings before signaling Tigris to leave again, and Tigris flashed out of sight. 



Bullseye drew a weapon and looked around to find herself and Washington crouched in a prison dining hall. Barred windows high overhead let in exterior security light. By this light, she saw a long room with tables and chairs bolted to the floor. At the far end of the room stood a set of metal doors. Revenant and Whitewolf were positioned on either side of the doors, guns drawn. Bullseye held her weapon ready and led Washington over to them.



Suddenly, an alarm screamed through the silence of the prison. Outside the high windows, security lights flashed with the alarm. Bullseye heard shouts and running farther inside the prison as guards left their posts to answer the alert.



Fast work, Rave, she thought with a smile. 



Dozens of footsteps ran past the dining hall door, and an operative yelled, “You and you, stay at your posts! The rest of you, get to the main entrance! We’re under attack! Don’t let rebels breach the walls!”



Too late, buddy, thought Bullseye.



Once things settled down on the other side of the door, Bullseye signaled Revenant to lead the way. He pushed open the metal door and swung around, gun raised. Washington mirrored this. Bullseye aimed high and wide in the direction Revenant had gone, and Whitewolf covered the rear. 



They emerged into a wide hall. It led to the exit in one direction, but Revenant led them the other way, farther into the prison. They scanned each connecting hall but hurried on unnoticed. They only encountered one patrolling guard. Before the man could cry out, Revenant’s silent shot struck him in the forehead and crumpled him to the floor. Cleared, they moved onward. 



Finally, they came to the locked entrance of Pitt Prison’s C block. Bullseye had her own function in this mission. She looked at Whitewolf with a nod before facing the double doors and dematerializing to step through the crack. Once through, she expertly scanned C block and saw an enormous room with a wide, concrete floor. Along either wall, two levels of prison cells ran all the way to the far end, where another set of double doors was locked. High overhead, metallic beams and pipes supported harsh lights and wiring. 



All this she took in with a glance, but she counted guards in the cellblock. Two soldiers paced each second-level balcony. Two more paced each side of the ground level. Two more guarded the far doors. Back where she stood, two more. 



With no time to lose, Bullseye aimed a gun at each of these two unsuspecting guards. 



Here we go, she thought. 



She materialized and shot them in the heads. In the same heartbeat, she stepped to the door controls and smashed the lock. A second later, Whitewolf, Washington, and Revenant burst into the cellblock.



“Sound the alarm and-” this guard on the ground level met a swift end as Whitewolf shot him in the chest.



Bullseye faced the open room again and fired with her team at the guards running toward them. 



All this drew the prisoners to their bars, and a great commotion started as they yelled and gestured at the rebel team for help. 



 Time to split up, thought Bullseye.



 “Washington, you’re with me! Level two! Whitey?”



“On it! Sis told me where to go!” Whitewolf shot a guard from the ground level before darting forward under a balcony to avoid fire from above.



Bullseye left him and Revenant. She dodged a shot from a guard above and sprinted to a set of metal stairs that ran up to the second level. She heard Washington following and shooting at more guards who arrived from behind them, and she turned on the stairs to use her superior aim and drop five guards who appeared from the main hall of the prison.



Someone did sound an alarm, she thought. 



 She pulled Washington after her and scrambled to the top of the stairs. A prisoner in the first cell almost grabbed ahold of her through the bars, but she dematerialized that arm and staggered back.



Shouldn’t we help all these people? she thought. Why am I only realizing that now? If they escape, that’ll add to the confusion and help us get out of here too!



“Washington!” She pointed to a set of controls by the stairs.



He was facing down the stairs, and he fired at a guard before yelling back, “Yeah?”



“Those controls behind you! Flip ‘em unlocked!”



Washington turned and hit the controls, but nothing happened. He tried again. Same result. “I think they’re manually locked from the main system! There’s no way we can open these cells!”



Bullseye felt Tigris in her mind. “I just teleported Whitewolf and his rescued commander out of there, Bulls. Sid says the remaining commanders are on level two in cells C2-8 and C2-11. Should be in the middle section. You need to hurry. Soldiers are pouring out of the prison now. Even with Whitewolf and this commander, I don’t think we’ll be able to hold ground for long. If I teleport us to safety, I’m not sure my mind links will be in range to keep tabs on you. You have to hurry!”



Bullseye didn’t need further coaxing. Turning along the narrow balcony, she ignored the shouting and pleading prisoners as she ran in search of the correct cells. At last, she came to C2-8. A man’s stubbled face pressed against the bars to see, but he stepped back when she stopped in front of him. His brown eyes widened.



“I’m here to rescue you!” Without explaining further, she dematerialized to enter his cell. Materializing again once through the bars, she ignored his amazed gape. “You’re an Underground commander?”



The man nodded. He spoke with a southern region accent. “I’m Commander Joseph Emmit. How did you-”



A spray of shots made Bullseye block the commander as she turned with her gun aimed out of the cell. Washington appeared on the other side. 



“There are too many! I couldn’t hold them off! We’ve got to get out of-” 



A shot fired, Washington’s head jerked, and a spurt of blood shot against the bars. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he slumped to the floor.



“Tigris!” Bullseye screamed.



“Get back to the dining hall! I can only teleport to the dining hall!”



Bullseye shot out the lock on the cell door and kicked it open. Looking around the edge of the bars, she saw three guards on the balcony, hurrying toward Washington’s fallen body. She felt a tingling burn and aimed her weapon, firing three times. Each shot hit a guard, and the balcony was clear again.



“Follow me, Commander Emmit.” Bullseye stepped out of the cell.



“Emmit is fine,” he said. “To whom do I owe the biggest thanks of my life?”



“Bullseye.” She didn’t wait for his reaction but instead stooped over Washington, pried his gun out of his dead hands, and handed it to the commander. Then she hurried along the balcony past a few more cells and came to C2-11.



She gave this commander even less explanation than she’d given Emmit, and she shot out the locks before throwing the door open and yelling at the man to follow. Together, they ran to the far end of the balcony where another set of stairs led down to the first level. Just in time, too. A group of more guards than she could count burst through the doors on this far end of the cellblock. 



Bullseye dematerialized and threw herself down the stair as the guards fired at her. Their shots hit only the stairs, and she materialized in time to drop between the guards. She fired from point blank range before they could collect themselves. She turned left, right, left, right, and fired with every turn. When these were all dropped she spun, with gun raised, to the doors they’d appeared from. But there were no more guards for the moment. 



The prisoners were shouting and calling to her from this first level now, but she ignored them as she looked up the stairs and motioned for the two commanders to descend. They hurried down the stairs and had the sense to collect weapons from the fallen guards. Another guard ran out the doors, but Emmit was quick and shot him dead. 



Bullseye reloaded. “Let’s go! Get to the dining hall!”



“The dining hall?” asked C2-11. 



“Trust me!” She took off through the middle of the cellblock.



The prisoners on either side shouted for help as Bullseye and the commanders escaped. She noticed one cell door lying on the middle of the wide floor. Its correlating cell was now empty. That must’ve been where Whitewolf rescued his commander. Toward C block’s entrance, a few more cell doors lay on the floor. Apparently Whitewolf had freed a few more prisoners too. 



Well, so can I, she thought.



With another tingling burn, her eyes scanned ahead in her run to focus on the locks of the cells she was passing. A gun in each hand, she spun to run backwards. Firing each weapon, she shot out the locks, which allowed the prisoners inside to escape their cells. At the entrance to C block, she collided with the doors. Emmit steadied her as they looked back at the escaping prisoners. 



More guards appeared from the doors at the far end. Unfortunately for them, the freed prisoners poured out of their cells and attacked. 



This distraction gave Bullseye time to turn and lead the commanders out. Only a few shots slammed into the doors before they slipped through and ran to the dining hall.



Bullseye threw open the doors. To her relief, the room was empty except for one dead operative. A streak of blood smeared the floor under him.



“Tigris!” she called again.



The next instant, Tigris crouched where she’d first teleported them inside the prison. “Come on!”



The commanders were past the point of asking questions, so they hurried to Tigris, who was waiting with outstretched hands. Bullseye kept a gun aimed at the doors as Tigris made her mind links, and she felt Tigris touching her foot. Turning, she saw Tigris had one leg stretched to reach Bullseye while she held the crouched commanders’ hands. 



In another flash of portal light, they were back behind the bus. 



The security station’s light was at full strength now, and gunfire illuminated the scene as Bullseye hid behind the bus with Tigris, her commanders, and Whitewolf’s rescued commander. She peeked out and saw at least fifty soldiers and higher ranking operatives gathered at the bridge’s security station. These fired whenever Rave or Bunsen Burner broke cover on the opposite side of the road. While the soldiers focused on them, Miller fired from the bus’s side of the road. Whitewolf and Anya were also on the bus’s side, firing from a crossing angle. A few operative bodies lay where they’d tried to venture out to lead the attack. 



Not bad, thought Bullseye.



Sid had discarded the computer pack now that that part of the mission was done. He fired through a window of the bus before scrambling over. He looked at Bullseye. “Washington?”



She shook her head.



“Revenant?”



Now Bullseye looked around, realizing she hadn’t seen him. She looked at Tigris in dread.



Tigris had her eyes closed to concentrate. “I can still sense his mind link, so he’s alive. But he’s… I think he’s unconscious. I have no idea where he is.”



Sid swore. “But he’s still inside?”



Tigris nodded and looked at Bullseye. 



“We left a man behind?” asked Emmit. He had the decency to look responsible.



Bullseye thought fast as she watched the Dominion soldiers gathering at this end of the bridge. “Do they know what’s going on in the prison?”



“I don’t think so,” said Sid. “They wouldn’t still be coming out here if they knew we already broke in. Rave shot out the security station’s transmitter first thing.”



Miller dashed over to crouch in their circle. When he saw his fellow commanders, he smiled in greeting. “Glad you made it.” 



“Revenant’s still inside,” Emmit told him. 



Miller looked at Tigris. “Can’t you-”



“No,” Bullseye cut in. “She can’t teleport when she doesn’t know where she’s going. And we can’t teleport to the dining hall anymore. By now those operatives have figured out our access point, even if they don’t know how we get there.”



“So we just leave Revenant?” asked Sid incredulously. He motioned toward the small army on the bridge. “There’s no other way we’re getting in!”



The commander Whitewolf rescued waved for their attention. “Revenant? You mean Vadim Romanov? He was a prisoner before. Do you have any idea what they’ll do to him? Factoring him would be a mercy! We can’t leave a man to be-”



“We’re not leaving him!” Bullseye shouted as they all talked at once. Knowing there wasn’t a lot of time, she tossed her empty gun away and grabbed the gun C2-11 was holding. 



Miller watched her and hesitated. “You don’t have to do this.”



“Yes, I do.”



He looked her in the eye and seemed to debate with himself. So far Miller had graciously accepted that he wasn’t the one giving orders, and what she was planning would save one of his men. But he also was aware of the danger she’d be putting herself in. 



Miller’s not a bad guy, she thought. But I have to do this. Miller might even suspect my history with the Romanov family, so he knows I have to do this.



Bullseye suspected Tigris was listening to her thoughts, so she faced her partner. “Keep Anya here, Tig. She’ll want to go after her brother, but don’t let her.”



Tigris nodded, her eyes worried.



Emmit turned to Bullseye. “We’ll hold them here as long as we can.” 



“Much appreciated.” She faced Tigris. “If the team here is overrun, teleport to safety. Save as many of our team as you can, but…”



“Anya,” Tigris said. “Got it. Be careful.”



Bullseye exhaled, tucked the weapon into her holster, and turned to the bridge. A group of operatives arrived at the security station, and they gestured back to the prison and yelled orders at the soldiers.



I’ll have to race them back, she thought.



With one last deep breath, Bullseye dematerialized and ran across the broken concrete to the bridge. Unseen, she ran right through the soldiers firing at Rave and the others. Past this group, she sprinted over the open bridge to the midway checkpoint, and the squad heading back to the prison never saw her as she ran by. By the time she got to the far security station where the prison gate blocked her path, she was well ahead of them.



This proved to be good timing. The gate of the prison groaned open, and she jumped to the side as an armed vehicle rolled out. 



That’s not good, she thought. If they use those guns on the team…



She raised a gun to take out the driver, but then the armed passengers turned their weapons on the security station, decimating the guards there. The passengers stuck their heads out and whooped with excitement. 



Prisoners, thought Bullseye. 



They shouted a charge, and the vehicle accelerated down the bridge. They opened fire on the soldiers running back to the prison. Bullseye left them to it and ran through the prison gate. 



The prison was in chaos. Well-lit chaos, for the security lights on the walls were at full strength, illuminating a mass of prisoners. They ran for the open gate or else fought guards in the open yard between the gate and the main cell house. Many were armed with their captors’ guns. 



Whoa, she thought. More got free than I thought. 



She didn’t see Revenant anywhere. Still dematerialized, she watched as a fresh group of operatives arrived, but she left the prisoners to defend themselves and ran through the crowds to the main cell house.



Using the space dimension to push the doors open, Bullseye entered to find the building relatively still. She ran down the main hall, peeked into the now empty C block, and slowed only when she heard voices ahead, in B block. One of its doors had been torn off its hinges, so she stepped around the destruction and stood in this cellblock. 



It was a replica of C block. The only difference she noticed was that the cells here had been unlocked, their doors hung open, and every cell was empty. This she noted with a quick glance, but her focus was pulled to a small crowd in the center of the room. She’d found Revenant.



A broad-shouldered, ugly Dominion operative stood over Revenant, who was tied, bloodied, and kneeling on the floor. A female operative wearing a stealth suit and metallic facemask stood behind Revenant. Six soldiers stood at attention behind her.



Bullseye, dematerialized, approached on alert.



“I won’t ask again,” the ugly operative was saying. “Who else is with you?”



Revenant’s right eye was swollen shut, but he looked up and glared at the man. 



“Where are they?” The operative kicked him in the gut. “Should I let Silver Eye use her flamethrower on you? Ever imagined what it’d feel like to have your flesh burn off your bones? You’re about to find out, unless you start talking!”



“Surge,” said the woman operative, presumably Silver Eye, “we need to know if they came for the prisoners we’re here to escort. They’re secure for now, but if that’s what these rebels came for, we’ll need backup on our way to the Capitol.”



Surge glared at Revenant and grabbed his head by his ponytail. “Is that your mission? Rescuing the un-factors?”



What? thought Bullseye. There are un-factored prisoners here? If they’re taken to the Capitol…



Surge let go of Revenant’s hair with a shove that toppled the barely conscious man. “Prepare to roast, rebel.”



Silver Eye reached around her back for a rifle-looking device. This attached to a tank hanging on her hip.



Bullseye moved to stand behind the soldiers and Silver Eye. She materialized and shot two soldiers before dematerializing again. The other four soldiers turned in alarm but found nothing. After stepping clear of their guns, Bullseye materialized again and shot another soldier, but she had to throw herself to the floor and dematerialize as the three remaining soldiers fired at her. 



Surge’s eyes were wide, and he pulled Revenant against himself like a shield. “Silver Eye!”



His partner stood back-to-back with him and activated her flamethrower. She looked in every direction to spot Bullseye the moment she materialized again.



Great, thought Bullseye. Fire’s always given me trouble. 



She got to her feet and positioned herself behind the three remaining soldiers. She made sure they were between her and Silver Eye, then materialized and shot two. Silver Eye swung the flamethrower and pulled the trigger, and Bullseye dematerialized and ran just in time to miss the jet of flame. The spraying fire caught the remaining soldier in a burst. He screamed, fell to the floor, and died beside the soldiers Bullseye had killed.



Silver Eye seemed unfazed by the fact that she’d killed one of her men. Her gaze was tense behind her metallic facemask. “Hold him, Surge.”



“I got him.”



Silver Eye continued to aim the flamethrower back and forth. Bullseye walked within a meter of them unseen and examined her options. Surge had his arm around Revenant’s throat, and Revenant looked too battered to fight him. 



I might be able to take out Surge, thought Bullseye, but Silver Eye will use the flamethrower on Revenant once Surge goes down.



“Come out, come out wherever you are,” Silver Eye taunted as she swung the flamethrower. “More soldiers will be here any second. What ya gonna do, Bulls?”



Bullseye almost materialized in surprise. The woman knew her? Cruelthor had announced to the world that the Kota Warrior Leader was the Dominion assassin operative known as Bullseye. He’d even gone so far as to expose her citizen name as Loree Kandoya. But only operatives she’d known personally would call her Bulls. Did she know Silver Eye?



No time for this, she thought.



With a step forward, Bullseye positioned herself between the operative’s backs. With a heave, she used the space dimension to shove the other woman to the ground. Silver Eye lost her flamethrower as she went down. At the same moment, Bullseye materialized and punched Surge in the back of the neck.



“Ugh!” The big man dropped Revenant in surprise and stumbled forward. 



Bullseye rushed to guard Revenant and lifted her gun at Surge.



But she was too slow. Actually, Surge was too fast. He must’ve been a MOB because he moved with unnatural speed and slapped the gun from Bullseye’s grip. Then he pulled the ropes tying Revenant free only to throw them around both Revenant and Bullseye before she could do anything to stop him. Pressed against Revenant, she didn’t even have time to struggle before Surge threw the end of the rope over a ceiling pipe. He pulled the rope to hoist them in the air. Bullseye and Revenant were swung off their feet and flipped to dangle in the air, upside down, suspended like bats from the ceiling pipe. 



Ow, ow, ow, thought Bullseye. Shit. 



It’d be quite a drop if Surge let his end of the rope go. But, the big operative seemed content for now to stand below with the rope wrapped around his arm. He laughed up at them.



Silver Eye walked over to look up at Bullseye. Even under her facemask, she was clearly smiling. “You can’t dematerialize now, can ya? Revenant will fall to the ground and smash his head open.”



Bullseye tried to ignore the squeezing rope. “Yep. Nice move. Good idea with the flamethrower, too. Have we met?”



The woman glared. “Yeah, we’ve met, you cocky bitch. I used to idolize you. Now, I don’t know why we were so impressed.”



Surge asked his partner, “What do ya want me to do with them?” 



Bullseye tried to look around for ideas as she and Revenant swung slightly. 



Silver Eye walked over to retrieve her flamethrower. “Keep her up there, for now. When the soldiers get here, we’ll figure something out. Cruelthor will give us a huge promotion for this. Did he say dead or alive? I’d vote for dead.”



Surge grinned.



Straining against the ropes, Bullseye knew she couldn’t get loose. The blood was rushing to her head, but she tried to think. She couldn’t let Revenant die, even if she could dematerialize and save herself. But what could she do? Soldiers would arrive any minute. She had no weapon… Then she remembered her knife. Twisting, she looked up at her feet and saw the handle protruding from her boot. She looked around and noticed that the second level’s balcony railing was within reach if she swung just right. 



I have to be quick, she thought.



Bullseye lurched from side to side so they began to swing. After three pumps, she reached the full extent of their swing away from the balcony. She used all her strength to twist in the ropes and reach the handle of the knife in her boot. 



“Knock it off!” yelled Surge. 



In a single motion, Bullseye straightened to look below at Surge as they swung over him. She flicked her wrist to throw the knife into his throat. Surge gurgled a scream before falling dead, and the rope slipped loose from his arm.



Bullseye felt a jerk as the rope pulled free from the pipe overhead. Immediately, they began to fall as well as swing toward the balcony. The loosening rope also allowed her to get an arm free just as they reached the balcony rail. They hit with a sharp smack, and Revenant’s weight slammed her against the rail. She felt a rib break, but she used her now free arm to grab the rail before they completely fell. She was nearly yanked free as Revenant’s added weight pulled her down, and she felt her shoulder dislocate. She gasped in pain and got her other arm free to hold on. 



“Hey!” 



The whole thing had taken maybe ten seconds, and Silver Eye had looked away to examine Surge before returning her attention to the prisoners. Now, she stood from Surge’s body and hurried over with the flamethrower. 



Quickly, Bullseye checked that it was a safe drop to the floor. Satisfied, she dematerialized, and Revenant fell with the loosened ropes the rest of the way to the floor. Bullseye dropped right on top of him but used the space dimension to cushion the fall. 



“Why you…” Silver Eye aimed her flamethrower at Revenant.



Bullseye jumped in front of the woman and materialized, at the same time using her good arm to yank the flamethrower from Silver Eye’s grip. She threw it across the floor and kicked Silver Eye in the gut. 



“Ugh!” Silver Eye staggered back. But she recovered. She lifted her arms in a fighting stance. Her gaze swung over to Surge, remembering the knife.



Bullseye saw it too and dove with the other woman over to Surge’s body. They landed in a heap, each grasping for the knife in the man’s bloody throat. Without thinking, Bullseye tried to use her dislocated arm, and she cried out in pain. She kneed Silver Eye instead. Silver Eye got hold of the knife and flipped it around to jab down on Bullseye’s chest. But Bullseye dematerialized, the knife struck the floor instead, and she got to her feet and materialized again to kick the knife away. Silver Eye dove at her, and together they fell back to the floor and kicked and swung at each other. Bullseye took a kick to the head and fell over, but she stuck a leg up and shoved Silver Eye back. Again Bullseye jumped to her feet. She winced in pain and held her useless arm against her broken rib, waiting for the other woman to attack. Silver Eye also stood in a defensive position, panting, with fists raised.



We’re evenly matched, thought Bullseye. All she has to do is hold me off until soldiers show up. I won’t be able to get Revenant out of here unless I take her down! 



Bullseye caught a glimpse of movement behind her opponent. Revenant had come to. Silver Eye had her back to him, and Bullseye moved to turn Silver Eye a little more so the operative wouldn’t notice him. Bullseye kept her eyes on the operative but moved her head subtly, hoping Revenant would see. He did, and he looked over where she’d indicated. Her knife lay on the floor a few meters from him. Creeping, he slid in his remaining bindings toward the knife.



Silver Eye shook her head. “You have no idea who I am, do you?” She sounded annoyed, maybe even a little disappointed.



“Well, if you want, we can go chat over coffee.” Bullseye continued to move, keeping Silver Eye’s back to Revenant.



“You don’t drink coffee. At least, you didn’t before.”



Bullseye scowled at this.



She really does know me, she thought. Who…



Revenant was cutting his ropes now.



“Bringing you in will be so rewarding.” Silver Eye flexed her fingers and made tighter fists. “Cruelthor will probably give me whatever I want.”



“And what’s that?”



“Never wanted to be an operative, for starters. That wasn’t my plan.”



“You’re pretty good at it,” Bullseye said honestly. 



Revenant rose and held the knife, and he looked at Bullseye as he took a few steps toward Silver Eye. He was within a meter.



“Thanks.” Silver Eye didn’t sound like she cared for the compliment. “I suppose I am.”



To Bullseye’s surprise, the woman spun and kicked Revenant in the chest. He fell backwards to the floor, and Silver Eye spun back around before Bullseye could take advantage of the distraction. She charged the woman just the same, but her broken rib shot a bolt of pain through her body and she lost her balance. 



Silver Eye timed a perfect jump kick that connected with Bullseye’s head. 



Everything flashed black. Bullseye fell to the floor. Her vision recovered, but the only thing she saw was Silver Eye’s blurry form as the woman ran to get her flamethrower.



Soldiers entered from the back doors.



“Get them!” Silver Eye screamed.



Revenant scrambled to his feet and ran over to Bullseye. “Come on! We have to get out of here!”



Every sound shot pain through her head. 



The soldiers ran into the cellblock, but Bullseye lost sight of them as Revenant picked her up. Holding her, he ran in the opposite direction. Bullseye clung to him like a child, her good arm around his neck. Revenant kicked open B block’s remaining entry door, ran up the main hall to a branching hall, then kicked open an exterior exit. 



Bullseye squinted from the bright security lights outside, but she had no time to look around. Revenant ran across an open space. Shouts and gunfire reached her ears from the front of the building where the prisoners still fought the soldiers. Farther away she heard loud booms, she guessed from the armed vehicle the prisoners had stolen. 



I hope the others are okay, she thought. Tigris? Tigris?



Bullseye didn’t sense the telepath in her mind, but she didn’t have much time to worry. They’d reached the prison wall. Revenant spun in a small circle, still holding her, and Bullseye’s head continued to spin until he set her down and ran away along the wall. She wondered briefly if he’d abandoned her, but he returned a moment later and scooped her up again. 



Bang! Bang, bang, bang!



She looked back the way they’d come and saw Silver Eye and a group of soldiers emerging from the main cell house. Bullseye couldn’t hear Silver Eye’s orders, but she guessed what they were. The soldiers started running straight for them.



Revenant held her tight and ran along the wall.



Bang! Ping! A shot struck the wall a meter away. 



Bullseye closed her eyes. She felt Revenant adjust her in his arms. She sensed something different in the air, and she opened her eyes to find they were in darkness. Revenant was shuffling sideways through a narrow space, and Bullseye realized he’d found the prison’s back door. 



Sure enough, they soon passed through the wall, and now Bullseye saw only dark openness around them. Revenant set her against the wall, then disappeared back through the wall’s doorway. She heard a heavy creaking sound and Revenant grunting, so she assumed he was closing the door before Silver Eye and her soldiers could follow. 



Bullseye used the time to caress her arm and examine her surroundings in the dark night. Because Pittsburgh was dead, no light shown from the skeletal city on the far bank, and the river looked black. 



“Hold on,” Revenant said when he returned. “Just a little farther.”



Before she could ask his plan, Revenant picked her up again and descended a steep bank of stairs. Bullseye heard water lapping against the concrete shore, and her eyes focused enough to see a short dock with a few boats tied. 



Revenant ran to a speedboat and helped her climb aboard before hurrying to untie the dock fastenings. Bullseye sat on the long rear seat of the speedboat, and Revenant jumped in to start the engines. The loud gurgling of the propellers shook Bullseye’s skull, and she lay across the seat to hold her aching parts. Revenant swung the wheel and steered out into the river, and they left the prison island behind them.



Once they were well out on the dark river, Revenant slowed the boat. He leaned on the controls and cut the engine, and with a wince of pain he stepped back to where Bullseye lay. The boat hit a swell, and he steadied himself before kneeling in front of where she lay on the seat. 



Don’t cack on him, she thought.



Even in the dim light, his swollen face was obvious. “Your shoulder’s dislocated. This is going to hurt.”



Bullseye braced herself as he took her arm, and before she could prepare for it he yanked her arm with a jolt. Pain shot through her body, but she felt her shoulder pop back into place. She didn’t cry out. Her eyes were watering, however. She clutched Revenant’s arm and sucked in air.



“Can you contact the Seer?” 



It took Bullseye a minute to remember this was how the rebels identified Tigris. She looked back up at him and didn’t dare risk the pain of shaking her head. “No. I think she’s out of range. That must mean they aren’t at the bridge anymore.”



“Then I’ll head for the rendezvous. They’d go there to wait for us, wouldn’t they?”



“Yep.” Bullseye hoped this was right.



Revenant stood and restarted the engine. He steered the boat downstream, increasing their speed. His dark ponytail flipped around in the wind. 



Bullseye made herself sit up, and she looked across the water at the land farther into the city. Revenant, she noticed, also looked over with frequent glances. Whatever they did, they couldn’t land there. Hopefully Silver Eye was afraid of the factors too, and that might stop her from pursuing. 



The boat hit a swell, and the jolt sent fresh pain. She had to lie back down. 



Revenant looked back at her. “Don’t fall asleep on me. You’ve got a concussion.” 



“Okay.”



I’m going to cack, she thought. I’m lucky to be alive… Revenant saved my life. I don’t think I could’ve gotten away back there. Silver Eye had me. She really did. And now a guy who should absolutely hate me is saving my life…



A few minutes later, Revenant slowed the boat. Bullseye managed to sit up and she saw the demolished bridge, their original rendezvous. As Revenant pulled the boat alongside the rubble at the shore, Bullseye saw movement in the shadows.



“It’s us!” Revenant shouted. “I need help! She’s hurt!”



Rave was the first to run forward, followed by Anya, then the others, including the three rescued commanders. Bullseye felt immediate relief at the sight of her team. She stood with Revenant’s help and stepped over the side of the boat to shore. When they both stood on solid ground, Anya rushed up and hugged her brother. 



Rave helped Bullseye stand. “You okay?” 



“I’ve been worse.” She tried to remember if this was true.



In the dim light, Bullseye inspected Rave, Whitewolf, and Tigris. They were dirty, but aside from a broken light on Whitewolf’s suit, they looked fine. 



Then Anya stepped forward. She glared at Bullseye. “You bitch! You almost got Vadim killed!”



“Anya,” Revenant said sharply. “She saved my life!”



Anya spun around on him. “No, you saved hers! Why?”



“That’s enough!” Revenant looked at his sister. He shook his head, then stepped to Bullseye. He pulled something from his coat pocket. 



It caught the moonlight in a familiar way. He had her knife. Revenant spun it to give her the handle, and Bullseye hesitated. She looked him in his good eye, then took the knife with her good hand. She lifted her leg to put it back in her boot. Her head was pounding, and she was sure she’d vomit any minute, but she focused her attention on Revenant.



“Thank you,” she told him. 



“I’m sorry.” Revenant looked at his sister before facing Bullseye again. “Anya was so young. She…”



“You don’t owe me an apology. Not ever. I can never apologize enough for what I did to your family.”



Revenant took a deep breath and nodded down at her. 



Sid turned to Miller. “Sir, we’d better clear out. We need to get the commanders to Undertown.”



Miller snapped into action. He saluted Bullseye before leading his team to depart. Revenant and Anya went with them. Soon they disappeared in the shadows. 



Tigris turned to Bullseye. “Are you okay?”



Bullseye winced and held her ribcage. “No.” Giving up, she bent over a pile of rubble and vomited into the dirt. The heaving shot pain through her side, and her head swooned. When she finished, she straightened up again for air. “Let’s head out.” 



Gun raised, Rave led the way up the bank in the direction of their hummer. Tigris tried to help Bullseye walk, but Whitewolf stepped forward and scooped her up. Bullseye winced but thanked him. 



I feel a little better, she thought. Now, what was I trying to remember? Oh!



 “Guys, we need a plan to rescue the prisoners those operatives came to escort.”



Ahead, Rave snickered. “Looked to us like the prisoners were rescuing themselves. We left because they came charging over the bridge and would’ve accidentally taken us out along with the operatives we were fighting.”



“Not those prisoners,” she said. “Some were held separately under tighter guard. I ran into two operatives in charge of the escort. We have to rescue those prisoners. They could be important.”



“Who are they?” asked Whitewolf.



Bullseye looked at Tigris where she walked beside them. “They’re un-factors.”



Tigris’s eyes widened.



“The Dominion wants them back at the Capitol. That can’t be good. Silver Eye will take them by transport vehicle. I’m guessing she and her soldiers will flee the prison pretty soon.”



Rave led them onto the overgrown street where they’d hidden their hummer. “So you want to chase them down?” 



“We won’t catch them before they reach Capital City. Besides, by now Silver Eye’s called for reinforcements. That means even more soldiers will meet them on the road and escort them the rest of the way. What we need is to get people in position to cut off that transport before they reach Capital City.”



Rave kicked a rock in their path. “Sand. We have to ask the Underground for help, don’t we?”



“Yep.” 



Rave tapped controls on his glove’s wrist, and ahead their hummer shimmered out of stealth mode. Tigris opened the passenger door for Whitewolf to deposit Bullseye. Inside, she sat back in the cool seat and tried to relax her sore body while the others piled in.



In the driver’s seat, Whitewolf started the engine. 



Bullseye turned her sore head to him. “Start driving to the capital. I’ll contact Cagod on the way to see if there’s a team available in the right location.” 



“What if Cagod refuses?” Whitewolf drove into the abandoned street.



A flash outside drew their attention to Pitt Prison in the distance. The island looked like a war zone as gunfire illuminated the night sky in flashes. 



Bullseye huffed. “I’d say he owes us.”
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Whitewolf dropped the crumpled body of an operative on the side of the road. His heart pounding, he looked around for any left alive. 



The early morning light allowed him to scan the hilly fields along the road, but he didn’t see any escaping Dominion soldiers. A handful of Dominion vehicles clogged the road, each pinned by Underground trucks. Underground soldiers swept the scene, checking fallen Dominion soldiers. 



Seeing the area was secured, Whitewolf turned to the Dominion transport vehicle. The large truck was parked behind an overturned speeder, which sat on the edge of a small crater where an Underground tanker had launched a mortar shell. The transport itself looked undamaged. 



Hope everyone inside is okay, thought Whitewolf. We need to get these prisoners to safety before the Dominion finds out about this.



Rave was already working to override the transport’s locks. Whitewolf kept his gun raised to stand cover, just in case. The prisoners inside the transport must’ve heard the skirmish, but there was no sound from inside. Rave hurried to tear out wires from the door’s locking mechanism, and he twisted others together.



“That operative woman got away,” said Whitewolf. “She used a flamethrower on the soldiers that went after her and… Well, it wasn’t pretty. She stole an Underground jeep and drove off before I could reach her.”



“She the only one?”



“As far as I can tell. It’ll be awhile before she reaches an outpost to report what happened. By that time-”



“Got it!” Rave unlocked the transport door, and he opened it wide. 



Inside, long benches lined either side of the vehicle. Ten people sat on the benches, looking fearfully back at Rave and Whitewolf. There was even a small, dark-skinned little boy, and his mother held him while he sobbed.



Rave and Whitewolf exchanged a look.



“It’s okay,” called Whitewolf. “We’re here to help. Come out.”



The frightened prisoners hesitated, but a few stood up and moved toward the exit. Rave whistled for the Underground soldiers. Soon soldiers crowded around and helped Whitewolf coax the prisoners outside to the ground. 



“Mommy!” The little boy held his arm, and fresh tears trickled down his cheeks.



The woman looked around in desperation. “Someone help my son! He’s hurt!”



A soldier with a med kit ran to them. “Here, come with me.”



Poor kid, thought Whitewolf.



Once the last prisoner emerged, soldiers began inspecting them and asking for names. The prisoners appeared dazed, looking around at the aftermath of their rescue. Some answered the soldiers’ questions. Others were too traumatized to do so. 



A commander yelled to his men, “Load them in the trucks! Let’s get these people to safety!”



Whitewolf left them to it and looked to where the Warriors had parked their ride. They’d caught up with the Dominion transport, escorts, and reinforcements only after the Underground cut them off. Bullseye and Tigris had remained behind at a safe distance.



Whitewolf jogged back to their hummer and climbed into the driver’s seat. Beside him, Bullseye was using the hummer’s link with their base’s transmitter. Tigris sat in the back, and she looked at Whitewolf with concern.



Over the transmitter, Cagod’s voice was saying, “I appreciate your observations, but we have protocols to follow.”



What’s this about? thought Whitewolf.



“Sir,” said Bullseye, “you can’t just dump these people off somewhere. You need to place them under protection at Undertown.”



“Some of the un-factored prisoners were Dominion operatives,” Cagod countered. “We can’t be certain they aren’t still working for-”



“Are you kidding me?” Bullseye looked like she wanted to throw something, even with her arm in a sling. She tried to calm down. “No one would work for the Dominion after being factored. You can’t leave these people to be arrested again. The Dominion will slay them – they were probably being shipped to Capital City for a public demonstration. You have to protect them, sir. Isn’t that the point of the Underground – to save the oppressed?”



“We take in many refugees already, as you know. There’s a process. We can’t save everyone.”



And yet, thought Whitewolf, you sent us on a suicide mission to rescue those commanders. 



Bullseye once again argued the point the Warriors had tried to make for months. “But un-factors might hold answers about the DRK treatment. What if your scientists could find the treatment component in their blood? Sir, it’s only from un-factors like these that we rebels have any hope of finding the treatment. We can’t let this opportunity pass us by.” She took a breath. “You must protect these people. You-”



Cagod cut her off. “You seem to forget, young lady, that you’re in no position to give me orders.”



Whitewolf exchanged a look with his sister. ‘Young lady’ was not something one called Bullseye. 



But, the issue at hand was more important than her pride, and Bullseye stopped herself from screaming at Cagod. Instead, she opened her door and jumped out. She slammed the door and started pacing outside.



Tigris teleported into the front seat to take Bullseye’s place. “Commander Cagod, this is the Warrior Seer,” she said quickly. “I understand your concerns for safety, but what if I interviewed each of these prisoners? If any are working for the Dominion, I’ll know. But, if I clear them, you’d be safe to take them into Undertown. Would that work?” She looked over at Whitewolf.



There was a pause as Cagod discussed this with his other commanders in the background. When he spoke into the transmitter again, he said, “Yes, that’d be acceptable. I’ll order Commander Miller to rejoin you in Phili. He’ll oversee your interviews. If the prisoners receive Miller’s approval, we’ll talk about putting them in protective custody.”



Tigris let out a breath. “Thank you, sir. We’ll head for Phili with your men and the un-factors. Have Commander Miller contact us with the location.”



Cagod gave a cursory farewell and ended the transmission.



Tigris turned to Whitewolf. “How’d the people look to you?”



“Like they’ve been through hell.” He watched through the windshield as the soldiers finished loading prisoners into trucks. 



Tigris opened her door. “I’ll get Bullseye. I already signaled Rave.” She hopped out and closed the door. 



Whitewolf faced the wheel. He saw Rave jogging back.



This, thought Whitewolf, might be our last mission with the Underground for a while. Cagod hasn’t listened to us about prioritizing the DRK. Bullseye’s kept the peace because we need allies for the factor base mission, but she isn’t going to let him boss us around anymore. They need a…break.



Rave opened the passenger door and jumped in. He looked out his window to where Tigris was trying to calm their Leader. “What’s up?”



“Bulls put her foot down with Cagod.”



This was enough explanation for Rave, and he nodded. “It’s about time.”
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“Secrets”



 



 



 



Tigris was on her ninth interview. It wasn’t going as they’d hoped.



The Warriors had met Commander Miller at an abandoned grade school in a Phili suburb. The Underground soldiers were gentle with the traumatized prisoners and secured them in an old classroom with blankets, food, and water. Here they waited until taken individually to an office where Tigris and Miller interviewed them. The only problem was…



His infected body is freezing with the DRK fever. He snarls and tries to bite the factored woman beside him as they’re loaded onto a transport. The transport’s engines fire, and the vehicle lifts into the air toward the Mainland-Euro DuoPort. The factors lose their balance as the transport enters the zero gravity of the portal. He vomits his last meal and tumbles against the transport wall. In a moment of sane clarity, he looks out and sees a ship. Then, Tigris hit a wall in the man’s mind. That’s exactly what it felt like – a mental wall.



Tigris blinked away from the man across the desk. She looked up at Miller where he stood beside her. “Same as with the others. As soon as I get to memories of the Magi ship, I’m kicked out.”



The un-factored man hugged the blanket around his shoulders. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember any more.” He looked frightened by his lack of memory.



They all look like that, thought Tigris. Can’t blame them. Not being able to remember what’s happened to you… It’s terrifying.



“What’s the next thing you remember?” she asked.



“Waking up in Pitt Prison.” Same answer as the others.



Miller stepped around the desk and helped the man to stand. “Thank you. That’s all for now.” He took the man’s arm for support and led him from the office.



Tigris sat by herself and waited for the last prisoner.



At least we know these people are innocent, she thought. I am helping clear them for Underground protection. But what is this? It’s like their memories have been blocked. It’s not the same as what I’ve experienced. I simply can’t remember – I never feel like I’m hitting a wall. 



Her gaze drifted around the abandoned principal’s office. 



I don’t get it, she thought. None of the other un-factors I’ve met have been like this, so I don’t think the Magi are responsible. That means… Someone did this to them when they were rearrested and sent to Pitt. But how?



When Miller reentered the office, he ushered in Andrya, a dark-skinned woman Tigris had interviewed earlier. She now carried her young son, who had a bandage wrapped around his arm. Andrya sat across the desk from Tigris. The boy snuggled into her lap and looked around fearfully.



Miller bent to whisper to Tigris. “She wouldn’t agree unless she was present. Is that going to be a problem?”



“No, it’s fine.” Tigris looked at the boy and smiled, glancing at Andrya to make sure it was okay. “What’s your name?”



“Malik.” The boy held his arm and pressed into his mother for comfort.



“Is your arm okay, Malik?”



“Yes. The soldier put this on it.” He pointed at his bandage.



Tigris smiled. “Malik, I’m trying to understand what happened to you, your mom, and the others, but I’m having a hard time. You can help me. If you think real hard, I might be able to see something in your memories that can help. Would that be okay?”



Malik’s eyes widened, and he breathed harder as he clung to his mother. “My memories? That’s what the bad man wanted. You’re like the bad man!”



Tigris sat back and looked at Andrya.



Andrya held her son and tried to calm him. To Tigris, she said, “He keeps talking about a bad man, but I don’t know who he means.”



“Malik,” Tigris tried again, “I won’t hurt you, I promise. I want to help. Who’s the bad man?”



Malik looked up at his mother and, finding comfort there, faced Tigris again. “He wanted to see my memories too. He was with the soldiers who captured us.”



This was new. “The Dominion soldiers? When you were captured at the portal?”



He nodded. “They put us in their trucks and drove for a long time. I threw up. So did another lady. They made us get out of the truck so they could clean. When we were sitting in the dirt, the bad man came and talked to us.”



Tigris looked at Andrya.



“I don’t know.” The woman shrugged. “It’s like I told you – I remember factoring, going into the portals, and then waking up in Pitt Prison. Nothing more.”



That’s all any of them remember, thought Tigris. Why is Malik different? Well, he’s the only child. Maybe more stuck in his memory because whatever was done to the rest of them didn’t work on him as well.



“Malik, why did the bad man want to see your memories?”



“He wanted…” Malik scrunched his face and tried to remember. “He wanted to see if we knew how we’d gotten better. He said he’d make it all go away.”



Tigris looked up at Miller. “A telepath. A telepath blocked their memories so they couldn’t tell anyone what happened. The Dominion must know the Magi are using the DRK treatment, so they sent this telepath to cover it up.”



Miller nodded and looked at the boy. “Did this bad man have a name?”



“A soldier called him Counterstrike.” 



Tigris looked at Miller, but the name wasn’t familiar to him either.



A telepath more powerful than me, she thought. That’s scary.



“Why didn’t the bad man take your memories?” she asked the boy. “How do you remember when no one else can, not even your mom?”



“I don’t know. I don’t remember being in the portal. Only coming out and the soldiers capturing us.”



“Would you let me look in your memories? I promise I won’t do anything like the bad man.”



Still holding his arm, the boy looked back at her. “Okay.” 



Tigris focused on his eyes and entered his mind. Factoring. Shaking. Sweating. Losing hold of his mother as they’re herded into a transport. Fear as the transport lifts off and flies into the portal. Screaming as he floats and collides with the other factors. His mother snarls at him. 



Tigris hit the usual wall and felt his mind buck her out, but an instant later she entered his memories again. Lowering to the ground in a red light. He rolls over. The DuoPort is overhead. He sits up and sees his mother and a dozen others lying around him. Shouts. He looks ahead at Dominion soldiers running toward them. He crawls over and shakes his mother, and she stirs and opens her eyes. Soldiers grab them and wrench them apart. He cries out, and a soldier smacks him across the face so that he falls to the ground. He lands on a sharp rock and cuts his arm. A soldier grabs him and throws him in a truck. He looks back out of the truck and sees a soldier shoot a man who tries to escape. Then the doors close. He calls for his mother, but she isn’t there. The people with him are crying. He lurches against the side of the truck as it starts to drive. He sleeps. When he wakes up, the truck is still jostling, and he feels a burning in his throat and stomach. He throws up. A lady next to him throws up. The truck stops. Soldiers open the back of the truck and order them to climb out. They do, and it’s nighttime outside. He looks around for his mother and sees her sitting in the dirt next to another truck. He tries to run over to her, but a soldier stops him and shoves him to sit. He watches as a man in a suit kneels in front of a prisoner a short distance away. The man in the suit talks to the prisoner, then touches the prisoner’s forehead. The prisoner falls over, asleep. The bad man in the suit moves to the next prisoner, touches her forehead, and she also falls asleep. When the scary man finally kneels in front of Malik, the boy can’t see his face. The man says that he wants to see Malik’s memories. Malik is too afraid and cries, and the man says he has to cooperate or else he will hurt Malik’s mother. A soldier behind the man calls him Counterstrike and asks if he’s finished yet. Counterstrike faces Malik, and Malik can’t see his face but feels something hurt in his head. Counterstrike touches Malik’s forehead, and Malik falls over asleep. He wakes up, with his mother, in a huge prison building. 



Tigris pulled out of Malik’s mind and brushed a tear from her own eye.



This poor kid, she thought. If ever memories needed to be erased…



“Thank you, Malik,” she told him with a smile. 



Andrya adjusted him on her lap. “Could we go now? I know how important this is, and I want to help, but he’s just a boy. He needs sleep.”



“Of course.” Tigris looked up at Miller. “I’m going to report to my team what we’ve learned. Come find us if you need anything.”



Miller nodded and motioned for Andrya and Malik to follow him out. Tigris stood from the desk, closed her eyes, and teleported outside where she’d left the others.



She opened her eyes, now standing next to the Warriors’ hummer. It was late morning, but the sky was overcast. Tigris scanned the abandoned school grounds and didn’t see any danger, but she was glad for the Underground soldiers standing guard around the perimeter. 



Whitewolf sat atop the hummer, a gun aimed down the empty road leading to the school. He turned when he saw her appear. “How’d it go?”



Tigris let out a breath. “They’re cleared. Miller will take them into protective custody, I think.”



“Good job, sis.” He saluted her.



Rave and Bullseye appeared from around the hummer.



“But something’s weird.” Tigris told them about the prisoners’ blocked memories and about the discovery of this telepath named Counterstrike. 



Bullseye’s exposed brow scowled. “A Dominion telepath who can block memories?” 



“Know him?” asked Tigris.



“No, but that probably means we’ve met.” Bullseye turned to Rave. “Remember how my childhood memories suddenly returned when I met Trok? Before that, it was always like…”



Rave crossed his arms. “You think this guy is responsible?”



“It fits.” Bullseye looked back to Tigris. “You said this boy is the only one who remembers, so this Counterstrike guy might have a harder time with kids, for whatever reason. I always remembered some things about my mother…” She shook this off. “If Cruelthor is blocking the un-factors’ memories, this must be important.”



Tigris agreed. “I think the Dominion knows the Magi are a huge threat against the DRK. They went through a lot of trouble to hide whatever these people know.”



“And Cruelthor won’t let them go so easily.” Rave looked at his sister. “These un-factors might not even be safe at Undertown. If the Dominion thinks they hold secrets about the DRK…”



“I know.” 



“But where else would they be safe?” asked Whitewolf from atop the hummer. “We can’t take them, can we?”



“No.” Bullseye adjusted her sling. “But more than ever, it sounds like these people might hold answers about the DRK treatment. They’re invaluable. Cagod absolutely has to take them.”



Just then, Miller emerged from the schoolhouse. He walked over to join the Warriors, a frown on his face. “I just spoke with Commander Cagod. He thanks you for your assistance.” This was to Tigris. 



“And?” she asked.



Miller was reluctant but seemed to suspect the Warriors saw this coming. “Cagod won’t risk bringing these people to Undertown.”



Whitewolf cursed. “So now what? They’re more important than ever, and he’s just going to abandon them?”



Miller wavered. “I might have an idea.” He raised an eyebrow. “I will deny everything I’m about to say, of course.”



Tigris exchanged a look with Bullseye.



Miller shuffled his feet, knowing he was crossing some rebel line. “There’s a… We have a facility that was once a DRK research station, but the Underground gave up on that kind of thing when Free Labs assimilated. That’s the Underground’s official stance, anyway, since Cagod has other priorities.”



“No shit,” muttered Rave.



Miller half-smiled at this. “But, you should know that many commanders at Undertown agree with you about focusing on the DRK. They – we – reopened the research facility, without Cagod’s permission or knowledge. We’ve been secretly doing what we can to restart rebel DRK research.”



Rave snorted in surprise. “Okay. So where’s the facility? Could you take these un-factors there and have scientists study them for the treatment?”



“And,” added Tigris, “are you sure it’s safe?”



“Oh, I’m sure,” Miller said with a smirk. “But I can’t tell you where it is. I’m sorry, but there are some things we can’t risk exposing.”



Fair enough, thought Tigris. If these people will be safe, that’s all I need to know.



Bullseye paused. “Miller, have you been in contact with Commander Denito recently? A while back, we gave him… Well, I’m wondering if he might-”



Miller chuckled with a nod. “Denito is with us. When you gave him the password-lock device, he had me encode a transmitter for his Free Labs double agents. That way, the agents can call for extraction the second they find the treatment information we’re looking for.”



 “So no luck so far?” asked Bullseye. 



 “Not yet, but Denito says his agents are in deep.”



Bullseye sighed in disappointment but pushed ahead. “Okay, so you can take these un-factors to your secret facility?”



“Yes.” Miller turned his head to locate a group of his men near the perimeter. “I’ll have them transported at once. We’ll make something up to tell Cagod. But I promise you, I’ll get these people to safety.”



Tigris felt tears of appreciation rising. 



Bullseye stepped forward and shook Miller’s hand. “I’m glad Mat was right about you.”



 “I’m glad he was right about you.” Miller smiled.



“Let us know if there’s anything we can do.”



Miller nodded, then turned to reenter the school.



Bullseye walked to the hummer. “Let’s go.”



“Holy sand,” muttered Rave. “These guys aren’t worthless after all.”



Whitewolf slid off the roof and opened the driver’s door. Rave joined him in the front. Tigris climbed into the back after Bullseye.



“I can’t believe this,” said Rave from the passenger seat. “We have more support in the Underground than I thought. This’ll definitely help us figure out how to stop that factor base. And… flush Cagod!”



Bullseye chuckled.



Whitewolf started the engine, and the boys continued their own conversation.



More quietly in the back seat, Bullseye turned to Tigris. “Are those people going to be okay? I can’t imagine…”



“I can.” Tigris made a face. “That boy, Malik… He’s the only one who remembers being captured. It was so horrible, what I saw in his memories.”



“Well, maybe now we’ll find a way to stop all this.”



Bullseye looked out her window as Whitewolf drove down the road away from the school. Tigris looked into their Leader’s mind and found she was already planning their next mission – destroying the Continent’s transport station that shipped factors to the Mainland-Euro DuoPort.
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“More than one kind of explosion”



 



 



 



Outside time



 



Bullseye, Tigris, Rave, and Whitewolf had now been together for a year. I doubted any of them would remember the exact date, but I celebrated on my own. Since the Warriors’ meeting, everything had taken off far faster than I’d anticipated. They’d gained more and more recognition from other rebel groups, and the Dominion wasn’t happy about it. Bullseye was right that Cruelthor regretted ever letting her live. 



The Kota prophecies had spread like wildfire across the planet, and the rebels jumped on the opportunity to join in on the action. Until that time, the rebels had simply been hoping to hold back the oppressive Dominion forces. With the Warriors came the promise to defeat Cruelthor. The fame went little to their heads, but the attention did bring with it added heat from the Dominion. Fortunately, most of the time they called on experience and put the danger out of mind.



Always, the Warriors’ work focused on the Dominion’s use of the DRK virus. They’d destroyed the transport station that sent factors to the Mainland-Euro. They’d rescued scores of un-factors from prisons and concentration camps. The DRK treatment stations around the globe were impenetrable even from the Warriors, or else they could’ve stolen the treatment for the rebels’ secret lab. However, the treatment transport trucks were not impenetrable from Rave’s rocket launcher. Thusly, the Warriors had destroyed several shipments of the DRK treatment. The Dominion and even some rebel camps were shocked anyone would do such a thing. But, without the treatment, spoiled Dominion supporters began to rail against their Elite and demand protection. This caused even more tension within the tyranny’s ranks.



And today, I thought. Today…



The current window of future time showed the events of the present afternoon. I was excited, and the way things were going made me eager to see the next future.



 



Real time



 



Sand, thought Rave.



Of the four black-suited Warriors descending the ropes, Whitewolf swayed the most. This wasn’t unexpected, considering the big man had the most bulk to control, but the pack he wore carried sensitive cargo. Rave was within reach, so he agilely swung over to his partner and steadied him. Whitewolf nodded in silent thanks and strained to hold his position.



The ancient Capitol House was now a type of prison, complete with cement floors and barred windows. The plans obtained through the martyred informant’s password-lock device had shown the joint taskforce of rebels where to breach the base. The Warriors had moments ago slipped in through a skylight in the base’s central-most room, which was least guarded. They’d lowered ropes to enter and were now descending to the floor while the base’s drones patrolled other rooms. 



It was the middle of the day. At any moment on a stage outside, Cruelthor himself would arrive to announce the completion of the factor base. Crowds of citizens had gathered by the stage, and the masses were subject to tight security. But, a week before, Tigris had posed as a Free Labs assistant and attended a dinner party in the gardens behind the base. This had allowed the Warriors to teleport right next to the Capitol House’s roof access, where an Underground double agent had earlier stashed the pack for Whitewolf. 



So far, thought Rave, our months of planning are paying off. But there’s still plenty of room for screw-ups.



As they descended to the ground floor, Rave saw they’d be sitting ducks if any drone should reenter the room. Fortunately the Warriors moved with stealth, due partially to training and partially to the suits he’d designed. 



Rave, descending headfirst, was the lowest of the four, and he arched his torso to see the others above him. Bullseye signaled that he was to drop and check for danger. When he had his orders, Rave lowered himself a meter more before unclasping the rope from his belt. Falling, he spun around to land on his padded boots, and he barely made a sound as he hit the concrete. Rave remained crouched as he looked toward the exits and listened for any drones. The burning, tingling sensation once again swept through his body as he used his mutate-genes to scan for trouble. He sniffed the air.



A few sweaty soldiers are guarding outside, he thought, but none are inside. There’s a patrolling drone up the main hall… A few more in the rooms behind us… Sure, we’re fine.



Rave stood and motioned for the others to drop.



Bullseye unclamped herself, and Tigris dropped right after her. Whitewolf lowered himself and the pack more carefully. When they were on the ground, each Warrior lit their ropes. The ropes sizzled and burned away from here to where they were secured outside the skylight. 



Quick way to wipe our tracks, thought Rave.



Bullseye motioned for the team to advance. Rave led, weapon at the ready.



But we shouldn’t encounter drones along the way, he thought. It’s important we make it look like we were never here. That means no bodies. If the Underground commanders are right about the patrols, we should be okay.



As they entered a long hall with multiple closed doors, Rave glanced up at a motion sensor and security camera. A team of rebels had hacked into the surveillance and looped the video feeds along their route. The motion sensors were set to kick offline unless a drone walked by. 



He felt a tingling burn as he heightened his senses. Two patrolling drones had just crossed the hall running perpendicular to theirs. Another exited an exterior door to their right. Behind him, Rave heard anxious breathing and tiny footsteps from Tigris. Whitewolf’s boots stepped over the concrete floor. Bullseye he didn’t hear at all, which he’d trained himself not to worry about, as this usually meant she was dematerialized. 



Outside, Rave heard shouts and cheers from the crowd by the stage.



Cruelthor’s here, he thought. Time to get moving.



They reached a secured metal door. Bullseye indeed must’ve dematerialized and gone ahead, because the door opened from the other side, and there she stood. She motioned for them to follow. 



Getting close, thought Rave.



Bullseye led into a windowless, wide, high-tech, sterile room. Airtight cages lined a conveyer along the right wall. At least thirty factors were in the cages, and the gray creatures of the DRK virus snarled as the Warriors hurried by. At the end of the room stood a huge sliding door.



The Warriors ignored all this – mostly, because it was hard not to stare at the factors – and pushed into a side room. This was the main power center for the base. 



Bingo, thought Rave.



Generators whirred around them, and the grated floor creaked as they hurried into the room. A fan up on the roof pulled out the hot air and created enough noise to cover them, Rave hoped. Two windows allowed enough light inside for at least him to see well.



“We have eight minutes until patrols return to the factor loading room, Rave,” Tigris said in his mind. “Keep your ears tuned. The last thing we need is to be caught with Cruelthor right outside.”



Rave walked to the nearest window. “Check this out.”



The others gathered to see. Outside, an ascending ramp with a conveyer stretched from the base to the DuoPort. The red light of the portal illuminated the end of the ramp where it stopped just short of the swirling anomaly. The other end of the ramp met the base’s sliding door. 



Sand, thought Rave. Cruelthor’s planning to show the people at the ceremony exactly what the base is for. The factors in those cages will be sent up the ramp’s conveyer, then shot off the ramp into the portal. 



This would become a simple, cheap, and easy way for the Dominion to get rid of factors. Once Cruelthor declared this base operational, he’d cut his factoring expenditures by half. At the same time, he’d beef up his ‘Clean Up The Streets’ program, which meant more citizens would be factored for minor crimes, if any at all.



Not if we can help it, thought Rave.



The generators continued to whir as Tigris took the pack off her brother as best she could. But the pack was too heavy for her, and it fell to the floor harder than they would’ve liked. Tigris winced, but nothing happened. Rave knelt to help her as Bullseye took a post at the door and Whitewolf at the window. Rave and Tigris unloaded the pack’s necessary contents, pulling out mechanisms and laying them on the floor. When he had everything he needed, Rave began to piece together the elaborate explosive device.



“You’re sure this will work?” asked Tigris.



Rave finished and stood with his creation. “I’m nearly positive.”



From the window, Whitewolf reminded them, “We need to hurry. Those patrols…” He looked at the door by Bullseye. “Besides, even if those cages are airtight, I don’t want to be around factors any longer than I have to be.”



“Amen to that,” said Rave.



“Enough chit-chat.” Bullseye took the remote detonator Tigris handed her from the pack. “Rave, get to it.”



He nodded and gingerly carried the explosive device to the back of the generators. He stepped around the massive machines, disappearing deeper into their shadows. Near the center, he found the perfect place to leave his load. After attaching the device right where he wanted it, he made sure it was functional before backing out of the tight space. A moment later, he reemerged from the generators and walked to the others, empty-handed.



“Good,” Bullseye gripped the detonator and looked at Tigris. “Teleport the boys out of here. I’ll dematerialize and handle myself. Get going.”



With a nod, Tigris reached for Whitewolf’s hand. She flashed away with Whitewolf in tow.



Rave shuffled on his feet. “Typical that she’d take Whitey first.”



Bullseye rolled her eyes at him and clutched the detonator. “I’ll see you out there.” With that, she too vanished.



Rave sighed. “Also typical.” Then he stood by the door to listen for drones until Tigris came back for him.
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After his sister teleported him to the tinted backseat of his luxury hover car, Whitewolf was left by himself to change. He grabbed his stored bag and dumped out citizen clothes. It was awkward to change in the backseat, but he managed. Dressed now in casual pants and a T-shirt, he slipped on athletic shoes and sunglasses before reaching into the bag again for a small case. This he opened to peel off one of Rave’s former ID tags. Now, this tag had been reconfigured to link with a different fake account. With this secured to his palm, Whitewolf opened his door, stepped out, and locked the car behind him. 



Outside now, he surveyed the scene.



This might be risky, he thought. But I want to see this mission’s success with my own eyes. And I’m not the only one…



It was a lovely, sunny day. The parking lot where he’d earlier left his vehicle was full, but most people were already in the crowds in front of Cruelthor’s celebratory stage. A few other late arrivals hurried out of the parking lot, so Whitewolf joined them to walk across the street. He glanced to his left and spotted Rave, dressed in expensive citizen clothes, strolling from where his vehicle was parked.



 ‘Rave,’ thought Whitewolf with a short laugh at himself. I don’t use his real name in my head anymore. I even think of sis as ‘Tigris.’



He looked along the street again.



 Where’s Bulls? he thought. I’m supposed to meet up with her before I leave. I don’t want to leave her stranded.



Ahead, a row of drones lined the entrance to the celebration, and they funneled the arriving civilians through a security check. When it was Whitewolf’s turn, he stepped forward, placed his palm on a drone’s waiting scanner, and held his breath until the screen flashed green. 



Entering the main crowd, he heard the oblivious chatter of happy citizens who’d gathered for the ceremony. The citizens tried to peek at the base’s ramp area on the far side of the base, so apparently they’d gotten wind of what they were about to witness. As he looked over the crowds, Whitewolf also noticed a few Underground agents who’d aided in their mission. Of course, none of these people recognized Whitewolf now that he was in civilian mode. 



We’re not the only ones who want to see this through, he thought. These rebels have worked hard on this mission too. 



Whitewolf crossed paths with Rave, but they pretended not to know each other and kept moving through the crowd. Rave went to stand with a group of well-dressed young men where he didn’t stand out. Whitewolf found himself in the front row of spectators before the official stage platform. Too many people packed this area for him to move farther, and he finally spotted Bullseye, where she too was having this difficulty. They were stuck right under Cruelthor’s nose. 



Great, he thought. Oh, well. Guess I should pretend to enjoy my luck and watch the show.



He glanced over and saw that Bullseye, as an added precaution, slid on sunglasses before allowing herself to look at those on the stage. Whitewolf followed her gaze.



Cruelthor’s appearance didn’t surprise him. Pushing forty, the tyrant looked only slightly older in person than he did on the public newscasts. He wore an expensive suit, and he gazed over the crowd with cool disinterest. Something about “for the greater good” was coming over the speakers as he spoke, and the holographic teleprompter scrolled as he talked. 



Behind the Lord High Commander stood Crow and Yanka, two members of the Elite. Silver Eye, whom Rave said was Bullseye’s arch nemesis, stood with a group of operatives. A dozen drones were posted behind the operatives, obviously for intimidation as well as security. 



Whitewolf looked over the crowds, and his trained eye identified five Dominion operatives, none of whom were not in uniform. If any attempt was made on Cruelthor’s life, the threat would be exterminated in a second. He glanced at Bullseye, and she signaled that she’d seen this too.



I hope we get away with this, he thought. 



As a half-hearted cheer rose from the crowd, Whitewolf realized that Cruelthor was preparing to declare the base operational. The tyrant waved to his subjects and walked across the stage to an elaborate switch which connected to the base’s ramp system. This would begin the demonstration. 



Now or never, thought Whitewolf. All our months of planning are about to either pay off or fall flat.



With a bit of concern, he looked at Bullseye. Her brow was knit as she looked up at her oldest sibling, but Whitewolf knew she’d only do what they’d come to do. If she went the extra step of going after Cruelthor, every rebel in the crowd would be caught and killed. Bullseye wouldn’t let that happen, even if she could end the tyrant’s life right now.



It’s gotta be tempting, thought Whitewolf. Even after we destroy this base today, our work will keep getting harder. Rave’s too focused on the benefits of this mission’s success to look ahead. Sis is too busy worrying. But I know how this will play out. So does Bulls. Destroying this base will only be a minor ripple in the Dominion pond. Not that this mission isn’t important, but it won’t be the end. Cruelthor’s pet projects will get even more homicidal. 



As Whitewolf watched, Cruelthor moved his hand over the switch. Bullseye reached into her pocket to grab the remote detonator to Rave’s bomb. She looked over the edge of her sunglasses to see when he flipped the switch. Just as Cruelthor’s hand pushed the ramp’s activator, Bullseye must’ve pushed the button on the tip of the remote.



No one heard the explosion. It wasn’t that kind of explosion. After about five seconds, rippling sound waves shot the windows out of the new Dominion base. Glass shattered across the open lawn, but the crowds were at a safe distance. Then it was strangely silent. 



The holo-prompter Cruelthor had been using blitzed offline, and the Dominion soldiers seemed to be having trouble with their radio headsets. A man beside Whitewolf was no longer able to use his recording device. In fact, none of the electronic equipment in the area was functioning. The explosion had created a scrambled dead zone.



When the crowd saw a fire in the back of the base, the people grew louder and began pointing and speculating.



“There must’ve been an accident with the generators,” said a man behind Whitewolf.



“We invested millions of kronar for this?” an executive shouted at his colleagues by Rave.



“Yeah,” added Rave angrily. “I want my money back!”



A few common citizens laughed. 



Whitewolf watched as the undercover Dominion operatives left their positions to learn their new orders. Security began herding the mass of people into the streets, and the flowing crowd continued to chatter in confusion.



The look on Cruelthor’s face was alone worth the months of planning.



Whitewolf turned his back to the stage and pushed his way through the crowd. He found Bullseye walking toward the street and joined her casually. Over his shoulder, he saw Rave playing the part of an angry executive by stomping away. Tigris had already teleported to the base after taking Whitewolf and Rave to their vehicles. 



Sis must be worn out, thought Whitewolf. She and Bulls teleported here hours ago to set the final stages of this mission, and she’s been zapping all over the place ever since. 



Whitewolf recognized a few more faces in the crowd. Much to his relief, the Underground agents who’d assisted with their mission were also dispersing safely. 



Good, he thought.



Whitewolf looked down at his companion and saw Bullseye grinning with satisfaction. They walked together across the street and headed for Whitewolf’s vehicle. He’d parked far enough away to not be affected by the dead zone. But they weren’t out of danger yet. The crowds were likely crawling with Dominion operatives, so he and Bullseye carried on a meaningless conversation and mimicked the behavior of the surrounding people.



When at last they reached Whitewolf’s hover car, he unlocked it, and they climbed in. After shutting their doors, he started the engine while Bullseye activated the scrambler that would jam any listening devices tagged onto their clothes. When their privacy was secure, they looked at each other and smiled.



Whitewolf drove the luxury car onto the street. “The scrambler linked to the bomb worked perfectly. The rebels on Solarus 5 can disrupt any future signals and keep this place a dead zone, right?”



“Yep. At least, if I understand Matsuri correctly.”



“So no more factor base. No more surveillance for un-factors returning through the DuoPort. This will save a lot of lives.”



Bullseye smirked and looked at him over her sunglasses. “I’m still not going to tell Rave how impressed I am with his little toy. Remember the mission to that bunker where his timer was off? How far we’ve come.”



Whitewolf laughed. He stopped their car at an intersection and looked at her more seriously. “While we’re alone, I want to thank you for letting sis be so involved in this mission. I know she’s not a soldier and this one was particularly dangerous, but she needed to be a part of this. She doesn’t understand her abduction, but she feels connected to the un-factors. I don’t know how much she’s told you, but this meant a lot to her.”



“I know.” Bullseye squinted out the front windshield. “I’ve been watching her too.”



When traffic moved again, Whitewolf activated the necessary controls and turned the hover car to exit onto an air street. Traffic was less busy here. Their luxury car floated on the air street without the bumps and jars of the paved streets below, and it was peaceful except for the occasional flashing headlights or honking horn. Since the majority of people who could afford hover cars were Dominion executives, the Dominion didn’t bother patrolling the air streets, so the Warriors could relax. They deserved a break, even if only for the short ride back to Havanahell. Whitewolf even turned on music.



He thought of something else to fill the silence. “We should let the Hood know everything went according to plan. The password-lock device was their discovery in the first place. The Underground will probably take credit for this mission, but that’s nothing new. Still, I’m glad Beathabane trusted us to do the right thing with the device.” He smiled in memory. “The Poet Heroic. I understand why the Mainlanders call him that. It’s strange to think what things might be like if he’d been born first and Cruelthor second. What if just that one little thing was different?”



“Yep.” Bullseye looked out the window as they passed a hovering air filter.



Whitewolf saw that the woman wasn’t going to derail from whatever train of thought she was on. He turned off the music. “Is something wrong? You don’t have to worry about spoiling my enjoyment of the moment. I know we’ve just set off more than one kind of explosion. What will the Dominion do to retaliate?”



She seemed to appreciate his candor. “Now that we’ve taken out the Dominion’s massive project, they’ll be after us more than ever. They can’t stop the Magi from un-factoring people. And since Cagod discovered that his commanders restarted DRK research, I’m sure Cruelthor’s heard about it to. Then there’s the fuss we’ve been making with the Dominion’s treatment transports…” She shook her head. “Cruelthor won’t put up with it anymore.”



“So what now?”



“We have to take steps to protect ourselves, or we won’t last much longer. You know about Remington and the other assassins after me – after all of us, lately – and I’m guessing Cruelthor will add to their numbers after our little stunt today. We made it look like an accident, but they’ll figure it out. You saw those undercover operatives. Someone might be able to identify us. We’ve done pretty good jobs of protecting our identities, but I always knew anonymity wouldn’t last forever. We have to do a few things to cover our rears, or we’re toast.” 



“Should we be worried about our civilian contacts reporting us?”



“No, I’m confident in the methods we’ve used whenever using our citizen aliases. None of our contacts know we’re the Warriors. But, we should stop going to the apartment in Havanahell or appearing anywhere as citizens. It’s too much of a risk now.”



“Okay. So how else do we cover our rears?”



“Well, anyone who does know about us will be found. Cruelthor will either bribe them or torture them for whatever they know. So, if there’s anyone who knows for sure who we are…” She paused. “I have at least one loose end I need to tie up.” She looked over at him expectantly. 



Whitewolf thought a moment before he remembered. “You mean that Dr. Galcon from Free Labs?”



She nodded. “Did your hacker friend send him a transmission like I asked?” 



“Yeah, I gave Coop the Dominion executive profile you found so he could contact the guy… Are you sure you shouldn’t tell Rave about this?”



“He’d only slow me down. I’ve let this go for far too long, and now more than ever the Dominion will want us dead. I need to get to Galcon quick.”



Whitewolf nodded in understanding. “The bribery you mentioned…”



“Yep. So your hacker sent the transmission?”



Whitewolf debated if he was doing the right thing. He sighed. “Yeah, Coop sent an untraceable, Dominion-system transmission to Galcon’s office in South Yor. As you requested, the message said you were an executive who’d learned Galcon’s real identity, and you demanded a thousand kronar to keep silent. Galcon responded that he’s up in Chi for a fundraiser this week, so he asked for more time. Coop asked me what to do, so I told him how to reply. Hope that’s okay?”



She nodded for him to continue.



“We told Galcon that he only had until tomorrow night to get the thousand in loose kronar. And we demanded Galcon meet you over in El Miret. I said you’d meet at the Shack, a downtown sparring club where I used to fight. The meeting’s at 0300 hours tomorrow night. Obviously Galcon won’t have his security team with him if he’s trying to buy off a blackmailer, and there aren’t many patrols in El Miret. Or an enforced curfew. You should be safe from Dominion interference.”



Bullseye nodded in satisfaction and let out a breath.



She’s taken plenty of missions by herself, thought Whitewolf. Galcon doesn’t sound like he’ll be too much trouble to take out. But she’s still tense about this guy.



He glanced at his Leader. “Should one of us come along?”



“Thanks, but no. It’s better if I do this alone. And please don’t say anything to Rave. I’m in charge, but you know how he is.”



“Yeah, I know. I was being trained while you two were sorting out the pecking order, remember?” He laughed as he turned on another air street. Then he remembered something. “Did you know that a year ago today is when we first met? I thought that was interesting.”



Bullseye jumped on the change of mood and topic. “Is it really? Well, happy anniversary, Whitey.” She lightly punched his arm.



Whitewolf turned the music back on, and Bullseye returned to brooding as she looked out the window.



She could use a break, he thought. We all could. I’m exhausted… Hopefully we can get through tonight without a call on that damn transmitter. Just one night off. That shouldn’t be too much to ask.
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Once the others returned home safe, Tigris took a long, soothing bath in her living compartment’s in-ground tub. She’d helped herself to their expensive stash of ice cream too. Tigris knew she was the softest member of the Warrior team, but she didn’t care. Let the others live tough and hard, but she still enjoyed peace and normalcy whenever she could. The factor base mission had taken a lot out of them, and she needed to relax.



She closed her eyes and used her mind links with her partners. Bullseye had already left on a secretive solo mission, and she was out of range. Whitewolf was watching sports on his terminal screen, but he was nodding off and would be asleep any second. Rave was cooking himself dinner in their living compartments’ shared kitchen.



“I love modern appliances,” he was thinking. “These guys have no idea how hard it was to cook over flaming palm trees in the middle of a desert.”



Tigris opened her eyes and smiled.



When finished with her bath and dressed in pajamas, she cleared her mind and telepathically called for Trok. She wanted nothing more than to slip into bed early, but it was always her duty to fill Trok in on their progress. 



Trok knows our every move anyway, she thought. But, he seems to enjoy our visits. And my one job is to keep him informed, so I might as well do it.



As she’d vowed long ago, she did what she could to break up Trok’s isolation. He’d become like a surrogate father over the past year or so. The others didn’t always take into consideration that she wasn’t up for their Warrior-ness, but Trok had more sympathy.



Tigris met Trok in the base’s library. It didn’t take long to explain their factor base mission, and she let the conversation turn to lessons about the Kota texts and prophecies. She was very interested in their long-lost people, and Trok was always happy to discuss the Kota.



Trok, comfortingly appearing the same as always, leaned his elbows on the table between them. “Remember, I wasn’t exactly an advocate for the Kota people when they were around. Sometimes I’m glad none of you know what a jerk I was back when I lived on Earth. By the time I got my act together, most of the Kota were gone through the portal. I don’t know our history half as well as I might’ve. Yes, I’ve gone back and watched it, but that’s not the same. Even when I interacted with the Kota remnant, I wasn’t really able to live among them. And they’re long dead now. The Kota are a lost race. Since our ancestors chose to be ‘allies,’ I bet we’re missing out because of our lack of fellowship.” He paused sadly. “The long and short of what I’m saying is this: I might’ve lived while the Kota were still a people, but I never lived among them.”



Tigris knew so little of his personal history, but she did know he didn’t like talking about it. Still, even Trok was in a good mood now that their enormous factor base mission was over. In a rare show of silliness, he stuck out his tongue and rolled his eyes.



She laughed at him. “Act your age, Bearer.”



“Not doable.”



Tigris tried to remember. “How old are you?”



“Let’s see… Rave is twenty-five, so that makes me five hundred and seventy, give or take. I haven’t aged since I entered the portal, so really I’m only forty-three.”



Tigris yawned.



Sometimes, she thought, I hate Trok because he feels no effects of time. He never gets weary because he doesn’t sense anything that physically happens to him. That must be nice.



She knew she was supposed to be accomplishing something with their scheduled visit, so she plowed ahead. “Well, I still don’t understand how we Warriors are supposed to drive evil from Earth. Everything we do only chinks away at the Dominion’s power. And, it’s like they do something new every time we defeat them somewhere else. Cruelthor always has the upper hand. Destroying the factor base was huge, but now he’ll just cause some new trouble.”



“Undoubtedly.”



Tigris frowned. “Bullseye’s worn out from trying to predict what he’ll spring on us next. I think they’re communicating with each other through these little skirmishes we have. He’s telling her that he’s in control, and she’s trying to show him it won’t last. She’s nearing a breaking point. I’ve scanned her thoughts lately, Trok. The woman has demons. I worry.”



“Stay out of Bullseye’s mind or you’ll tire yourself out, and then what good will you be to me?” 



“I’m the Seer,” she reminded him with a grin. “Isn’t it my job to know my Warrior partners’ minds? Though it is exhausting. Particularly with Rave.”



Trok laughed. “You do look tired. It’s not even late, and you’re already in pajamas?”



“It’s not like I’m expecting any social calls. I am tired. I’m not cut out for all this action like the rest of them.”



Trok tapped the table with his finger and stared at its surface.



Tigris recognized the look in his eye, and she didn’t bother asking before snooping in his mind. Watching her return after her abduction. Watching as she develops her strengthened telepathy in El Miret. Keeping up with her as she teleports from city to city. Watching her meet Lilae and hearing about the Magi. Meeting more un-factors. Then, the memories broke away.



“Trok, did you-”



He held up a hand to stop her coming question. “Don’t get excited. I still don’t know anything about your abduction or what was done to you. It’s just that… I’ve been thinking over things. I know you’ve tried to use your gifts admirably to help the un-factors, but you always think there’s more the Magi meant for you to do. Am I right?”



Despite her wishes to deny his words, Tigris knew he was right. She looked around the library to collect thoughts she’d been having for months. “I know I’m supposed to focus on my role as a Warrior,” she confessed, “but there’s not a lot I can do. Rave jokes that my telepathy makes me like a glorified transmitter, and he’s not that wrong. Most of the time I sit here at home, waiting for them to get back from dangerous missions. My mind wanders. I’ve been wondering about the Magi again. Should I be doing something more with the incredible abilities they’ve given me?”



“You are doing something, Tig. I thought we agreed this was what the Magi meant for you to do?”



“I know, but…”



I feel all the time like there’s more, she thought. Like I’m still missing something the Magi meant for me to do.



He shook his head. “I’ve found nothing that points me to the Magi, Tig. I’m sorry.”



This wasn’t what she wanted to hear, and she was getting frustrated with the lack of answers. “Trok, you promised me when I signed up for this that you’d help me find out what happened to me. You’re supposed to-”



“Calm down. I-”



“Trok, my abduction means something! If you know anything, tell me!” Knowing she was tired and being a little unreasonable, Tigris looked down at her pajamas.



I just feel so…lost, she thought. The others support me, but they can’t understand what I’ve been through. I don’t understand what I’ve been through. I think that’s another reason I feel so close to the un-factors – we’ve been through what no one else can understand.



Trok paused. “Tig, I’ve been trying to find answers ever since I made that promise, but I can’t find anything.”



“You have all of time open-”



“I don’t, though.”



She looked back at him in confusion. She never liked hearing Trok wasn’t omniscient.



“Tig, there’s nothing I can see in history about the Magi. Every time I think I might be onto something, the portals block my sight. Everything about them is closed off to me. I’m sure there’s a good reason for it, but I don’t know what it is. This hasn’t happened to me about anything except the discovery of the DRK treatment – and that’s because I’m not supposed to know about that. For some reason, I’m not meant to discover who the Magi really are. I think they hide themselves from me in a similar way to how I hide myself from your mind. They have a superior use of the space dimension. As far as I know, the Magi haven’t abducted anyone else, but I don’t think I could find anyone if I looked.”



Tigris felt tears welling.



Trok tried to reassure her. “I’m still working on it, but I can’t find anything if I don’t know where to look.” He paused. “Maybe my non-Earth friends know something. I can’t find anything here, but I could ask around in the other worlds…”



“What other worlds? There are other worlds?”



“Well, of course.” Trok laughed. “Rave’s told you about Phantasya. I know you think of my time on Earth as ancient history, but I remember when three groups went through the portals before the World Space Program put a stop to it. There’s no way to know where the Kota went, since their portal closed. But, I’ve seen where the other portal jumpers ended up.”



“Well…” Tigris wondered why she’d never asked this. “Where?”



“Earth’s DuoPorts connect with two different solar systems in other parts of the universe – the Mainland-Euro portal links to Phantasya’s solar system, for example. Simply put, the portal jumpers settled the two solar systems on the other ends of the DuoPorts. The settlers have become quite unlike Earth people, considering they’ve had five centuries to develop their own cultures.” 



Tigris had nothing to say to this.



He must’ve seen her confusion. “In any case, it’s not like all I have to do to find the Magi is look through the portals and see on the other side. There are planets and planets across the DuoPorts, Tig.”



She frowned at this. Rave talked all the time about Phantasya, but she’d never understood half of it, even when he’d shown her his memories.



So Trok can’t find the Magi, she thought. I’m stuck. And anyway, I can’t be this selfish when so much is at stake for so many people.



Tigris pulled her hair around to one side. “Okay, Trok. I trust you. You haven’t let me down yet.”



That made Trok wince.



Tigris sensed him closing off his mind. With a frown, she spoke telepathically, “You’re afraid of me finding something in there, aren’t you? I can almost see it.”



Trok looked down at the table. “Tig, take my advice and forget the Magi, at least for a while. I know you don’t think you have an important role around here, but you do make a difference in the Warrior mission. You do.”



She nodded with a small smile. “I guess there’ll be time to sort out my abduction once we save the world, huh?”



Trok frowned. “Well, about that… I’m giving you this advice now because I might be gone for a while. My last glimpse of the future showed me that you’d destroy the factor base, and that future’s come and gone now. I saw a new future a short time before you called me. It suggests that I should leave you on your own for a while. I know you Warriors are tired. You’ve accomplished a lot of good for the world already. More is coming soon.”



I’m not sure I like when he drops hints of the future, she thought. Something’s going on.



“What do you want us to do?” She knew it was what Rave and Bullseye would want her to ask their foreseeing uncle.



“Oh,” Trok said with a long exhale, “just let whatever happens happen.”



She laughed. “Rave’s right; that is your motto.”



“I suppose it is. But not everything that’s important needs to be explained with complex wording.” He frowned again in thought.



Something really is going on, she thought. He’s not here for just another routine visit – he didn’t care about my report. Trok had a specific purpose in coming tonight. Something about this future…



Trok wouldn’t meet her eyes. When he spoke, his voice sounded softer than usual. “Tig, I can’t let you see some things in my mind. The point I’m now shown in future time… I’ve seen things that wouldn’t be good for you to know. As I’ve told you several times before, you don’t need to know everything. Even I don’t need to know everything. So… In my coming absence, keep in mind that it’s not what you know but how you use it. And it’s never good to think you’ve got everything figured out. Don’t start down that road, Tig.”



Tigris mulled this over.



He’s right, she thought. Whenever I get too wrapped up in my own head, it drives me crazy… Wow, I’m so tired. To my bones I’m weary of this.



Trok interrupted her thoughts by standing from the table. “I’m leaving. You’re all doing well, and the Dominion is more concerned than they’re pretending. It’s very hard for me to… I have to leave. I’ll be watching, but I won’t be around. Do you understand me? You’ll do this on your own. Tell the others not to count on me for a while.”



Tigris also rose from the table. She didn’t like the way this visit was ending. “When will you be back?”



“Soon. Not for some time. It depends on your perspective.” Trok wouldn’t look at her as he opened a portal and stepped into it.



When he was gone, Tigris remained standing next to the table. A prickling feeling ran along her arms, and she shivered despite the warmth provided by her pajamas. Somehow Trok’s last words worried her, but she wasn’t sure why. 



It’s not unusual for Trok to be gone for weeks, she thought. Still… Trok’s mind felt sad. Very sad.



Tigris left the library. She had to find Rave and tell him of her meeting with Trok. She suspected the Warrior team would have even more work between now and the next time Trok arrived. The more she thought about it, the clearer his message had been – something was coming.
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Bullseye sat in a hotel room on the outskirts of El Miret. It was raining. The small room’s lights were off, but streetlights shown in through the window. She sat on the floor at the foot of the bed, holding a cold drink to her forehead. A Kota text lay open on the bed, but she hadn’t been able to concentrate enough to read it. Not entirely sure how to proceed with what she’d come to do, she’d spent most of the past hour thinking over her options. 



She needed a distraction and leaned forward to turn on the terminal screen. It flickered light across the room, and Bullseye sat back to watch the latest newscasts.



A reporter stood in front of a busy hospital, ambulances unloading patients in the background. “Reports indicate one hundred citizens have been infected in the city of Berlin. No one yet knows how the DRK reached Berlin, but authorities are scrambling to set up a quarantine and get to the bottom of this.” 



The video switched to a residential street. Dominion drones were breaking into homes and firing weapons as fully infected factors tried to run out to the street. Two factors made it to the pavement before a drone shot them, and the gray, fungus-covered victims of the DRK fell in a heap.



Bullseye hit the controls and turned off the screen.



What now? she thought. What now… 



A red light flashed from the other side of the room. Bullseye looked over as her uncle stepped out of a portal. He appeared as he always did, complete with the knowing glint in his eye that had long since ceased to spark her curiosity. Of course he knew more than she did. Bullseye had had enough conversations with Rave to know their uncle never revealed more than he planned. And, Tigris reaffirmed Bullseye’s belief that her uncle dangled information in front of them without any intention of elaborating. Asking what he knew was fruitless, so she didn’t even humor him by begging like Tigris and sometimes Rave did. Not that she didn’t appreciate the guidance he did give.



“How are you doing?”



Bullseye shrugged, trying to act casual about his unnatural entrance. “As well as can be expected. My big brother’s up to some new devilry. I’m sure fresh assassins are out there already. Remington nearly caught us last month.”



“Tigris told me about your ambushed mission. Remington is…good.”



“Yep.” She leaned against the foot of the bed. “I assume you’re aware we ruined the factor base?”



He smiled. “I know all about it.”



“Of course you do.” She took a drink and smiled up at him wryly. “Your portal’s open.”



Trok looked back at the swirl of fiery lights and made the hand motion that closed it.



“Thank you for helping Tig deal with this whole Magi thing.” Bullseye didn’t know why Trok was there, but steering the conversation seemed wise. “I haven’t really known what to do for Tig, but Whitey reminded me how personal this last mission was for her. After all this time, Tig’s abduction still upsets her. I’ve been taken from a few homes of my own, so she has my sympathies.” She toasted him and took another drink.



Trok stood looking down at her. “You women have more in common than you think. You’re both gifted with extreme uses of the space dimension – probably because you’re the oldest of your family pairs. For both of you, your gifts have developed as you’ve needed them. And, you’re both haunted by the past.”



Oops, she thought. Bad topic after all. Can’t he just go away?



Trok frowned, which was never a good sign. “I haven’t guided you as much as I have Tigris, and I apologize.”



“No biggie. I got over my abandonment issues caused by you a long time ago.”



His frown deepened. “When I talked to Tigris last, she reminded me that I need to pay more attention to you. This work’s been hardest on you. You’re the Leader; it’s part of the gig. But I’m your Bearer just as much as I’m Tigris’s, and part of my job is to keep you Warriors sane. I should give you a shoulder to lean on, even if you pretend not to need one.”



“I’m fine, Trok. Exhausted, but fine. Right now I’m just trying to figure out…” She didn’t want to get into it. “I’ll be fine, Uncle. You don’t need to worry. I’m perfectly capable of charging onward.”



“Oh, you can do this work in your sleep, I know. What’s exhausting you has little to do with your work. It’s deeper than that, and you need to acknowledge what’s eating at you before it drops you. Let it out. Please, talk to me.”



“What? Like you’re my substitute priest?” She tried not to sound annoyed, but she didn’t want to deal with him right now. 



Trok squatted and sat on the floor beside her, ignoring her glare. “I’ll leave you soon, but you need to hear a few things first.”



Bullseye took a drink, trying not to roll her eyes.



“First of all,” he began, “you’ve done an amazing job. Kudos. But, everything’s happened so fast that I don’t think you’ve been able to adjust very well. I’ve watched as you’ve discovered the harsh truth that fighting for right is much more complicated than fighting for…let’s say, less honorable causes. In the Dominion, you just completed missions, wiped your hands, and went home. Now you actually care about the world around you, and that makes your every action much heavier. As you carry out this Warrior mission, you see more and more of the world’s suffering, don’t you? I imagine it’s especially hard because of your past. You once caused the pain you’re now trying to heal. That must be difficult.”



Bullseye was silent as she looked at the floor.



“I know you bottle up your feelings and push ahead,” Trok added, “but I’m here for you. Talk to me.”



Bullseye swallowed hard, knowing he was right. Still, defensive to the core, she debated if telling him the truth was a good idea. 



Oh, flush it, she thought.



Because she wasn’t a pro at vocalizing this sort of thing, she took it slow. “If you really must know… Yes, the past is haunting me. It’s not even that I feel the need for revenge against Cruelthor. In the beginning, I think that’s what I wanted, but this Kota mission isn’t about my personal revenge. This isn’t about me versus Cruelthor in some grand showdown. Sure, I can put a face to this concept of evil, but the Kota mission – the one an uncle of mine dropped in my lap – means destroying the virus, not the man. So, I’m not after revenge. I’m trying to see the bigger picture.”



Trok nodded, pleased with this much.



“Besides that,” she continued, “I’m not looking at my new life as penance for the sins I committed in my former life. I think I took that approach at first too. But even working myself to death could never redeem my past. I have forgiven myself – I had to – and more importantly I know I’ve been forgiven.”



Trok nodded supportively. “Okay, so if it’s none of those things, what is bothering you?”



Bullseye felt her throat constrict despite her attempts to not get emotional. “I can’t escape reminders, Trok. My old life haunts me all the time, and it’s impossible for me to really move on. Every time we destroy a Dominion base I used to live in or slay an operative I worked with, I’m reminded of my old life. I thought I could handle it at first, but I... I can’t escape. I’d be happier if everything from days of old would just disappear. I can’t handle the ghosts. Erik, Jib, the Romanovs… My old life is constantly thrown in my face, and I can’t move on. I have no answers.” 



That brought another one of those frowns. “Answers?”



She wiped a strand of hair from her face and looked at the floor. “Trok, I’m not mad at Cruelthor or myself. What I don’t understand is why my life had to go this way. What was the point? Was there one? I don’t see why the pain I suffered or the pain I caused needed to be a part of the grand purpose you’re always talking about. Couldn’t my life have gone differently and still brought me to where I need to be today? Nothing about this path I’ve taken seems right, and I’m surrounded all the time by reminders of that old life. I feel like some kind of prodigal not allowed to enjoy home. I have no peace, Trok. I mean, why was any of it necessary? You’ve said that experiences from my past are still essential parts of who I am, but is that it? Is that all my old life was for – training? I have a good life now, but the constant reminders make me miserable. I need to know why my early life was necessary as part of the master plan, Trok. My life doesn’t feel black or white. I’ll live somewhere in the gray until I know what the purpose was… If there was one. I have my doubts. And it just…hurts.”



Trok paused in thought.



I doubt that which he believes in most, she thought. I shouldn’t be dumping this on him. But if anyone can give me answers about my life’s purpose, shouldn’t it be him?



 Finally, Trok said in a soft voice, “I don’t know how to convince you that your life’s path was for the best, Bulls. But, there were good choices made along the way. Don’t those make everything else worth it? We both agreed once that your breaking point was Monaco. Remember?”



Now she understood why Trok had come on this night, of all nights, but she wasn’t happy about it. “Of course I remember. I have an excellent memory.” She looked away. 



“You’re not so sure killing Galcon is the right thing, are you?”



There it is, she thought. Well, might as well tell him.



She sighed. “You’re right; letting Galcon live back then should be a good memory to counter all the bad. But, Trok, it now looks like my one good deed wasn’t so great after all.” She let out a huff. “I’ve always told myself that no matter what horrible reminders I might see of my old life, there’s always been one good reminder floating around out there – Galcon. But, now I have to slay him, and isn’t that like undoing the one thing I did right?”



“Are you certain you have to kill him?”



“Galcon’s a threat to the Warriors, Trok. He knows who I am. He knows who Tigris is. If Galcon reports anything he knows, the Dominion will link all kinds of things together. I have to stop that from happening. Whatever self-interest I have in his life can’t cancel out the all-important fact that Galcon willingly joined the Dominion. He’s the enemy now. I have no choice in this, no matter how flushed it leaves me.” She finished her drink and tossed the empty container aside.



Trok sighed. “Bulls, please make sure Galcon’s a threat before you do anything. Maybe he’s also living in a gray area, and in that case it’s not fair to kill him. I understand now why you’re so rattled, but maybe there’s still a way to deal with Galcon and not regret it for the rest of your life.”



Sure, that’d be nice, she thought. Not having to slay Galcon is all I’ve wished for since asking Whitey to set this up. But I have to slay him if he’s a threat – Trok isn’t denying that. 



She stared at the floor.



Still, she thought, letting Galcon live last time was a big step toward my healing process. This time it might work too. If letting him live really was the one good thing I did, that’d give me some reason for why my life took the path it did. It’d be a small answer, but I think I’d feel better.



After a breath, Bullseye managed a sincere smile. “Thanks, Trok. I’ll take your advice.”



“Good.” Trok smiled and rose to his feet. “Bulls, you may be destined to save the world, but you’re still allowed to be a thinking, feeling, flawed human being. Don’t be so hard on yourself. Throughout history, those who started out opposing the call the most were often those who wound up answering the call best – you’re in good company. Look how far you’ve come. I used to think I underwent an amazing transformation, but you’ve got me beat by far. I’m proud of you, and I’m sorry you’re hurting.”



“Thanks,” she said awkwardly. “I’ll work on it. And please don’t say anything to the others. I’m sure they’ve noticed I’m a little off lately, but I don’t want them to worry about me. We’ve got bigger problems ahead.”



Yet another frown pulled at Trok’s face, but he made his hand motion that triggered a portal to spin into existence behind him. He stared at the ethereal lights as he said, “I’ve seen a new future, and I won’t be able to come to you again. I told Tigris this same thing, but I thought you should hear it from me. Please trust me that there’s a purpose behind everything that happens, even if you can’t see it. The Kota texts-” he pointed to the book on her bed “-say that plans work to benefit us and not to harm us. I’m sorry for making you face all this. I’m just trying to set everything straight before…before you get lost in your grief. Please, do the right thing with Galcon. If you do, I know you’ll be fine. At least your heart can be at peace before… Well, I’ve said enough. Goodbye.” With that, he jumped into the portal, which closed behind him.



That was weird, she thought.



Bullseye rose from the floor and grabbed her bag. It was time to prepare for her meeting.



 



Around 0300, Bullseye’s pace bike sped along a wet street downtown. Rats scampered to get out of her path. Begrimed streetlights were dimmed because of the late hour and the cost of keeping them lit, and the air was chilled from earlier rain. A few civilians still strolled around El Miret, looking hungrily into the shops that lined the main road. Whitewolf had been right about the lack of patrols or a curfew, but Bullseye kept alert as she sped through the dirty streets.



At the curb in front of a dingy building, Bullseye pulled the pace bike to a stop. She kicked down the braces and activating the security locks. Next, the disguised Warrior unfastened her dark helmet. Her wig’s six short, white pigtails popped free, and she reached up with black fingernails to scratch her head where the helmet had crushed them into her scalp. She climbed off the bike to the curb, adjusted the knife in her boot, and shifted in her short, reptile-skin dress. 



A graphic poster on the exterior of the building made her double-take. Then she saw blinking feminine figures and neon hearts. The Shack was no longer a sparring club – it was a club of a quite different nature.



Whitewolf didn’t know about this, she thought. 



After a moment’s hesitation, Bullseye muttered, “Well, this should glow,” and sauntered to the building’s door. She knocked.



A screen over the door blinked on and showed a chunky man’s face. His head was shaved in the common fashion. “Welcome to the Shack. Looking for a good time?” He exhaled smoke and examined her through the monitor. “Oh, you must be here to work. Come on through.”



A buzzer signaled, so she pulled the handle and opened the door to enter. Inside, smoke hung in the air, and she could barely see across the open room. Ceiling lights hung over tables scattered around the Shack. A bar lined the far wall. A flight of stairs led up to the left. Few people sat at the Shack’s tables, but Bullseye assumed the bar was livelier during earlier hours. At the moment, those who could afford it were probably occupied in the private rooms upstairs.



The chunky man stood behind the bar, and he waved for her. “You’re soaked.” He poured a customer’s drink.



“That’s because it was raining, moron.” She leaned on the counter.



He didn’t care enough to be offended. “Did Bubbles send you?”



“Yep.” She had no idea who he meant.



“Huh. She said her regular chas were out of town. You’ll do. Five men are waiting in the rooms upstairs. You’re the first new cha to show up, so take your pick.”



This could get tricky. “Do any of them have dark hair and blue eyes?” She winked. “That’s my type.”



“Yeah, one of them, but I don’t remember which room I gave him. He’s married, naturally. Dressed like he had kronar to burn. Probably a Dominion executive out on the prowl. We get them in here sometimes, but they don’t want any more attention than we do. He didn’t seem like a troublemaker. Go up and see for yourself. And don’t forget, we charge one hundred kronar per session.”



She got the gist, so without another word Bullseye walked away to the stairs. The wooden frames creaked under her boots as she ascended, and when she reached the second floor she saw a single hall with a dozen closed doors.



Rave definitely wouldn’t like this, she thought.



Walking down the hall, Bullseye looked under the doors for any light. At the first door with a light on inside, she put her ear against it. She heard noises immediately.



Nope, she thought. That room’s occupied.



She moved to the next room but was startled as the door flew open and a man’s arm grabbed her. Before she could think to dematerialize, the man yanked her into the room.



The door shut behind her, and she took in her surroundings with a single glance. It was a small, hotel-like room with a bed, a table, a lamp, and a window across from the door. The man had pulled her into the room hard, and she used the momentum to cross the floor and grab the lamp. She turned to face her captor, holding the lamp as a weapon. 



The man wasn’t prepared for her to be so composed. She caught him against the closed door, shoved the lamp toward his face, but stopped just short of smashing it into his jaw.



“Don’t!” Arms flew up to show he surrendered. 



In the spotlight of the lamp, Bullseye inspected her captor. It was Galcon. She did a quick scan of his suit shirt and pants, but the trained ex-assassin didn’t see a weapon.



She felt a confusing mix of anger and pleading.



Please, don’t make me slay you, she thought. Okay, Bulls. Play this smart – he’s got that conniving cerebral augmentation. He might be arrogant now because he’s used to the comfort of the Dominion world, but threaten him a little and he’ll bend like a blade of grass.



Galcon still had his hands up. “Are you the one who contacted me?”



Bullseye knew she had to establish dominance from the get-go, so she thrust the end of the lamp into his jaw. It knocked his head back, just enough to give him a bruise. Galcon moaned and held his jaw, checking for blood. Bullseye spun and kicked him before he could recover, and he fell to the floor between the wall and the bed. 



With a groan of pain, Galcon rolled on his side and held his jaw with one hand. Bullseye set the lamp back in its place. Galcon remained on the floor, looking up at her in confusion.



“If you’re not who I…” He gave up on his bruised jaw and propped himself on his elbows to look up at her. “I’m sorry I grabbed you, lady, but I thought-”



“Flush it, Jett.”



His eyes widened in recognition. “Is that you?”



“Yep.”



He looked her up and down. “Nice getup.”



Bullseye did a quick curtsey. With only a trace of sarcasm, she asked, “Come here often?” 



“Do you?”



She glared at him. To her frustration, he glared back at her with equal force. 



Shit, she thought. 



She stooped over and lowered her hand to help him up. When he reached for it, she dematerialized her hand so he grabbed nothing. Bullseye didn’t wait for his reaction before walking to the window. It looked over an empty street. A balcony just outside held a metal flight of escape stairs that led to the roof.



She turned back. “Get up. Let’s go for some fresh air. Get moving, or I’ll break something.” She pointedly sized up his leg.



Galcon rose from the floor and stood his ground. “Are you going to push me off the building? Look, if you’re here to kill me, go ahead and try it here. You caught me off-guard a minute ago, but you should know I’ve had the pleasure of undergoing basic Dominion training. Day one, I learned how to clean a gun. Day two, I picked up self-defense. Cerebral augmentation came in handy for the techniques, of course, but I’ve always been in good shape. Remember, my team always won when we played field games in Monaco – you know I can outrun you, if it comes to fleeing. So, if you want to kill me, go for it and we’ll see what happens.”



She wasn’t sure if he was bluffing. Sizing him up a second time, she tried to remember if he’d always seemed that much taller than her. Not that she was afraid of losing, but he might present more of a challenge than she’d accounted for. She was in a dress.



She turned and yanked open the window, then faced him again. “Just get on the roof. I’m only here to talk.”



 Galcon didn’t look convinced. Actually, his lie-detecting mutate-genes probably weren’t convinced. But he looked curious. “Why are you here?”



She glared and pointed out the window.



“Fine. I’ve realized since seeing you last that I have some built up hostility toward you. If you want to talk, let’s go talk.” He marched past her and climbed outside onto the balcony.



Bullseye followed and was glad Galcon couldn’t see her uneasiness. 



This already isn’t heading in a good direction, she thought. He’s every bit as saturated by the Dominion as I first noticed in South Yor. That suggests I’ll have to do the inevitable…



Once up the fire escape, Bullseye stood on the ledge that ran around the rooftop. She made a quick scan of the dark street below. When she was sure no one was around, she lowered herself and sat on the ledge to face him. Galcon walked to the middle of the roof and turned to face her. 



Smart, she thought. He’s trying to stay as far from the edge as possible.



A breeze rippled Galcon’s suit shirt, and a moment later it blew into her exposed legs and arms. She leaned forward and crossed her arms, trying to shield herself from the wind. Maybe the roof hadn’t been such a great pick – she’d grown far too used to the warm air of the eastern coast.



He glared at her. “Why is this better than the room?”



“You thought a blackmailer was meeting you. I have little doubt you had a gun hidden.”



Galcon rubbed the bruise on his jaw. “You set this up, didn’t you? There never was a blackmailer. You arranged this because you think I’m a liability to your Kota Warriors.” He saw her expression over this and confirmed, “Yeah, I know what that Mark on your arm means. That’s why you came looking for me all of a sudden, isn’t it? The Dominion is after you more than ever because of the destroyed factor base, and you think I’ll try to gain favor by reporting you and Alex Collins – Tigris, I’m guessing? You’re here to take care of me once and for all, aren’t you?”



All kinds of alarms went off at this. “It isn’t a stretch to believe you’d give the Dominion Alex’s citizen name. If you-”



“Wait, you’ve let her use her name since we met?”



She nodded and looked back at him, waiting to see how smart he really was.



“If you thought I’d tattle on you, why…” Then he understood. “I’m the only one who knew. If the Dominion had issued a warrant for Alex Collins, you would’ve known I was the one who reported her. You’ve been watching this whole time to see if I’d turn her in? That’s a big risk to take with someone else’s life.” 



“Well, I was planning to keep tabs on warrants for my real name, but Cruelthor ruined that plan when he exposed me as Loree Kandoya – although the bastard never bothered to tell me my real name. Besides, I’ve had other ways to protect Alex’s identity, so I wasn’t worried. But I did let it go for far too long, so here I am.”



“But I haven’t reported you or Alex! Do you think I’m crazy? You were right in South Yor; if I expose you, I expose myself.”



“If it meant getting to me, Cruelthor would forgive who you really are. Turning me in would wipe your slate clean, and you know it.”



He scoffed at this. “You trust your brother more than I do, then. Either way, I haven’t reported you or Alex. Doesn’t that prove anything?”



“Not enough. You know more about me than anyone other than my Warrior team, Galcon. You know my history. You know places I’ve been and could help them track down evidence of my identity.” She shrugged. “You have some explaining to do. Then I’ll decide what to do with you. Start talking.”



“You’re letting me defend myself?”



Of course I am, she thought. How can he… Oh. Our history suggests I’d slay him without question. No wonder he’s acting like this. I’m not exactly being…



She sighed and tried to use a kinder tone. “My methods have cleaned up, Galcon. Call it a moral code, I guess. I’m not the monster I used to be. I’m only here now because it’s imperative that I protect my team. I’m not allowed to slay anyone unless it’s absolutely necessary, and I haven’t had a relapse yet.” She gave him time to use his mutate-genes and read her truthfulness. “So, you’d better convince me it isn’t necessary. Then we can both get out of here.”



Galcon’s expression changed, and his hostility seemed to take a hiatus. In a tone that mirrored hers, he said, “Look, I guess we got off on the wrong foot here. I thought you were going to be the same old, shoot-first-ask-questions-later Bullseye. If this is your version of playing nice, I’ll make an attempt too. I know what you and your Warriors stand for, and I understand why you’ve cornered me. But I’m not a threat. I assume you need more assurance than just my word, so what do you want me to say?”



“For starters, you could explain what the hell you’re doing in the Dominion.”



Galcon nodded. “Once I managed to get a new life for myself, I worked on the Mainland for a terminally ill virologist named Jett Galcon. I know it sounds ridiculous, and I couldn’t believe my own luck. Call me morbid, but I figured that when he died I could steal his ID tag, destroy his body, and move away to start a new life. So that’s what I did. Then the Dominion took over Free Labs. I heard they needed virologists to work at the new South Yor facility, so I applied as Jett Galcon and got the job. I paid a hacker a lot of kronar to get into Galcon’s ID profile and upload my picture and data. I’ve taken every precaution to make sure the Dominion doesn’t know who I am. I know you think entering the Dominion after they tried to kill me was the stupidest thing in the world, but I had to find a way to stay alive. This was the best option that came up. I can’t ever go back home to Monaco, but I have security now. Being an executive gives me the administrative position I was hoping for at Free Labs anyway, in an ironic twist. I have a life now, and I’m lucky I haven’t been caught. FYI, performing ID tag surgery on yourself is harder and more painful than you might expect.” He rubbed his palm for emphasis. 



“So you entered the Dominion to save your own hide, and you got a nice new life in the process.” Bullseye shook her head. “That’s what I figured when I saw you last time. None of this makes me any more comfortable leaving you alive. You’ve gone through a lot to improve your life, and reporting me would definitely win you big rewards.”



Galcon was irritated. “I’m not going to report you! It’s been over a year since I’ve known you were out, but I haven’t reported you this whole time. I don’t plan on doing it now. I’ve learned about the Kota Warriors, and I know the work you’ve done – everyone knows. A lot of people believe the Kota prophecies, you know. The mere rumor of the Warriors’ mission has brought hope. As far as I can tell, you Warriors are the only chance this planet has because you focus on stopping the DRK. You’ve accomplished a lot. Even some of the rebel activity not credited to you has your fingerprints all over it. You’ve destroyed DRK treatment shipments, you’ve taken out patrol posts and drone bases, you’ve killed augmented executives…” That last bit he said with a raised eyebrow. “And, now you’ve destroyed the factor base by the DuoPort. Why would I turn you in when you’re doing all this good?”



Bullseye had to chuckle. “So what, you’re our number one fan?”



Galcon remembered something. “Oh, I should warn you. I assume you’ve seen the news about the outbreak in Berlin?” 



She nodded, fearing what he was about to say.



“That was no random outbreak. A DRK lab in Berlin was ordered to release the virus into the city. Cruelthor knows about a Hood base in that area, and he’s using Berlin as a staging point. Once a significantly terrifying number of factors are on the loose, Cruelthor will release a statement saying that anyone who turns in Hood rebels will receive the treatment. He’s already quarantined Berlin so the virus doesn’t spread, and he’s giving the treatment to the surrounding regions. But he’s going to let Berlin factor unless they turn in the Hood.”



“He’s using the DRK to terrify the citizens into flushing them out.” Bullseye swallowed. “You said Berlin is a staging point?”



Galcon looked worried. “I heard on a Dominion transmission that Cruelthor interrogated rebel prisoners and discovered you Warriors’ involvement in the factor base fiasco. Everyone suspected your involvement, of course, but now he knows for sure. In retaliation, he’ll unleash the DRK into major cities across the Northern Continent. I think he’ll start with cities in his own region, since that’s where reports suggest you Warriors are based. What he did in Berlin with the Hood, he’ll do here with you Warriors – he’ll use the virus to frighten the citizens into exposing you.”



Bullseye nodded, understanding her brother’s mind all too well. “And since everyone here can watch the newscasts from Berlin, it’ll be fresh on everyone’s mind just how terrible a DRK outbreak can be. They’ll do whatever he wants.”



“Exactly. He hopes that either someone with information about you will come forward or that the virus will factor a significant number of rebels, including you Warriors. It’ll cost millions to repair the damage and contain the resulting factors, but Cruelthor apparently thinks it’s worth it. At the very least, the citizens will get the message that he won’t tolerate rebels anymore. The citizens will be terrified as soon as it’s clear what’s going on in Berlin, and once factors start appearing here… You need to be careful.”



Bullseye let out a huff at this new danger. “Well, this warning certainly helps plead your case. Anything else you can tell me?”



“No. Believe me, I wish there was more I knew, but there’s not.”



Good enough, she thought with relief. I don’t have to slay him. Yay for me. But, somehow…



A honking vehicle drove through the street below, and a man yelled an obscenity at whatever got in his path.



This still isn’t very gratifying, she thought. If Galcon is my one good deed, he’s turning out to be a disappointment. The long and short of everything he’s saying is that he doesn’t want to jeopardize his cushy, Dominion life in any way. I can’t think of him in a positive light when he’s like this. I can let him live, and that might make life easier, but… He’s not a threat, but he’s nothing good either. So, no, letting him live didn’t have any sort of grand purpose. It was useless, in the end.



Tired, emotionally drained, and now dealing with this new disappointment, Bullseye chuckled under her breath. “Okay, you can live.”



“Thank you.” He let out a short breath but examined her face. “What?”



I feel responsible for how he’s turned out, she thought. I should at least point out what’s wrong with him… 



She stood against the ledge. “You’ve become one of them, Jett.”



He made a face. “I may live in the Dominion world, but I don’t agree with what they’re doing. I just said I’m happy you Warriors are-”



“So you still care about the world, huh? Pretty hypocritical thing to say from where you’re sitting. I’m supposed to believe you’re rooting for the good guys while you work with the bad guys? Talk all you want about hoping we Warriors can save the world, but when the chips are down you have sided with the Dominion, Galcon. This change in you completely baffles me, but I guess I know how seductive the Dominion life can be.”



Galcon shook his head and faced the night sky in frustration. “You are judging me?”



Staying unemotional, she looked back at him. “Because of where I’ve been – and much, much more importantly because of how I’ve changed – I can judge you better than anyone. In Monaco, you used to work yourself sick trying to help mankind. What are you doing to help people now, Galcon? You’ve betrayed the one part of you that I actually used to respect. While way back then I would’ve been fine with who you are now, I now like you less than I liked your bland personality in Monaco. At least back then you stood for something. Now, you’re just as self-serving as I used to be. You can’t validate your life by telling yourself that you care. You don’t care, or you’d do something about it.”



Galcon kept shaking his head. “I’m not the Dominion poster boy you think I am. I do care. That’s the truth. I wasn’t the one in our relationship who did all the lying, Meegan Hunt. Why can’t you believe me?”



“Oh, I believe you think you care, but the fact remains that you aren’t doing anything about it. You might be less heinous than the rest of them, but you’re useless. What help are you to anyone?”



Galcon bit his lip, then took steps forward to stand in front of her. “I’m not what you think.”



“Then get out of the Dominion. That might – might – prove something.”



“I can’t leave the Dominion.”



Bullseye rolled her eyes. She thought of one last chance to think positively of him. “If you’re sincere, would you be willing to do something for me from the inside? You say you care, so prove it.”



“What do you want?”



“Could you get me intel? Be an informant? We have double agents in Free Labs, but I doubt they’re as smart as you. You must know something that could help us rebels find the treatment formula. You worked on it before, and you’re in Free Labs now.”



“You worked there too.”



“Sure, but I only paid enough attention to avoid getting caught.”



Galcon swept a hand through his hair. “I only know what we did before. I’m certain the rebels know what I do. This virus started when those old geneticists tampered with gene therapy to make a bio weapon. It’s fairly simple. They used controlled, genetically altered viruses to replace specific cellular genes. They used recombinant-DNA technology to merge DNA molecules from various sources and insert them into their subject. All this resulted in radiation infection through the use of electromagnetic light waves to form mutagens. These radioactive mutagens created a retrovirus, which has RNA that permanently becomes a part of the infected cell. This retrovirus reacts to the red blood cells and works backward to infect bone marrow, which then sends mutagenic DNA to cells. This then mutates the host into a factor because the entire system tells the body it’s something other than what it is. According to records that are over five hundred years old, the very first people experimented on should’ve had antibodies – that’s probably what the developers were counting on. But, because the radiation causes the mutations to occur so strongly, the antibodies themselves become virulent mutagens. In all my time of research, I haven’t been able to find how the DRK treatment works because radiation used under any scenario only makes the virus stronger. I don’t know how Cruelthor’s ancestor figured it out. Cruelthor clearly knows how it works, but the Dominion terminated the files in Free Labs pertaining to our DRK research. The DRK’s treatment is a total mystery. I don’t know anything more to tell you.”



She’d understood less than half of what he’d said, although bits and parts sounded as if they should’ve been familiar. “So you can’t do anything for the cause you used to obsess over?”



“No.”



So much for that, she thought.



“Well, then, Galcon, I guess we have nothing else to talk about. Once again, have a great life.” She walked to the fire escape.



Galcon climbed down right after her. They reentered the small room of the Shack through the window, and Bullseye saw everything was as they’d left it. The light of the lamp was bright compared to the roof, and she squinted as her eyes adjusted. She paused to ensure her wig was in place.



Galcon flattened his own dark hair where the wind had blown it around. “I don’t suppose there’s any hope for a civil conversation?”



“People in our situation don’t have heartfelt dialog. Seriously, thank you for not reporting me to Cruelthor, and thank you for the warning about the DRK, but don’t feel like a hero. I still think you’re a…”



He raised an eyebrow.



“Well, you’re nothing.” She met his eyes to let him use his mutate-genes. 



No point sugarcoating the matter, she thought.



Galcon almost laughed in his frustration. “Okay, so you think I have the will of a drone. I’m just supposed to live with that?”



“Yep. I’ve tried to find something of quality in you, but you’ve shot those attempts down.”



He rolled his eyes.



It was time to leave. Her wig secure, she dropped her arms to her sides. “I have no further reason for seeing you ever again. You’ve made your position clear, so you’ll get your wish from South Yor – you’ll never see me again. We’re-”



Now he laughed. “I only said that because you scared the crap out of me, showing up like that. And I was mad at you for ruining my life. I didn’t know then about the Kota Warriors. I only knew it wouldn’t be safe-”



“Grr! We’re done!” She walked to the door, deciding to leave that as their final parting.



Galcon ran up behind her and put his hand against the door. She turned and looked up at him with a smirk, knowing he couldn’t stop her from leaving if she was set on it. He probably had gone through basic training, but few top operatives were a match for her. Also, having arrived at the conclusion that he was a lost cause had strengthened her confidence in being able to throttle him.



Galcon, his hand pinning the door closed behind her, looked down in her face. Despite his physical stance of assertion, his voice was calmer now. “You’ve changed too, you know. Everything I used to hate about you is gone. It’s admirable, in a way, that you don’t like me because you think I haven’t taken a stand for what’s right.”



Is he serious? she thought.



“You want to talk about me, Galcon? Yeah, I’ve changed. But it hasn’t been easy. I found my real name only to throw it back again. I’m working with people who used to be my enemies. But no matter how hard it is, I found the right cause and I’m doing something about it.”



He shook his head. “I wish you’d entertain the possibility that you’re wrong about me. You had me nailed in Monaco, but you don’t know me now. You don’t. On some level, I owe you my life, and I don’t want you to think ill of me. That doesn’t seem fair. You can’t just write me off as a lost cause.”



Bullseye flinched, considering this was exactly what she’d thought.



“You’re the only person who knows who I really am,” he continued. “Even if we don’t exactly get along, I don’t want to go our separate ways and be done with it. You have no idea… I might not be able to convince you I’m a good guy, but you can’t just forget about me.”



She swallowed hard. “Believe me, I know. But that won’t stop me from trying.”



Galcon kept talking. “Look, being in the Dominion has shown me things. I would’ve been bored with me in Monaco too, if I’d been you. From what I’ve seen of the Dominion’s world, I’m beginning to understand why you were the way you were.”



She thought of something clever. “Zaak says I’m still the way I was, I’ve just learned to twist it to work for me. For instance, I use my training on a daily basis. A part of me right now wants to throw you out that window.” 



He wasn’t fazed. “Only part? That’s good. What does the other part want?”



“The other part doesn’t matter, considering I don’t have a harpoon on me, anyway.”



Galcon chuckled. “Who’s Zaak?”



Bullseye made a face and looked at her boots. Mentally berating herself, she said, “A friend.”



“Bullshit.” His voice changed so she knew without looking that he was smiling. “You’ve already shoved a lamp in my jaw and forced me onto a roof. I’m not feeling particularly coprophagous. I can tell when you’re lying, remember?”



“Copro-what?”



“Look it up.”



She rolled her eyes. “How do you do that?”



“See when people are lying? It’s like my powers of observation become hyper-sensitive. I can pick up on vocal tremors. People’s neck muscles tighten when they lie, causing veins to be more distinctive, and I can see a pulse quicken if I’m looking in the right spot. Tones change. Eyes shift – eyes are the easiest clue. Besides, my cerebral augmentation remembers pretty much every conversation I’ve ever had, so I can constantly go back and check for discrepancies.”



“Your wife must hate that, or haven’t you told her you’re a MOB?”



He waved a finger. “I know what you’re doing. You’re not going to distract me. Try again – who is Zaak?”



She sighed but confessed. “He’s my brother. Well, half-brother.”



“Another one? Oh. That means Zaak is Rave. The Kota prophecies pair you guys up by family, so…” 



She went rigid.



Galcon saw this. “Don’t worry. I won’t report him either.” He grinned. “I am a little proud of myself for figuring it out, though.”



A siren from a patrol machine outside distracted her from answering as she would’ve liked, so they stood in silence. 



It’s too bad he can’t be an ally, she thought. He’s sharp. He could be so much more than what he is. The fact that he’s not feels like a failure on my part – he was perfectly noble before I got to him. If he was just something honorable now… But he’s not. That’s that. No ally here, only another bleak reminder that the Dominion can infect anything. Somehow I feel worse about him now than I did when I thought I’d have to slay him. Trok seemed to think… But Galcon’s one of them. And it’s my fault. I drove him to this. I did this to him.



The siren passed, and a barking dog in the street chased after the machine.



“Well,” she said, “that was close to a civil conversation. Sorry about your jaw.”



Galcon smiled. “Hmm. Lying again.”



She bobbed her head at his hand. “Move. From what I hear, Bubbles’ chas are quite high-rent. Time’s about up, and you can’t afford me for another session. Now move.”



Galcon must’ve seen he’d get no further conversation, so he removed his hand from the door and opened it for her.



Bullseye stepped into the hall just as the man and woman in the neighboring room also emerged, giggling. An idea popped into Bullseye’s mind, and she turned to face Galcon where he stood in the doorway.



“You owe me two hundred kronar.”



The pair from next door watched with curiosity.



Galcon just looked at her.



Bullseye held out her hand and wiggled her fingers. She smirked, knowing that both their covers demanded they look convincing. She was sure Galcon had it on him – he had come to pay off a blackmailer – and she could use the kronar to rent a room on her trip back home.



After a second, Galcon grinned and crossed his arms. “Not without one last kiss, cha.”



Bullseye’s smirk fell. With a sideways glance at their onlookers, she saw they were still interested. Her plan had backfired. 



Flush me, she thought. I can’t dematerialize to escape because that’d start a commotion, and that’s the last thing I need. 



With no other course of action, Bullseye stepped forward and gave Galcon what he wanted. 



How much do I want to hate myself right now? she thought as they kissed.



 



When she had Galcon’s kronar tubes in hand, she left the room and marched down the hall, not looking back. She descended the stairs to reenter the main level of the Shack, stomped over to the man behind the bar, and threw a kronar tube at him. Before he could yell after her, she turned for the exit and tossed open the doors, fleeing the Shack. Her pace bike was still there, so she hurried to it, her hands in tight, shaking fists.
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“The turning point”



 



 



 



It always bothered Rave that he couldn’t snore without giving himself a headache. Annoyed his own breathing had woken him once again, he rolled over and tried to get back to sleep. After an hour of trying, he realized it wasn’t going to happen. Still, it was midnight before he climbed out of bed to take a walk.



Yesterday, Bullseye had called to share disturbing news she’d learned from an informant: The virus was being released into the public. Rave and Whitewolf had spent the majority of the day at Undertown, since Bullseye insisted they warn the Underground of the coming viral spread. While there, a Dominion informant confirmed what Bullseye had heard – top-ranking operatives were being sent into major Northern Continent cities with canisters of DRK. Those at Undertown had spent the day sorting out what could be done, with few answers. Discouraged, exhausted, and reasonably concerned, Rave and Whitewolf had left matters in the commanders’ hands and returned to the Warrior base.



Now, he walked the dark corridors and still couldn’t relax. 



Sand, he thought. I knew Cruelthor would retaliate for the destruction of the factor base, but apparently his comeback’s of primal force. I don’t know why I’m surprised. Trok would probably say the same old schemes for power cycle around to be used by different players. Once again, the virus has a key role. Like his fathers before him, Cruelthor will use the DRK to enforce control. And he’ll use the citizens’ fear of the virus to draw out rebels. The Underground and Hood are already losing what little security they’ve obtained, and we Warriors are only slightly better off. 



But Rave knew they were safe for now. No civilians knew enough about the Warriors to turn them in. However, many rebels wouldn’t be as fortunate. They would be betrayed. No one was safe from the virus unless they gave in to the Dominion, and the public knew it – knew it and had known it for centuries.



It’s been a few hours, thought Rave. Maybe I should check in and see if they’ve decided anything.



The base, in a state of hibernation for the night, was lit only by running lights along the grated floor. Rave didn’t want to turn everything back online, so he picked his way barefoot over the cold metal with the use of his enhanced eyesight.



Mid-step, he halted. His senses flared as the tingling burn of his mutate-genes spread through his body. His eyesight enhanced in the darkness, and he saw a body moving toward him from the far end of the corridor. The sound of heavy breathing reached his ears, but he didn’t recognize the breathing pattern as that of any of his partners.



Rave pulled himself up onto the pipes that ran along the ceiling. He held tight against the pipes and waited until the intruder was below him. In a perfectly timed move, Rave swung down, nailed the intruder in the chest, and sent him crashing to the floor. 



“Oomph!” 



The intruder fell hard, but he picked himself up so fast he appeared to bounce. Rave knocked him down again. A short struggle in the dark ensued, but Rave soon found that the man was too scrawny and quick to grab. With one last kick to Rave’s chest, the smaller man shoved Rave aside, jumped up, and ran away to a connecting corridor. He disappeared around the corner.



“Sand!”



Instead of giving chase, Rave turned to a panel beside the nearest door and entered the codes to lock the base’s exterior exits. A red light flashed on the panel, locking the exits. Next, he closed access to the primary level, meaning the secure areas like the weapons room and command center. While he was at it, Rave activated Eva and turned the lights back online. The corridor flooded with maximum light. Still, Rave saw no one.



Eva appeared from the display module beside him. “Can’t a girl get any beauty sleep around here?”



Tired, furious, and a little afraid, Rave snapped at the hologram. “Eva, why didn’t the security system I stole good kronar for pick up on the fact that an intruder broke in here? I believe that’s what the thing is for!”



“You returned to the base four hours ago. No breach in security has been reported, so the intruder must have entered while the system let you and Whitewolf reenter.”



I let this guy in? thought Rave.



“Eva, can you locate him now?”



“I’ve activated the ID tag scanner, but none are detected. No secure rooms have been breached, so no alarms have been triggered. How else would you like me to search?”



Rave had no idea, and he couldn’t think straight. 



Sand, he thought. What’s this guy doing here? 



“I’ve alerted the others, by the way,” said Eva. “No need to thank me.”



Rave headed down the corridor in search. His footsteps pounded against the grating as he stomped. He could see his way perfectly now. Nothing looked out of the ordinary. His hearing detected no sounds of the intruder, and his other senses detected only the normal sights and smells of the subterranean base.



Not, good, he thought. Not good.



Tigris, dressed in pajamas, met him at the living compartments’ side of the base. “Where’d he go?”



“No idea.” Rave continued walking. “Can’t your telepathy find him?”



Tigris jogged to match his gait. “I can’t locate someone who doesn’t have a mind link.” She sounded defensive. “You know I can’t do anything!”



Rave muttered under his breath. 



We don’t have time to waste bickering, he thought. I have to focus before something catastrophic happens!



With Tigris on his heels, Rave walked briskly to the end of the corridor where it formed a ‘T’ with one of the outermost corridors. In this wall, he opened a control panel and worked to divert more power to the security system. Tigris stood beside him, biting her lip and looking up and down the corridor. 



Whitewolf appeared from his living compartment, dressed only in shorts. “I only fell asleep ten minutes ago. I’m going to give this guy a piece of my mind and more when we catch him.”



“Where’s Bullseye?”



Rave looked at Tigris to signal her to be quiet. 



“The intruder might hear you,” he thought at her. “The last thing we need is to start discussing where the Warrior Leader is, especially when we’re standing around in our sleepwear! We’re completely exposed, without facemasks, and foolishly using our Warrior names while not in disguise!”



Tigris winced and crossed her arms.



Whitewolf’s deep voice reminded Rave what he’d been doing before scolding Tigris. “Did you boost the security system?”



“Working on it.” Rave turned back to the switches. A second later, he finished and closed the panel. “We should split up. We need to check for damage to the base. Keep your guard up – he could be a Dominion operative.”



The biggest Warrior turned to the module by the control panel. “Eva?”



She appeared from the display.



“Eva, can you run the infrared scanners now that Rave’s increased the power?”



Why didn’t I think of that? thought Rave. I helped train Whitey and Tig, and they’re handling this better than I am! 



The holo-person took only a second to activate the program. “The infrared detects an unauthorized heat signature in the gym. But it’s fading. I don’t know how that’s possible. The intruder was there and now…isn’t.”



“Sand. The gym’s on the other side of the base!” Rave looked at Tigris.



She swallowed. “Okay, I’ll go check it out.” She closed her eyes to teleport.



Whitewolf grabbed her hand. “Don’t be stupid. Take me with you.”



Tigris opened her eyes again. “You heard Eva – he’s not there. I can teleport away if I’m in danger. Wouldn’t it be better if you two went to the command center and used the security system to keep looking? You can tell me where to go, and I can keep teleporting until we find him.” She took a breath, trying to be brave.



Whitewolf let go of her hand. “Okay, but be careful, sis.”



Tigris smiled at him and closed her eyes again.



Rave caught her attention before she disappeared. “If he’s not in the gym, go put your suit on. We don’t want whoever this is to see our faces, if he hasn’t already. Get your suit on and then call out to us for further directions.”



Tigris nodded, and an instant later she was gone in a flash of portal light.



Rave turned to run with Whitewolf to the command center.



“Do you have any idea who it was?” asked Whitewolf. “We’ve seen most of the operatives’ profiles. If you recognized him, we might know who we’re dealing with.”



Rave shook his head and waved his arms as he ran. “He had long, scrawny legs! That’s all I saw. I have no idea if he was an operative, but it’s bad enough that anyone unauthorized is in here. I don’t care who he is – we have to get him out of here.” He spoke his worst fear. “What if he’s an operative with the virus?”



Whitewolf’s only reply was a deep scowl.



The male Warriors came to the command center, and Rave punched in the code to open the locked door. Once inside, they locked themselves in and hurried to bring the security programs onscreen. They each took a section and examined the screens carefully. Rave scanned the surveillance footage as the cameras swung back and forth through every corridor and in every room of the base. 



When this revealed nothing, Rave went to the more sensitive controls and hoped for something. However, there was no life energy detected in the living compartments, the garage, or any of the primary rooms he’d already locked. The only motion sensors triggered were the ones in the locker room where Tigris was changing into her suit. The infrared showed the same.



“Eva, scan for any foreign electronic devices or any airborne pathogens.” Rave started pacing.



Whitewolf looked over from his screens. “I don’t like this. Remington and the other assassins have been getting closer and closer to finding us. The last report an informant gave me was that they’d tracked us to Havanahell. Was it Remington?”



Rave bit his nails. “I don’t think so. He would’ve killed me rather than run away. This guy might have bigger plans that I interrupted, or something.” 



“Well, even if it’s not Remington, it could be one of the others. You and I must’ve had a tail when we left Undertown. We led him right here!”



Rave scowled and kept pacing. “This is my fault. I should’ve been more alert, but I was so tired.”



“I’m the one who’s supposed to watch our backs,” Whitewolf reminded him. 



Rave exhaled through his lips and looked at the screen as the bio readout reported that no pathogens were detected. “Well, that’s a relief.”



Whitewolf’s face went still, which usually meant his sister was telepathically in his head. Sure enough, he snapped back to himself and walked to the door. “Sis says she wants us to come to the locker room.”



“Is he there?”



“No. She didn’t say, but she seemed okay. We’d better hurry.”



The men ran down the corridor to the training facilities, and Rave used his senses to make sure the intruder wasn’t around. They entered the front gym, saw nothing, and continued into the locker room, where Rave heard Tigris clanging the storage cabinets. He and Whitewolf came around the corner and found her standing in front of the cabinets where they stored their suits. Luckily she had hers on, but she’d pulled Whitewolf’s out of storage. It was on the floor. She held Rave’s and was pulling out wiring.



“What-”



“He took a suit.” Tigris held a gloved finger to her facemask’s mouth area and reminded Rave, “Don’t forget, you installed radios in the suits for us to communicate. I’m dismantling the radios in yours so he won’t be able to hear us.”



Rave grunted and took his suit from her, finishing what she’d started with a yank. When that was done, he ran a hand through his hanging bangs. “That’s why the security system can’t get a trace on him. The suits are undetectable.”



“Let’s suit up.” Whitewolf looked down at his sister. “Did you check the training rooms?”



“No. Only the gym. I’d just finished changing when I noticed one of the spare suits was missing.”



“Mind checking the techno-cage room?”



Tigris left them with a nod. Rave and Whitewolf hurried to change and gather a few weapons from their locked storage place. When they were ready, they met Tigris in the front gym. 



She was examining the wall of training weapons. “He must’ve been in too much of a hurry to see these. Good thing.”



“Unless he has his own weapons and doesn’t need ours.” Rave grabbed his katars off the wall. 



Whitewolf looked around the open room. “Well, if he was here, there must be some trace of him. Right?”



Rave walked to the middle of the sparring mats. He closed his eyes to use his other senses, but he only detected Tigris and Whitewolf. Opening his eyes, he shrugged at them.



This is really not good, he thought. And something’s…weird.



Eva appeared from the room’s display module. “Found him! The intruder’s in the garage. He doesn’t have his suit fitted properly, and the infrared detected body heat escaping from the suit.”



Rave yelled his thanks to Eva and led the others out. The trio ran down the corridors to the garage. As they rounded the last turn, they found the door closed. Rave pulled on the door, but it was locked. 



“Oh, sand. The garage is technically classified as an exit. That means the external locks I activated won’t let us through.”



Whitewolf summed up their agitation. “How’d the little-”



“The air ducts!” Rave exclaimed. “He got in by climbing through the air ducts!” 



“Well, how do we get in?” Tigris put her glove against the metal surface. “I don’t want to teleport in when he knows we’re coming for him. Can’t you just unlock the door?”



“The garage exits are linked. If I unlock this door, the other exits will open too. He’d get out.” Rave looked at the control panel by the door and handed Tigris his katars. “Hold these. I think I can override the locks.” 



He opened the control panel and concentrated, then twisted wires and pulled others free. A few sparks flew, but finally he saw the light blink green. Rave stepped back to make sure it was working before clapping in triumph. 



“Bow down to me, all you who are unworthy!”



Whitewolf aimed a gun at the garage door and waited. Rave yanked the door open. Nothing jumped out at them, but Whitewolf stepped to the doorway to scan the garage. After a minute, the big Warrior nodded at Rave.



A-hunting we will go, thought Rave.



He reached over and took the katars Tigris was clutching, then led the way into the garage. The exterior exits were still locked. None of the vehicles appeared touched, but the three Warriors searched around the speeders, hummers, and hover cars parked in the aisles. Just when Rave thought Eva must’ve been wrong, his hearing picked up a scuffling sound. He lifted his fist for the others to freeze.



Move again! he thought. Come on, make another sound, and I’ll have you. You think you can come into my base, sneak around, steal one of our suits... –Ah-ha! I hear you now! There!



He signaled his partners. Moving as a unit, weapons drawn, they surrounded a crate near the garage wall. They’d picked up a new speeder from Rave’s dealer a few days ago, and they hadn’t yet unloaded the crate. Rave motioned for Whitewolf to split the front open, and he brandished his katars as he and Tigris stood in front of the oversized shipping box. Whitewolf grabbed the side of the crate, made sure the others were ready, and pulled the wooden cover free.



“Ahhh!”



The cry of alarm echoed through the garage as the intruder realized he’d been caught. He continued to shriek and curse as Whitewolf stepped into the crate and hauled him from his hiding place. Whitewolf reemerged holding the kicking man off the floor by the back of his stolen suit like he might’ve held a wild animal. 



The intruder was young, somewhere in his late teens, and long-limbed. The suit was way too big for him. His short, spiked hair was green, and piercings covered his face and ears. They knew he was a MOB because of cat-like, yellow eyes. With Whitewolf holding him off the ground, the young man soon abandoned his attempts to struggle free. He hung limp, looking pathetic.



I was worked up over him? thought Rave. Hold on a minute…



“Nat?” he exclaimed in recognition.



Tigris looked from her weapon. “You know him?”



“So do you. He used to work as a hacker.” Rave snickered in relief and sheathed his katars. “Nat switched sides. Now he’s a Havanahell operative who trades away junk tech to the black market dealers. Isn’t that right, Nat?”



The trapped young man nodded. “I didn’t know anyone was here, honest! I thought this was just a hidden rebel garage when I followed a car in here. I was just peepin’ for stuff to pluck. You guys gotta believe me! I didn’t know this was a base!”



“So you’re not an assassin?” Whitewolf laughed and spun Nat by the fistful of suit he held. “You don’t have any DRK on you, do you?”



Nat shook his head violently.



“What do we do with him now?” Tigris asked. She added telepathically, “He knows this is a rebel base now, Rave. He knows how to get in, and he’s seen where we live. He probably got the layout of the entire base.”



Rave smiled under his facemask. Now that the adrenaline was wearing off and he’d given himself time to think, a plan was forming. “We could just kill him. That’s what I’m sure Bullseye would order. What do you think, Whitewolf?”



The big man played along. “You know how I work, Rave. I hit things; they fall down…”



Nat looked at each of them in realization. “You’re the Kota Warriors? Oh, I’m flushed! Look, look, I’ll deal! I won’t tell anyone I was ever here!”



Rave stepped forward and flicked the teen’s nose with a gloved finger. “Okay, Nat, let’s deal. The Havanahell club where operatives go after curfew – do you know where it is?”



Nat looked unsure what he wanted. “Yeah?”



Whitewolf glanced at Rave, apparently understanding his plan. He spun Nat to face him. “And you could take us there to find them?”



Now Nat understood. “I… I don’t know if the club’ll be open tonight. There are a lot of operatives comin’ into town for some reason, and I think they’ll be workin’ tonight. They might not party like usual.”



“Operatives are coming to Havanahell, you say?” Rave exchanged a look with Whitewolf. “Well, if they do party tonight, they’ll be at the club. We’d really, really like to meet them, Nat.”



“I… I don’t wanna bother ‘em.”



Rave pulled out a katar.



“Oh, come on!” Nat pleaded. “They pay me to snitch on a regular salary! You’ll slay them, and they’ll blame me and I won’t get paid! I need-”



“I’ll give you ten purple tubes,” said Rave. 



Nat actually laughed at this. “Ten. Purple? Yeah, right.”



“I’m good for it, Nat. You take us to the club so we can do our thing, and you go free with more kronar than you’ve ever seen. That’s a pretty sweet deal, bucko.”



“Well…”



“I’d take the offer,” said Whitewolf.



Nat made a face to show he wasn’t convinced.



Rave switched to bad cop. “Nat, the new operatives are bringing the DRK. There’s no way you’re on the treatment schedule, so do you really want the operatives to spread the virus around the city? I don’t think so. Don’t be stupid – take us to get rid of them. You’ll be saving your own hide, plus making a killing.”



Now Nat looked truly afraid. He caved. “Fine. Put me down. I’ll take you to the club.”



Whitewolf dropped Nat to his feet. “First, you’d better change out of my spare suit.” He pointed toward the door and ordered the youngster to march.



Nat jumped and hurried forward, Whitewolf right on top of him.



Rave let out a long breath. He turned to Tigris. “Can you signal Bullseye? We’ll need her help. I can’t believe the kid agreed to this. They’ll factor him if he’s found helping us.”



“If he doesn’t help us, he might factor anyway.” 



“True.”



“Do you really think he can lead us to the operatives?”



Rave was growing surer by the minute. “We have to try. This mess with the virus being unleashed could be the end of everything. That’s pretty much the short version of what we discussed at our Undertown meeting today. If we have this opportunity now, we have to take it.”



“But they know to kill us on sight, Rave. And these DRK operatives must be the very best Cruelthor has. Should we ask for Underground help?”



Rave tried to think like his sister. “No, we need to do this as quickly as possible. If we ask for help, some undercover operative might learn what we’re up to. We’re the only ones who know about this, and we have to act fast. Right now we have the element of surprise. Just us Warriors this time.”



“Should we try to contact Trok?”



“No. He told you he’d be gone for a while. I know my uncle. He won’t answer any call we send if he’s already said he won’t. We’re on our own.”



Tigris crossed her arms. “Funny how all that Bearer stuff goes right out the window when we need him most.”



“We can handle this, Tig. Now, let’s get to it.” Rave walked to the aisle of vehicles with the hummer. “Nat wouldn’t lie to us – he’s not that stupid. I’m sure he knows where the club is. And Havanahell’s operative club is supposed to be one of the better ones. So, if visiting operatives are in town, they’ll be there, celebrating the mayhem they’re about to unleash. If we find the club, we can protect at least Havanahell from the virus.”



Tigris’s eyes under her facemask’s shield still looked afraid, but she nodded. “Okay, I’ll see if I can reach Bullseye.” She closed her eyes to search for her mind link with their Leader.



Rave prepared the hummer.
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When the three Warriors and Nat arrived in Havanahell, they parked in a narrow lane between factory buildings. Tigris had been placed in charge of Nat, and she ushered him out of the hummer ahead of her. Once out, she held Nat and watched as Rave activated the hummer’s stealth device from controls on his wrist. The hummer shimmered to blend in with the dark lane. With that done, Rave and Whitewolf moved to secure the area. Tigris kept a firm grip on Nat’s arm and waited for instruction.



She didn’t like the thought of venturing into a DRK-exposed city. It was after curfew, and the city was eerily still. Every blowing piece of litter made her heart beat faster. Whitewolf stood against a building with his weapon drawn as if he expected an operative to appear at any minute, so Tigris knew she wasn’t the only one worried. She looked at Rave and recognized his scowl.



“It’s my fault Nat got into the base in the first place,” Rave was thinking as Tigris entered his mind. “I should’ve been more alert when Whitey and I got back from Undertown. If he’d been an assassin… No. Can’t think about that. If we can find those DRK canisters, we can get rid of a large chunk of trouble. That should make up for my little slip tonight.”



Tigris frowned as she pulled out of his thoughts. 



I’ve had my own share of slip-ups, she thought. I know how Rave feels. But this wasn’t his fault. None of us could’ve known- 



Snapping Tigris out of thought, Whitewolf signaled that someone was approaching. They heard footsteps from around the nearest building, and Tigris pulled Nat to crouch behind a dumpster. Whitewolf and Rave also ducked for cover behind wooden pallets, and they aimed their weapons at the corner of the building. The approaching footsteps slowed as the person rounded the corner, and Rave jumped out to confront the drop-in.



Tigris sensed one of her mind links. “Rave, don’t! It’s-”



“Please, oh, please, don’t shoot.” Bullseye raised her arms in mock surrender. She wore citizen clothes with a hat pulled low to hide her face. She carried a duffle bag over one shoulder, but it didn’t appear she had a weapon on her besides the knife in her boot. 



Tigris pushed Nat ahead and emerged from behind the dumpster. 



Rave holstered his gun and told his sister, “Nat knows where we can find the operative club. Tigris told you the plan, didn’t she? Shouldn’t you have your suit on?”



“Flush the suit. I have a better plan.” Bullseye turned to the petrified teen.



Nat backed into Tigris for protection.



“My legend precedes me,” thought Bullseye.



Oh, thought Tigris. Nat knows who she is. Why isn’t she wearing a suit? Now he can describe her to… Or maybe we’re past that now. 



“I’m not in the mood to waste time,” Bullseye told Nat. “Where are we headed, kid?”



Nat gulped before pointing toward the main street. “The club is downtown. It’s in the sublevel of a hydrogen purifyin’ station.”



“Super.” Bullseye looked beyond them at the empty lane. “Rave, I’d rather not walk.”



Rave frowned but worked the controls on his wrist to deactivate the stealth device. A second later, the hummer shimmered into view.



“Let’s go for a ride, handsome.” Bullseye put an arm around Nat’s shoulder, as much to make him disarmingly giddy as to grab a hold of him, and led him back to the hummer.



Tigris exchanged a look with her brother, who shrugged and started after them. Rave let out a less-than-enthusiastic sigh and also followed. They piled in. Whitewolf started the silent engine and drove out of the lane.



“Turn left,” said Nat. He gulped again and tried not to look at Bullseye.



They rode in silence except whenever Nat gave directions. Finally, on a downtown street, Nat told Whitewolf to pull over. The hummer slowed and parked at the curb, and Tigris looked to see where the teen had brought them.



Streetlights illuminated a nice sidewalk of downtown Havanahell. Shops and businesses lined the street, but no one was out this late after curfew. Only one building showed any signs of life. A hydrogen purifying station, just like Nat had described, still had security lights activated. The low windows of the building’s sublevel shown with pulsing neon lights. 



Nat scrunched back in his seat as if someone might see him through the tinted windows. “This is it. Can I go now? Where’s my kronar?”



Bullseye looked around him at Tigris. “Are you and Nat friends yet?”



This was code for asking if Tigris had made a mind link. As Nat turned to Tigris in confusion, she locked eyes with him and felt for his mind. 



“If these guys really give me that much kronar,” he was thinking, “I’ll never need to hack again. I’d never turn on them! Ten purple, shiny tubes... All mine. If they’re good for it.”



Tigris looked back at Bullseye when it was done. “Yes, I think we’ll be good friends.” She smiled at Nat. “We’re not going to have any problems with you, are we?”



Nat shook his head, tight lipped.



Bullseye faced front. “Rave, pay the kid.”



Rave rummaged in a front compartment and turned to hand Nat ten purple kronar tubes. Nat nearly swallowed his tongue when he saw the loot, but he took the tubes from Rave and tucked them into various pockets for safekeeping. Bullseye opened her door and stepped out, motioning for Nat to exit the vehicle. 



Nat looked at the suited Warriors, still unsure they weren’t going to kill him. Whitewolf made a quick start as if reaching for him, and Nat jumped and almost fell out of the hummer. Once outside, he steadied himself on his feet and took off running down the sidewalk. 



Bullseye returned and shut her door. “Rave, I’ll only say this once…”



“Yeah, yeah. You were right about Nat. Congratulations.”



Whitewolf let out a deep, short laugh. “Okay, now what?”



Rave’s mutate-genes apparently flared, and he pointed for them to look across the street at the hydrogen station. 



Through the near silence of the night, Tigris heard music blaring from the sublevel. Laughter and cheering also reached her ears. Then she saw a couple walking up the sidewalk to the building. The fact that the couple was breaking curfew was her first warning, and a second later Tigris recognized the man as a notorious Dominion operative codenamed Timber. Without looking at her friends, Tigris knew from their thoughts that they recognized him too.



“Take off your suits.” Bullseye grabbed the duffle bag. “I brought your citizen clothes from the apartment. We’re doing this undercover.”



“Are you crazy?” Rave looked back at her.



Bullseye scoffed. “You wanna go in there dressed like the wanted posters?” She reached over and framed Tigris’s masked face with her hands. “How long do you really think we’d last in our Warrior getup?” 



Tigris hated to always be the one who worried, but she knew from even Whitewolf’s thoughts that he didn’t think this was a good idea. “Are you sure, Bulls? An operative might recognize you. If these are the best operatives, they’ll have been in the Dominion longer than you’ve been out of it, so they’re bound to know you. If one-”



“It’s actually safer this way.” Bullseye looked at each of them. “Guys, we’ve reached a point where soldiers know to slay the Kota Warriors the second we show ourselves. They won’t be expecting this. The only way this’ll work is undercover. You all know it.”



Rave, with a groan, reached up and stripped off his facemask. “You’re right. I hope you packed my favorite shirt.”



Bullseye smiled and threw him his clothes from the bag. Then Whitewolf took off his facemask, and she threw his clothes to him. Still thinking it was a risk, Tigris pulled off her facemask and took the clothes from Bullseye, who got out of the hummer and shut the door. Tigris wriggled on the backseat and changed into tight, red pants and a shirt with a single sleeve that covered her Mark. Once dressed, she exited to stand on the sidewalk with Bullseye. 



Tigris fluffed her hair and whispered, “Are you sure about this?”



Bullseye only nodded.



Soon enough, the boys got out of the hummer, now dressed in their civilian clothes. Whitewolf wore dark, loose pants and a tight shirt that showed off his muscles to anyone who’d dare mess with him. Rave wore nicer pants and a zipped shirt, which was his favorite. 



“I feel naked.” Rave ran his hands over the shirt. 



Whitewolf laughed. “Thanks for sparing us that.”



Bullseye was looking beyond the hummer. “I don’t know what to expect once we’re inside. Act like we’re operatives who belong. Stay in character no matter what.” She adjusted the knife in her boot. “Let’s move.”



Together, they walked across the street to the hydrogen station. The door was unlocked – apparently that’s how confident the Dominion was that only those who belonged would dare enter – so they entered the main building and found descending stairs. Tigris heard loud music from somewhere below. As they stepped down the stairs, the ambience changed from an industrial station to a nightclub. Graffiti scrawled across the brick stairwell, and blinking runner lights lined the lower stairs. 



At the bottom, a bouncer met them in front of a metallic door. The big, tattoo-covered man made a motion to block their entrance, and they stopped on the stairs.



“Do you want me to get in his mind?” Tigris asked Bullseye. Even if she was terrified, she could at least try to do her usual job.



Bullseye shook her head slightly and thought back at her, “There’s a surveillance camera over the door. If we enter suspiciously, someone will see and investigate.”



In the second most common Dominion language, the bouncer asked for the password. He added that he’d never seen them.



“That last part’s a relief,” Tigris thought in Rave’s mind, “but can you guess the password?”



Rave motioned for the others to part, and he stood on the lowest stair to stand at eye level with the big man. In the same language, he told the bouncer to flush the password.



Bullseye shot her brother a look.



The bouncer nodded, opened the door, stepped aside, and told them to enter.



Tigris’s heart was racing as they entered the club. “How did that just happen?”



Rave smirked. “I used to go to the operative club outside Resistance City. I’m a little disappointed with their security that they all use the same password. And that was years ago.”



“Focus.” Bullseye stopped a short distance inside the club.



Tigris stood beside her and tried not to gape at what she saw. 



In a past life, the station’s sublevel must’ve been used as storage for excess hydrogen tanks. A few tanks still lined the wall left of the entrance, but they were chained and ancient. On the opposite wall ran a long bar. It was a narrow room, but a cracked mirror covered the wall behind the bar, and this gave the club the illusion of width. Flickering red and white lights sparkled off the mirror’s prisms. Citizens wandered up and down the bar, getting drinks and socializing.



These citizens, thought Tigris, must be in the Dominion’s favor if allowed out after curfew and in a Dominion club. Traitors…



In the open space before them stood tables and booths. Most of the club was dark, but lights on the tables illuminated the faces of subdued customers while they drank. Everyone Tigris saw was wildly dressed. Most were intoxicated. 



A male voice shouted over the speaker system, “Are you ready for glow?”



Tigris heard a loud cheer from ahead, and she looked farther into the long club to see a stage. A band started their next song. The lead singer jumped off into a mosh pit in front of the stage. Here, bodies danced like a mass of bees, and it was impossible to count the number of people. 



“When did ugly come into style?” Rave was staring at a woman with painted scales on her forehead and spiked, blue hair. He had to yell to be heard, despite standing shoulder-to-shoulder. “Did anyone look by the door?”



Tigris looked where he indicated and saw a stack of menacing canisters. These were not hydrogen tanks, but the Warriors didn’t need labels to know what the canisters held.



“We can’t just grab them and dash off.” Bullseye looked into the crowd. “Spread out and scout for the operatives responsible for those canisters. Most of these operatives I recognize as locals, but the DRK operatives are new in town and will stand out. They’re bound to be throwing their weight around. Pay special attention to anyone getting free drinks.”



“How can you be sure?” asked Whitewolf.



Bullseye wavered. “Because I used to get a lot of free drinks. We have to move fast. I don’t want anyone to notice us, and the longer we’re here, the more people who might remember us later.”



The Warriors split up throughout the club. Bullseye leaned on the bar and watched those gathered there while she waited to order a drink. Rave headed into the sea of dancers near the stage. Whitewolf walked farther along the bar. Tigris sat at an empty table, probing thoughts as she met the eyes of the drunks. After five minutes, the others joined her to sit at the table.



“The woman with Timber at the end of the bar.”



“The fat man sitting by himself to our right.”



“The lead guitarist.”



“The smoker at the bar who pinched my butt.” Bullseye made a face.



Whitewolf smacked his lips. “You know, assuming we make it out of here alive, this could be quite the find – five operatives, counting Timber. Obviously killing them is a good option, but what if we take them prisoner?”



Rave agreed. “They’re high up in the ranks if they got this assignment. They must be exposed to more intel than the average operative. They’d at least know which cities DRK operatives are being sent to.”



Tigris looked away from their table. She didn’t like the curious looks people were starting to send their way. She didn’t like their thoughts, either.



Bullseye downed her drink and set the glass on the table. “Okay. But this could be difficult. Any idea how to capture the DRK operatives without alerting the rest of these people? If anyone figures us out, they’ll call a Dominion patrol station. Then we’re flushed.”



“We need a diversion…” Whitewolf looked around.



Rave raised his hand. When he had their attention, he pointed at the ceiling where a number of pipelines ran to and fro. “I’m liking these filter lines, personally. They carry the gasses filtered out of the hydrogen mixes they use upstairs. The stuff in those tanks-” pointing to the old tanks lining the far wall “-is the real deal, but if we light these pipes…”



Tigris made a face. “But there are citizens in here. Sure, they’re bad citizens, but they’re just…citizens. Won’t an explosion kill them?”



“In a not-at-all kind of way.” Rave again pointed as he explained. “Those tanks would explode, but these filter pipes aren’t holding anything nearly as combustible. They’ll flame up, but they won’t cause too much damage too fast. The roof will quite noticeably start on fire, and we can use that as a distraction. The citizens will flee, leaving us to round up the operatives and those canisters. Everyone will be so busy scrambling out of here they won’t notice. And I don’t think anyone would get hurt. People naturally duck.” 



Okay, thought Tigris. That’s actually not a bad plan.



Bullseye also liked it. “Ryu, sneak out the DRK canisters and go straight to the hummer. Zaak and I will round up the operatives, then I’ll dematerialize and get out unnoticed. Alex, teleport yourself, Zaak, and the operatives to where we parked the hummer. You can teleport the operatives even if we knock them unconscious, right, Alex?”



It took her a second, but Tigris remembered why Bullseye was using their citizen names.



Right, we’re undercover, she thought. Although…not as much cover as I’d like. 



She answered, “As long as I’m touching all of them, yeah.” 



“Then let’s go. Zaak, did you see where those filter lines started? I saw a woman back there eyeing you. Ask her for a lighter.” Bullseye jumped into a dancing crowd and vanished from sight.



Tigris stayed at the table. Whitewolf wandered toward the canisters. Rave walked up to the woman Bullseye had spotted, got a lighter from her, and walked to where the pipes, gages, and valves came through the wall. Tigris winced in anticipation and watched Rave flick the lighter.



Above the ruckus, bursting sounds reverberated around the sublevel club. Flames screeched out the ends of the filter lines, and the old pipes cracked and splintered as flames licked the ceiling. 



The crowd screamed. The band stopped playing and jumped from the stage as fire shot right over their heads. Tigris looked back and saw the bouncer ushering people out, and a mass of bodies surged toward his door. Tigris scrambled under the table for cover. She’d lost sight of the other Warriors. It was growing hotter by the minute, but she stayed put while the crowds ran for the exit.



“Ahhh!”



The cry came from across the narrow room. Timber and his operative date fell to the floor where they’d been tackled by an invisible foe. In another part of the room, the lead guitarist crashed into a table. 



Smoke now filled the club, so Tigris stayed low for air. She saw a blur of legs and feet as more people rushed to the exit. She also saw an occasional body drop as Bullseye and Rave knocked out the operatives. In a short time, no more legs ran by.



“Alex!”



Tigris coughed but crawled out from the table. “Zaak?”



“Over here!”



She headed for his voice. After stepping around a pillar that was burning, she crouched to see Rave piling the five unconscious operatives. Bullseye must’ve already dematerialized and left.



Rave coughed. “Let’s get out of here!” 



Tigris reached for his extended hand. Then she made a face and climbed on top of the piled operatives, making sure to touch each one. Closing her eyes, she thought of the sidewalk behind the hummer.



A millisecond later, they teleported to the sidewalk. Rave released her hand, and Tigris scrambled off the operatives. The immediate cool of the night air was a welcome relief, and Tigris leaned her hands on her knees to cough and clear her lungs. She was covered in charred grime, and she wiped her face with the bottom of her shirt.



“Nice work, sis.”



Whitewolf’s head poked around the back end of the hummer. He was noticeably less smoky, so he must’ve gotten out with the canisters before the fire spread. From the jostling sounds he was making, Tigris assumed he was packing the canisters.



Bullseye, also less soiled because she’d dematerialized, stood against the hummer’s hood, looking across the street at the crowds by the hydrogen station. She looked back at Rave. “Hurry and load them in. The locals sent a transmission to the nearest patrol station. Soldiers and water tankers will be here any minute.”



Rave didn’t need to be told twice, and he hauled one of the unconscious operatives over his shoulder. Whitewolf finished with the DRK canisters and retrieved two operatives, one over each shoulder, to load into the back of the hummer. Tigris helped Rave with Timber and the woman operative, and these two they lay in the back seat. 



“All set,” Rave told his sister.



“Let’s go.”



Tigris climbed into the back seat, as did Bullseye from the other side. They sat with the two operatives between them, but it was cramped. Rave was the last to close his passenger door, and Whitewolf started the hummer and pulled away from the curb. 



Tigris looked out her tinted window at the crowd in front of the flaming club. It looked like the operatives were too distracted to notice them leaving. 



Good, thought Tigris. I can’t believe we got away with this!



Whitewolf looked back at Bullseye in the rearview mirror. “The canisters are still full, so we stopped the virus from being spread in this charming, little neighborhood.” 



Bullseye nodded. “On my way out, I heard them talking about how the new operatives must’ve snuck off with the canisters. No one suspects a thing.”



“Yet.” Tigris pushed back Timber, who unconsciously leaned against her.



Rave sniffed at the smoke on his shirt and made a face, but he appeared satisfied with their mission. He looked at Bullseye. “Who’ve we caught?”



Bullseye examined the unconscious woman beside her before turning to see the three operatives in the rear compartment. Her eyes widened.



“What?” Tigris turned to look.



Bullseye reached over the seat and shoved one of the men over on his back. “Malice? Hmm. You got old and fat.” She pinched the unconscious man’s nose.



“Malice? What’s he doing here?” Tigris looked ahead to her brother. “Isn’t he still the Elite of our region back home?”



“I thought so.” Whitewolf turned onto a new street as they heard patrol sirens heading for the hydrogen station.



Timber slid onto Tigris again with the turn. His face was now right in hers, and she carefully pushed up his eyelid to see into his unconscious eye. She scanned for thoughts. She sensed pain. Anger.



“Uh, guys. They won’t be out much longer. We’ll never get them back to our base in time.”



Bullseye pulled their suits from the duffle bag under Rave’s seat. “Then we’ll borrow a few interrogation cells from the nearest Underground base.”



“I’ll call ahead and make reservations.” Rave grabbed the controls for the transmitter. “It might be a good idea to let them know we’re coming, considering our cargo.”



“Yep,” muttered Bullseye. “By all means, let’s be polite and ask nicely. Everyone on their best behavior now.”



Let’s just get rid of those canisters, thought Tigris. 
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Bullseye made them find time to pull over and change into their Warrior suits, but the operatives were now regaining consciousness. After the Warriors suited up, Whitewolf sped to a condemned parking garage outside downtown Havanahell. This was, in fact, an Underground base. 



They passed through Underground security and parked in the empty bottom level of the garage. The Warriors exited the hummer just as a metal door opened in the nearest concrete wall. Non-soldier, scientist types hurried to the hummer. Soldiers followed. 



“In here.” Whitewolf opened the back. 



The scientists unpacked the canisters and scurried off to dispose of the DRK. While the scientists were at this, soldiers pulled out the operatives. 



One soldier faced Bullseye. “This way.” He motioned to the metal door.



The Warriors followed this man into a short, concrete hall. This hall led into a wider hall, then another with branching halls. Finally, the soldier led them to a room lined with interrogation cells. Bullseye directed the soldiers behind them to put the operatives in separate cells. She suspected which would break and which wouldn’t, and she’d planned accordingly.



When the soldiers finished, they stood at attention outside the cell doors.



Bullseye turned to her team. “I’ll take the first room, Tigris the second, Rave the third, Whitewolf the fourth. Timber’s in the fifth, and I doubt he’ll know anything the others don’t. First priority – find out how many more operatives are spreading the DRK and in which cities. Any questions?”



Rave turned to look into the concrete hall, and a second later Bullseye heard footsteps approaching. An Underground commander entered with a few men trailing after him.



Through her facemask, Bullseye whispered to Tigris, “Keep your mind open for anything fishy from this guy. I have a feeling Cagod sent them to do things his way.”



Tigris nodded.



The commander’s voice held a southern region accent as he told the Warriors, “It’s nice to see you again.” He smiled.



Bullseye narrowed her eyes to inspect him. 



We’ve met? she thought. He doesn’t look familiar. Still, there’s something…



The man chuckled and looked at his feet. “I’m Commander Joseph Emmit. From Pitt Prison?”



“Commander Emmit?” said Rave. “But you look…”



Now Bullseye saw it. His face was thinner, his eyes blue instead of brown, his skin a lighter pigment, and his nose seemed wider. 



But it is him, she thought in amazement.



“You’re a MOB?” asked Whitewolf. “What, you change your appearance?”



“That’s handy,” said Rave.



“Yes, I can morph my physical features. When you saw me last, that was my prison face.” Emmit smiled, then motioned to the interrogation cells. “But, more importantly, I understand you captured Dominion operatives. Cagod ordered me to bring interrogators.” He looked at the men with him. 



One stepped forward. “We’ll get as much information out of them as they know.”



Uh, no, thought Bullseye.



Since having a full day’s sleep in a Havanahell hotel, she was back up to her usual speed and charisma. She crossed her arms at the interrogator. “We brought them in, and we will interrogate them. We only came here because we needed a place to hold them. We’ll handle them – I know how you interrogators deal with captives, and I’d rather not waste any time.”



“So much for best behavior,” Rave muttered.



The interrogator looked at his commanding officer. “Sir, this isn’t a good idea. You know who she is.” He glared at Bullseye.



She tried not to flinch.



So he’s one of them, she thought. I’m so tired of-



“Yes, I know who she is,” said Emmit with his own hint of exasperation. “She saved my life in Pitt, so I owe her one.” 



“But sir, Commander Cagod specifically ordered us to interrogate these prisoners.”



Emmit looked from the interrogator to Bullseye and rubbed his chin with a smirk. “Well, we’re all on the same side, right?”



Bullseye smiled. “Yep.”



“But sir-”



“If Cagod doesn’t like it, he can yell at me.” Emmit faced his men. “Anyone have a problem with that?”



The interrogators exchanged glances but kept silent.



“Alright, then.” Emmit looked back at the Warriors. “Inform the guards when you’re through, and we’ll take the operatives into custody.” 



“Thank you,” Bullseye told him.



Emmit smiled with a salute and turned to leave. With a few last glares thrown at Bullseye, his men followed.



When they were gone, Bullseye tilted her head in the direction of the cells. Rave, Tigris, and Whitewolf entered each cell as she’d instructed. After taking a breath to calm herself, Bullseye went into the first room, slammed the door, and woke Malice. 



She hadn’t randomly chosen which room to take.



Malice had gained considerable weight since she’d seen him last, and he slouched in the chair behind the table like he had indigestion. His blond ponytail was gone now, as was most of his other hair. His pointed nose bent where she’d broken it all those years ago at the Elite meeting. Now, he lifted his shackled hands to wipe the tip of his nose. He’d probably re-injured it when Rave threw him onto the floor of the club.



Great, she thought. I loathe the sight of him. But, this might be useful.



“Where am I?” Malice demanded. “I’ll never tell you rebels a thing. You might as well slay me and be done with it.”



Bullseye put on an old mask of confident indifference and sat on the edge of the table. “Aw, poor little guy. I’m not going to slay you. I’m just going to play with you for a while.”



He glared at her. “You rebels never did know how to interrogate prisoners. At the Dominion, we-”



“Yeah, good times, good times. I remember you used to brag you could break any man by getting to what he cared most about. ‘Pressure points,’ you called them. I actually learned a lot from you, Malice.”



He looked at her and squinted to imagine what she’d look like without the facemask. “Who are you, cha? Were you trained in the Dominion?”



She held up her hands in confession. “With the best of them. I even broke your nose and wrecked your car. You never got your hands on me, though. Ringing any bells?”



“Bullseye?” His eyes widened. “You treacherous little-”



She leaned forward and smacked his face into the table. He cursed in pain as fresh blood dripped from his nose.



“It’s all coming back to you, isn’t it, sweetheart?” She pulled her knife from her boot and held it to see his reaction. Then she ran her index finger along the blade, dematerializing the tip of her finger so she wasn’t cut. “Are you sure you don’t wanna talk? I, unlike the majority of these rebels, have no reason to play nice.”



“What, you’re going to torture me? I’ll die before I talk. Take your best shot.” He sneered through the blood trickling over his teeth.



“Malice. I’m not in the mood to ask twice. Do you remember my mission to Yanka’s region during his rebel uprising?”



“You mean when you failed? You were supposed to interrogate a rebel, and you ended up with a broken hand.”



“Did you ever hear how I broke my hand?”



“Do I care?”



“That’s what happened the last time I had to ask twice. I broke it in that rebel’s ribcage.”



Malice’s sneer wavered. “In his ribcage?”



“That’s right. He held out against the usual tortures. I had to get creative. I dematerialized my hand and reached into his chest for his heart. I knew it’d hurt like hell to materialize again with my hand inside his body, but I lost my patience.” She watched him swallow. “Malice, if you have anything to tell me, tell me. I’ll lose no sleep if I slay you. I know what you did to the MOB in your region after I broke your nose. Taking it out on your people…” She clucked her tongue at him. “Shameless.”



He spit blood. “My Elite status was revoked because I hunted MOB. Cruelthor hired me to distribute the DRK as a last chance to keep my position. I hate that arrogant snake! He should be factored himself!”



Here was an opportunity. “So tell me something useful and help me bring Cruelthor down. How many operatives are spreading DRK? In which cities?”



Malice still glared at her, but he was thinking now. “Will you remove my ID tag and bring me into the Underground’s protection? That’s the only deal I’ll make. You’re the Kota Warrior Leader. These rebel people listen to whatever you say, so order them to protect me. Deal?”



She nodded, fairly certain she could make that happen. How much authority did the Dominion think she had?



Malice evidently thought she had enough, so he folded. “We were the only team. We were supposed to release the virus in Havanahell first because that’s where analysts predict you Warriors are based.”



“You’re the only team?” She didn’t exactly believe this. 



“Yes,” he insisted. “Cruelthor’s not going to release any more DRK than he has to. He doesn’t want things getting out of control. He said that releasing the DRK in Havanahell would do the job at the pace he wanted. Something about wind patterns and incubation periods. I didn’t ask. Honestly, I’m not all that disappointed you pinched us – I don’t like the idea of the Continent crawling with factors any more than you do.”



That I believe, she thought. So we stopped the DRK exposure? At least for now. Once Cruelthor realizes these operatives failed, he’ll send a new team.



Malice scowled. “The Lord High Commander’s completely snapped this time. He’s determined to release the DRK in the public. If he has to, he’ll make the virus as widespread as it was in the beginning. Soon the citizens’ll have reason to fear him again. They don’t really fear the DRK anymore, you know, since the un-factors keep coming back out of the DuoPort. And now you’ve destroyed his factor base, so people are starting to laugh at him. He doesn’t like that. So, he’s releasing the virus because he wants to scare the citizens into turning in you rebels.” 



No surprises there, she thought.



Malice lifted an eyebrow. “But, he’s not just annoyed by the rebels, you know. He still doesn’t think they could ever defeat his forces. That’s not why he fears he’s losing control. The real thing he’s freaked about is how you Warriors are fighting against the DRK. That’s what he wants to stop, because he knows the virus is the only thing keeping him in power. He’s been obsessed about protecting the DRK since you betrayed him.”



The prophecies, she thought. Cruelthor knows they say we’ll destroy the virus. The more we’ve done, the more he’s feared the prophecies might be right.



“I didn’t get it at first,” Malice went on. “I mean, the DRK makes the Dominion invincible. So why worry? But he’s been freaking out for a while. When the un-factors started coming out of the Continent’s portal, he ordered an investigation into who knew what about the DRK treatment. Then you Warriors started destroying so much of his work with the virus, including the factor base. And, when he heard about the Underground’s secret research facility, he completely flipped. You’ve scared him into retaliating, and he’s coming after you rebels big time – all to stop you from fighting his DRK.” 



Bullseye nodded at this. 



It has been worse since he found out about the research facility, she thought. Damn Cagod…



When Cagod discovered his commanders had reopened their research lab, at first the Warriors had feared he’d shut it down. But, Cagod’s commanders forced him to see its value. Thereafter, Cagod had taken control of the facility. And, he insisted the Warriors be left out of the loop because he still didn’t trust Bullseye. Which was stupid. Even more stupid was Cagod’s decision to hold research-related meetings in Undertown – an operative had found out and reported to Cruelthor. Fortunately the location of the facility hadn’t been discovered, but Cruelthor knew it existed. 



I’m sure they’re still trying to find answers, thought Bullseye, but it’s been months since we’ve heard anything. I kind of doubt the research is getting anywhere. 



She tried not to show this disappointment in her expression.



Malice didn’t seem to notice. “Like I said, I didn’t know why Cruelthor was so worried. But yesterday an informant reported that double agents inside Free Labs used a stolen, reformatted password-lock device and gained access to files on the DRK treatment – files only Cruelthor should’ve been able to access. The rebels raided the information before it could be terminated.”



Bullseye forced herself not to look surprised. 



Holy shit, she thought. Denito’s agents found something? 



“So,” said Malice, “before you rebels can create the DRK treatment, Cruelthor’s releasing the virus. He’s willing to infect the empire if it means stopping you. But if you’re as close as he fears you are…” He shrugged. “Yeah, I have no trouble switching sides.” 



Bullseye tried to stay focused. “Do you know anything else that can help us stop him?”



“Yeah,” he scoffed. “I know when he’s planning to attack the research facility.”



She swallowed. “He knows where it is?”



Malice nodded. “Even before the factor base was destroyed, he attacked three Underground bases in search of research labs. By torturing rebels, he finally learned their main facility’s location.” He squirmed in his seat. “Releasing the DRK virus is only the first step in his master plan. More is coming. You know how he is – he plans everything until he knows it’s the right time to strike.”



She understood. “All this with the virus being unleashed is meant to flush us out, but it’s also a distraction. He’s planning to strike the research facility and hopes we’ll be too busy defending ourselves elsewhere to stop him.”



Where is the lab? she thought. Why hasn’t Cagod told us they’ve actually found something? That son of a… Well, I have to work with Cagod. If we can use this intel from Malice, we might be able to stop my big brother from destroying the viral research. How close are they to discovering the treatment? 



She took a breath. “So when’s he planning the attack?”



“I’ll tell you.” Malice grinned at her. “For a price.”



“You ass! You’ve already talked yourself into a deal for asylum. Now what do you want?”



He thought a minute. “I’d like my own island. Somewhere warm.”



“Damn it, Malice! If this is so urgent, out with it!” She forced herself not to attack him. “If you don’t help us stop Cruelthor, we’ll all be factors! There’d be no one left to give you an island even if we could get you one!”



Malice frowned. Then he sighed. “Fine. But I’m not giving you any more details until I see my pardon in writing.”



Bullseye slid off the table. “Fine. I’m turning you over to Commander Emmit. I’ll give my recommendation for asylum, but you’ll have to deal with him and Cagod. And good luck with that.” 



She walked to the door, opened it partway, and dematerialized before he could argue. Using the space dimension, she invisibly pushed the door closed behind her. Once outside the cell, Bullseye saw the other Warriors standing near the room’s entrance. She flickered back into visible form and joined them.



Tigris must’ve sensed her excitement. “What is it?”



Quickly, Bullseye told her team what she’d learned from Malice. 



Whitewolf whistled. 



“This is…” Tigris looked amazed. “We haven’t heard anything about DRK research since Cagod shut us out. Do you really think the Underground could make the treatment with whatever they’ve found?”



“I hope so. And it sure sounds like Cruelthor thinks so.” 



Rave let out a breath. “This could be everything we’ve worked for. Our Warrior mission to stop the virus… This could mean the fulfillment of the prophecies.”



It could be over soon, thought Bullseye. All of it could be over…



She called to the soldiers guarding the cells. “Take them into custody now. Make sure the guy in the first cell meets with Commander Emmit immediately.”



The soldiers turned and entered each cell to retrieve the prisoners. 



Tigris looked at Bullseye. “The other operatives didn’t know much. They only said Cruelthor’s been gathering drones for a massive attack. I looked in their minds, and they honestly didn’t know where they’d be attacking. I guess Malice answered that – they’re going to attack the research facility. Wherever it is.”



Whitewolf nodded. “If Cruelthor himself is planning this attack, we rebels all need to defend the lab.”



Bullseye agreed. “Cagod has better ways to contact the other rebels than we do, so we have to work with him even if he’s not willing to tell us everything. If Cruelthor is gathering his forces, so should we.”



“This could be the turning point.” Rave was getting antsy, and he rubbed his facemask in thought. “We can’t go on much longer without getting ourselves killed. This might be it, right here.”



Yep, thought Bullseye. If the Dominion releases the virus, everything will get flushed beyond recovery. We have to move now or we’ll be dead within a few months… Not that the team needs to know my predictions.



The Underground soldiers reemerged with the prisoners, and Bullseye watched as they marched from the room. When Malice passed by, he gave her a final sneer. 



Once again unsettled by Malice’s reentry into her life, she looked away. Then she saw her team looking at Malice’s freshly broken nose. They each made the same face at her.



Bullseye shrugged in explanation. “We’re old friends. Don’t worry. He’ll spill everything we want to know.”



“Are you okay?” asked Tigris.



She gave the Seer a quick nod and forced herself to start after the departing soldiers. “We have to find Emmit and call Undertown. As soon as Malice gets his deal and coughs up the date and time of attack, we’ll have to hurry. Cruelthor’s been planning this for a while. We’d better be ready.”
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“This could mean the end”



 



 



 



The next morning was cool and crisp, which was atypical for that time of year but pleasant nonetheless. Whitewolf was finishing his daily run along a rural trail near the Warriors’ base. Suddenly, he felt the familiar eeriness that came whenever his sister entered his mind. He slowed to a walk.



“Hurry back,” Tigris called. “We’ve received a transmission.”



Now what? he thought.



Whitewolf picked up his pace and reached the steep hill that hid an access tunnel. Here stood a metal hatch, and he flipped open a panel and tapped in his code. The locks disengaged, and Whitewolf pulled open the hatch to enter the damp, dirty tunnel. Once the hatch closed, halogen lights activated so he could see a flight of stairs descending into the base. 



He ran down these two-at-a-time. Had Tigris ever sent for him with such urgent excitement? He couldn’t recall a precedent. 



Whitewolf arrived at the command center to find his three partners gathered before the transmitter screen. They wore citizen clothes, so nothing demanded that he suit up at once. Still, from the eager looks on their faces, he knew something big had happened. Bullseye and Tigris made room for him to stand in front of the screen with them, and he saw a video message frozen onscreen in pause. 



It was a recorded video from Commander Cagod.



“You won’t believe this,” Rave told him. He signaled Eva, and the video flickered to play.



“First,” said Cagod’s message, “our classified DRK research facility is located on Solarus 5. So far the Dominion’s left the station alone, thinking it was only a communications station whose frequencies they can mostly intercept anyway. That was never the Underground’s main purpose for Solarus 5, however. It was always intended as a medical facility from which to study the virus.”



Holy crap, thought Whitewolf. This whole time…



“Commander Miller,” continue Cagod, “sent the rescued un-factors from Pitt Prison to Solarus for examination. Later, through the use of a password-lock device, Commander Denito’s double agents broke into Free Labs’ Magi files. They contained the Dominion’s preliminary investigations on the Magi’s treatment, and the agents transmitted the files to Solarus for study. The files also revealed the location of a storage facility where un-factors’ medical files were held. An agent was recently able to steal one of those medical files’ blood samples, and we sent our leading scientists to Solarus with the sample. Soon the scientists on Solarus will have a way to synthesize and reproduce the DRK treatment found in the blood sample. We can then administer the treatment to the public.”



Rave interjected, “As if they would’ve saved the un-factors from Pitt without us. And we gave them the password-lock device!” 



“Our DRK research on the station is invaluable,” said Cagod, “and the Dominion knows we’re close to replicating the treatment. Malice reports that Cruelthor tortured rebels into telling him our secret use for Solarus 5. Now, Cruelthor knows where and how to stop us.”



“That’s the bad news,” said Rave. 



“Last night we lost all contact with Solarus 5, although the satellites are still operating our planet-wide communications. We now know that Cruelthor gave orders to terminate Solarus 5’s transmissions planet-side. We assumed this was a temporary glitch until Malice reported otherwise. The Dominion is preventing the station from calling for help once under attack. We wouldn’t have known of the danger until it was too late.”



“And now for the really bad news.”



“According to Malice, Cruelthor himself will lead an army to take over the station, kill the scientists, and destroy our research findings. The Dominion has only set this plan into effect over the past twelve hours, but our informants have confirmed Malice’s story. They report shipments of ammunition being gathered at the Capitol, and specifically selected operatives have been pulled from cities around the world to join Cruelthor’s army of drones. These movements were detected earlier, but we didn’t know why he was gathering forces. If not for Malice, we never would’ve learned the truth in time.”



Rave looked at Whitewolf. “That’s as close to a ‘thank you’ as we’ll get.”



“Rave, be quiet,” ordered Bullseye.



Cagod’s message continued. “Now, however, we have hope of turning this attack around on Cruelthor. It’s my belief that the Dominion has no knowledge of our gained intel – Malice and the other prisoners have not yet been reported missing. That means we’ll be able to coordinate a counterattack. Because of the massive army Cruelthor is taking to the station, all rebel forces need to be involved. The Underground, Warriors, Hood, and many other rebel forces are uniting. This must be handled swiftly and delicately – if we gather our forces too soon, the Dominion will be alerted of our activity. Therefore, we must wait until Cruelthor reaches Solarus 5. By the time he does, we must deploy our forces after him. We’ll trap his army on the station. His remaining forces on Earth won’t be able to stop us because the rest of our forces planet-side will attack Dominion airfields.” 



Whitewolf exchanged an excited look with Rave.



Cagod looked at the camera with a narrowed brow. “Because we can’t communicate with Solarus, we can’t warn Commander Matsuri. Therefore, Matsuri and his men will in all likelihood follow the protocol established in the event of a Dominion army boarding the station. Protocol dictates that they first transmit their DRK research to Undertown, but with their signal cut off that won’t work. They next will activate the station’s self-destruct system originally installed to prevent an orbital free fall. Destroying the station would ensure that the Dominion can’t gain control of the station. And, they’d eliminate the worst soldiers of the Dominion, including Cruelthor. It’d be a noble sacrifice on the part of Commander Matsuri and his men, and it’s the protocol I believe they’ll follow.”



Whitewolf scowled. “But that’d mean the DRK research-” 



“However,” said Cagod, “we won’t leave them to die. Our counterattack must act fast and retake the station before Commander Matsuri and his men destroy the station. Speed is of the utmost importance.” He nodded and said finally, “All rebels with access to spacecraft will launch simultaneously from around the globe. We’ll rendezvous at Solarus 5. Schedule to dock with the station at 1500 NCT.”



With that, the transmission ended.



Rave snorted. “He’s still trying to give us orders. We handed him all of this! Where’s the love?”



Whitewolf smiled. “This could mean the end of the Dominion.”



“Or it could be a trap.” Tigris was biting a fingernail. “Malice isn’t the most reliable informant. Maybe Cruelthor knows we’re onto him. He might be luring us to the station. I’m glad Cagod’s worried about the Dominion spotting us too early, but what if they already know we’re coming? What if Cruelthor has the rest of his forces set to come after us?”



For once, Bullseye agreed with Tigris’s fears. “Then we’d be pinned on the station, not Cruelthor. We need to be careful.”



Rave groaned. “What, Bulls? Having an ‘I Hate Life Day’ again? Even you have to admit this is exciting. The Underground is always thorough – self-righteous, sure, but they’re always thorough. Cagod said his informants in the Dominion backed this up.”



A silent moment passed as they contemplated their next move.



This is a terrible risk, thought Whitewolf, but we’d be stupid to sit back and wait things out. We can’t keep this up much longer. We stopped the spread of the DRK in Havanahell for now, but that means squat if it’s released elsewhere. If we have a shot, we have to take it.



Bullseye shifted her stance. “Even if it’s a trap, we have to go. If the scientists on Solarus 5 really have a sample of the DRK treatment to replicate, we can’t let Cruelthor win. And we can’t leave it to the Underground to do the job. Once again, I think Cagod’s priorities are wrong – he seems focused on slaying Cruelthor and wiping out the operatives. He’d be perfectly happy going down as a martyr if it meant taking out Cruelthor in the process. But if Matsuri blows the station just for the sake of eliminating Cruelthor, our chances of destroying the Dominion’s key to power are flushed. Someone else would step up to take Cruelthor’s place, and they’d still have the DRK.” 



“So what do we do?” asked Rave.



“We have to focus on getting the DRK research. Let the Underground focus on annihilating the Dominion army. Even if the Dominion takes Solarus 5 and destroys the rebel forces, it wouldn’t be as devastating as letting them erase the treatment research. And we have to get that treatment-holding blood sample.” Bullseye looked at each of them. “Do you understand me? No matter what happens up there to the rebels, put top priority on getting whatever the lab’s found back to Earth. Once we have it in hand, we leave. Everything else is secondary.”



It was a very sadistic thing she was proposing – sacrificing the rebel forces to get their research – but Whitewolf knew she was right. 



This is like my mission to the sea colony that started all this, he thought. The most important thing is to protect what the Dominion wants to destroy in the first place. And we have to prioritize the DRK, same as always.



“We should prep the WARBIRD,” said Rave with an excited clap. 



Tigris’s eyes widened. “Wait. Our plane flies in space?”



“Well, yeah. I’ve wanted to take that baby into space ever since I bought her.” Rave looked at Whitewolf. “How are you doing in the simulations?”



“Uh… After our last flight to the Mainland, I played around with the space simulator a little, but…” 



Even in atmo, he thought, I’m not that great with the WARBIRD. 



Whitewolf headed to the door. “I’ll practice a few hours before we go.”



Rave hopped to follow.



Tigris teleported to block their exit, arms crossed. “Rave, you’ve never flown the plane in space before? I assumed you had at least once before we met.”



Rave chuckled at her. “I may be from another planet, but I’ve never traveled in space. As for the WARBIRD, I’ve told you not to call her a ‘plane.’ She’s a one-of-a-kind aircraft prototype that the Dominion lost in shipment. I happened to find her-”



“No,” Bullseye corrected from where she stood by the transmitter, “you bought the ship from Blaze and put it together with Trok.” 



Whitewolf smiled at Bullseye, who winked back at him with amusement over their respective siblings. Rarely did Tigris and Rave see eye to eye. Fortunately, Whitewolf knew Bullseye cared about Tigris. All Tigris needed was genuine encouragement. The ‘genuine’ part was still probably hard for the Dominion-trained operative, but she was getting the hang of not faking it, from what Whitewolf had observed.



 And sis needs reassurance now, he thought. I don’t know how to give it – she can probably read my own nervousness through our mind link. Hopefully Bulls can make her feel better. Rave certainly isn’t helping.



Tigris looked from one Kandoya to the other. “We don’t use the WARBIRD much. And now you want my baby brother to fly that thing in space?”



Whitewolf resented this somewhat, but Bullseye and Rave both nodded.



“Space!” Tigris flopped her arms against her sides. “We’ve never done anything in space!” 



“Few people do,” said Rave with a shrug. “But I saw the time in history when the World Space Program shot people into space all the time. And Solarus 5 was constructed right before the WSP was shut down by the Dominion. That’s why all these airfields and ships are still around. Granted, people have had other things to worry about over the centuries, but-”



 “Not helping,” Bullseye cut him off. She looked at Tigris. “Space flight is safe, Tig. And we’re only going as far as the station. We’ll be okay.”



Tigris tucked a strand of blond behind her ear. “Sorry. I know I’m the one that always freaks out. But this… I’m going to cack.”



“We all feel like that.” Whitewolf saw this wasn’t easing her nerves any, so he tried a convincing grin. “Don’t worry. We’ve packed parachutes.”



Tigris tried to laugh but didn’t quite manage.



Rave tapped his foot. “We need to go prep the WARBIRD.”



“Right.” Bullseye walked to join them at the door. “I’ve piled everything we need in the hangar, but there’s still a lot of work to do. Whitey, help us load the heavier equipment before going to the simulator, would you?”



Whitewolf nodded and put an arm around his sister’s shoulders to guide her out the door.



“I’m such a baby,” she muttered. “But, I mean… Space!”



“Yeah,” he sighed. “But this could be huge, sis.”



“I know.” She took a deep breath. 



The team entered the garage and walked through to the hangar. The WARBIRD stood in the center of the huge, concrete room. The ceiling doors’ lights shown onto the ship’s metallic surface. It wasn’t a large ship, but it had served them well. So far.



Whitewolf saw the pile of crates and heavier equipment near the cargo doors in the rear of the ship. Bullseye led him and Tigris to this pile to begin sorting. Rave ran off to tinker with the mechanics of the ship. Whitewolf, taking loads into the ship through the cargo doors, was able to catch the women’s conversation as they worked. 



Bullseye evidently knew Whitewolf was listening in, and she glanced at him as he came back for a load. To Tigris, she said, “Hey, are you okay?”



Tigris paused with a box of ammo on her lap. “Yeah, I’m just once again out of my element. I hate reminders that I don’t fit in around here.”



 “Oh, sure,” said Bullseye with a smirk, “like my life goal has always been to save the planet.”



Tigris relaxed enough to smile at this, but she grew more serious again. “Bulls, there’s more to why I’m so worried. Trok told me during our last meeting that he couldn’t interfere with whatever future he’s seen. You said he talked to you the other night too, but Trok hasn’t been back since. I don’t think he’s coming back until this next future happens. What if… What if something’s going to happen on Solarus that Trok’s seen and is worried about? I felt in his mind, Bulls, and it wasn’t a nice mood. Before, he’s always at least given us hints about what to do, but this time he’s left us blind. I have a bad feeling. What if this goes horribly wrong? We could be killed.”



“Tig, you’re too stubborn to die without finding the Magi first. Plus, remember that happy-ending prophecy still coming.



 



‘The Re-Life



The final battle’s end



will spark life and light.



Peace will illuminate the land



and glow in the Warriors.



Out of an end



will beam a radiant dawn.’”



 



Tigris frowned even more. “Bulls, there’s something I’ve been wondering about the prophecies.”



“What?”



“Well, Trok taught me that they come in pairs, like there’s a pattern in how they’re to be understood. It doesn’t even have to go back and forth between the older and newer prophecies. The Virus Prophecy was accompanied by the Signal Prophecy. The Bearers Prophecy lines up with the Interceder Prophecy. The Mark Prophecy matches up with the Warriors Prophecy. So, what goes with the Re-Life Prophecy? Trok’s always been vague about other prophecies. But, I’m pretty sure I saw something about one more prophecy in his mind before he shut me out. What if he’s hiding another prophecy that has to happen before we fulfill the Re-Life?”



Whitewolf picked up a crate of ammo and exchanged a look with Bullseye, then returned to the ship.



Hmm, he thought. Neither of us has spent as much time studying the prophecies as Tigris and Rave. But we know enough. Sis is right… There quite possibly could be another prophecy.



“Tig,” said Bullseye, “we’ve trusted Trok this far. What good does worrying do us? We can’t control the prophecies, can we? Maybe Trok hasn’t told us about this missing prophecy because he doesn’t want us to force it like people – Trok’s own brother, specifically – have done in the past. Let whatever happens happen, right?” 



Tigris took a breath and nodded.



Bullseye slapped in a weapon’s clip. “Now, let’s get to work. I need you to load up the ammo and other supplies while I make tactical plans.”



Whitewolf made his last trip and saw that, while Tigris looked better, now Bullseye’s smile had faded. She stopped sorting and went over a list as Tigris continued packing ammo. Whitewolf thought he saw Bullseye’s hands shaking. 



He frowned. But, he didn’t want to distract them by asking if there was any more work for him, so he headed for one last practice run in the space simulator.
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“Take us in easy, Whitey”



 



 



 



A few hours later, Tigris’s nerves were mostly under control as the Warriors once again climbed into the WARBIRD. She took her usual seat behind Whitewolf’s pilot chair and strapped herself in. The cockpit was roomy enough, and their individual seats held them fast in place. Bullseye sat beside Tigris. Behind them, a net separated their section from the cargo area where weapons, ammunition, and other equipment was secured. They all were silent as each went through their own pre-combat rituals.



Rave activated the controls to open the hangar ceiling’s doors. Whitewolf started the WARBIRD’s massive engines. The base had sensors and scanners and stealth shields, so their departures went unnoticed by the outside world. But inside, Tigris could barely hear herself think as the ship lifted off the hangar floor and rose into the air aboveground. Whitewolf shifted the controls, and the force of acceleration pushed them into their seats as the plane flew skyward. 



Outside Tigris’s porthole window, the ground dropped away as the WARBIRD climbed to the height necessary for Rave to activate its independent stealth device. Normally, this was the height at which they’d continue to fly. However, the engines’ roar increased as Whitewolf accelerated to breach the atmosphere.



“Hold on!” Whitewolf struggled to hold the stick. 



A long period of unsettling shaking began, and Tigris knew she wasn’t the only one holding her breath. Then the view turned from blue to hazy to black and star-covered. At last, the shaking subsided. 



Tigris and Bullseye exhaled in unison. Tigris loosened her gloved grip on her seat. So far, so good. Maybe Whitewolf had figured out what he was doing.



Space, she thought. I can’t believe we’re in space…



The WARBIRD rotated with the thrusters, and soon the front windshield displayed Solarus 5 where it floated in orbit. Tigris forgot her fear and gazed with the rest at the enormous space station. 



The main section was a half-sphere, its bulb facing space and its flat side facing Earth. Windows were visible on the side of the half-sphere nearest them, and ‘Solarus 5’ was painted in giant letters across the station’s metallic surface. From the center of the flat underside, a tower-like structure stretched for a hundred meters. On the end of this tower were the antennae that enabled the station to control satellites blinking in distant orbit. 



It’s like an umbrella, thought Tigris. Or a mushroom.



“Looks like everyone,” said Rave.



Tigris faced her porthole and saw other spacecraft flying nearby. There were dozens.



Rave tapped the front console to generate a holographic, floating image of the station. “Look here. Ten Dominion container ships are docked on the far side.”



Tigris strained to see where the hologram indicated. As Whitewolf steered toward the station’s half-sphere, they saw docking ports running in a ring around the top section. Sure enough, ten large container ships were docked like leaches to Solarus 5. They appeared to be idle and unmanned.



“I hope Matsuri sees help is on the way,” muttered Whitewolf.



Bullseye checked her weapons. “Are the coms working?” 



Rave fiddled with the radio controls for a second before shaking his head. “The operatives on Solarus must’ve jammed us already.”



Bullseye seemed to have expected this. “Tig, contact Cagod, Commander Miller, and whoever else you can reach. The Dominion forces will be ready and waiting when we dock. Tell our friends it’ll be safer for everyone if they wait until we clear the docking bay.” 



Rave turned in his seat to face her. “Also, I’ve studied the architectural layout of Solarus. Make sure the commanders understand how the station works. There are twenty decks top to bottom, and every deck has increasing numbers of sections running around the decks. Make sure the commanders know their men absolutely must not fire their weapons whenever on the outermost sections of each decks. If they puncture the exterior walls or windows… Well, there are systems in place that’ll close off the ruptured sections, but we’d lose a lot of men. If we get ourselves sucked into space, this will all’ve been a wonderfully glorious waste of time.”



“And,” said Whitewolf, “tell them to divide their men into small teams. The Underground likes to run around in mass force, but that won’t work here, where the station is multi-leveled and quarters are tight.”



I’ve been cacking all day, thought Tigris. They’ve obviously prepared more for this than I have. 



“Okay.” 



She closed her eyes and scanned for mind links she’d made with Cagod, Commander Miller, and their other rebel allies. One at a time, she focused her thoughts and said in their minds everything her partners had requested. With each connection, she faintly heard their replies. After a few minutes, she’d gotten through to everyone within reach. 



Tigris opened her eyes and saw Bullseye waiting. “Okay,” she told their Leader, “the commanders will wait for our signal before they enter the station. I’m not sure how happy Cagod was about it, but he seemed to understand.”



Bullseye nodded in thanks and went back to preparing her weapons.



Whitewolf slowed the WARBIRD. The curved side of Solarus now filled the windshield, and soon their ship steadied and thrust sideways toward a docking port. Whitewolf looked at screens and sensors, and he used the thrusters to line them up with the docking clamps. A grating sound alerted them to the fact that his aim was a little off, but the clamps caught the WARBIRD and locked in place.



Tigris again exhaled in relief.



The Warriors unclamped from their seats and gathered in the cargo area where the docking hatch was located. Weapons slid into holsters. Facemasks were adjusted. It was dark inside the ship with only the life-support functions operating, and Tigris shivered despite the warmth of her suit. In the dim light, she looked at the others and scanned their minds. They too were nervous. At the same time, they were far more capable of handling themselves.



Stay sharp, thought Tigris. I’ll get myself killed if I don’t watch it. Please, oh, please, don’t screw this up!



“Rave,” whispered Bullseye as she adjusted her facemask, “ear to the door, please.”



He did as ordered. After a moment, he whispered, “I hear shuffling. A gun just cocked. You were right; the Dominion’s waiting for us.”



Bullseye nodded without surprise. “I don’t know how far they’ve distributed throughout the station, but it’s a safe bet drones are posted in the docking bay. That’s what I’d order if I saw us coming.”



Rave took out his katars and slid their edges together. “We’ll just have to be pushy guests, then.”



Tigris gulped.



“No. I’m going first,” Bullseye whispered. “Stay clear of the hatch when I exit and wait until I return before you follow.” She looked at Rave. “Hatch, please.”



Rave gripped the handle. “Open, sesame.”



At the same moment the hatch opened, Bullseye disappeared in a swirl of portal light. A second later Rave slammed the hatch shut and put his ear back to the door.



Tigris stood between the two men. After a quick scan of their minds, she sensed Rave and Whitewolf were equally tense. 



Muffled shooting erupted on the other side of the hatch. A few minutes later, the shooting stopped. Tigris wasn’t sure if this was good or bad. 



She sensed Bullseye calling to her, “Ready, Tig.”



“Rave,” she whispered, “open the hatch.”



Rave obeyed, and the hatch swung to reveal Bullseye standing before them in visible form. She motioned for them to follow, and the black-suited Warriors exited the WARBIRD, guns drawn, and crossed Solarus’s threshold. 



Tigris took in the docking bay. The station’s crew must’ve had time to prepare before the Dominion attack – the lights were low, presumably to shift power to security systems. Twenty-plus Dominion drones lay dead throughout the docking bay’s long, curving hall. Fortunately, there was no sign of current danger from either end of the hall. 



That might be Bulls’s doing, thought Tigris.



The docking bay’s hall wasn’t wide but filled with cluttered mechanical equipment. Behind Tigris, the exterior wall held many hatches like the one they’d used. On the opposite wall, numerous entry points led into the interior of this top deck. There were no doors, only open spaces. The rebels would have little cover if more drones arrived.



At least there’s gravity, Tigris thought. 



Bullseye hissed for her attention, then motioned a signal. With a nod, Tigris closed her eyes.



“It’s clear to enter,” she told Cagod through their mind link. “But you better hurry. More drones could be here any second.”



She didn’t wait for his reply before searching for her other mind links. She repeated the instructions each time.



A docking hatch opened to her right. Then one to her left. Then another. Then another. Rebel soldiers stepped into the docking bay, guns at the ready. 



Bullseye whispered in Tigris’s ear, “Let’s move.”



Several Underground soldiers overtook Tigris as she hurried out, and she noticed they’d obeyed her relayed instructions by breaking into small assault teams.



At least I did something right, she thought. 



Tigris stepped through one of the entry points into a good-sized, metallic, round room. All around, entries led back into the docking bay’s surrounding hall. The walls otherwise showed exposed beams and braces. The metal ceiling had a giant ‘2’ painted in yellow. In the dead center of the room stood an elevator shaft, although red lights indicated this wasn’t functional. To this elevator’s left, a ladder labeled ‘up’ rose from an opening in the floor to one in the ceiling. To the right, a ladder labeled ‘down’ did the same.



We must be on deck 2 at the top of the station, thought Tigris. This deck only has two sections – the docking bay hall and this access room. In the lower decks, there’ll be more and more sections because the station gets wider and wider, like Rave said… Gosh, I’m going crazy. Which way is down, really?



The whole thing was very disorienting. Tigris tried to ignore this as she saw Bullseye and the others waiting by the ‘down’ ladder. She hurried over. They looked terribly serious, and Tigris didn’t let herself examine their states of mind, certain she wouldn’t be reassured by their thoughts.



Bullseye gave final orders. “I’ll find Matsuri so he doesn’t blow the station. Tig, stick around these top decks and alert us if anything goes wrong. Rave, get to the lab and find that blood sample. Then go to the central computers and try to get the transmitter signal back online to send the DRK research planet-side. Whitewolf, make a clear path so Rave can make it back with whatever he finds. No matter what, we leave as soon as we have that research secured.” She motioned for the team to split up on their assignments, then dematerialized.



Rave turned without a word and climbed down the ladder. Whitewolf looked back at Tigris, squeezed her arm, and followed Rave. Tigris, left to mentally keep them connected once again, walked over to the wall and found a place to conceal herself between two large beams. 



The rebel soldiers took some time to descend the ladders, but finally the last one disappeared from sight. Then deck 2 was still. 



Before long, however, groups of Dominion soldiers ascended the ladders. Every time, Tigris’s heart leapt into her throat. More and more drones climbed up from the lower decks. Apparently they’d learned of the rebels’ arrival too late and come to stop them. Once they saw the empty docking bay, they ran back to the ladders in pursuit. 



Tigris knew she’d be discovered if she remained here, so she snuck out during a lull and hurried to the ‘down’ ladder. She looked below and was relieved to see no one until several decks below, so she climbed down into deck 3’s access room. 



Here, she saw this room was exactly like the one above – and fortunately empty – so she stepped off the ladder and looked around at the various exits. 



Okay, she thought. I’m getting the hang of this place. But I’m not safe here either.



Tigris hurried out of the access room into a curving hall. This was actually a narrow corridor with closed doors in the far wall. Tigris didn’t dare stray too far, so she approached the first door she found. Holding the handle, she listened for any soldiers on the other side. The room sounded empty, but it was locked.



After a few more locked doors, Tigris found one labeled as a storage room. She was about to hide here when she heard movement inside. Suddenly, the door opened and slammed into her, sending her with a yelp to the floor. Before she could recover, a man in an operative stealth suit emerged and stood over her.



“What have we here?” 



Tigris looked up and recognized the operative from files she’d studied. Codenamed Crobar, this guy was an unscrupulous, merciless thug. He was three times her weight in solid muscle, and his stealth suit wouldn’t even close around his thick neck. His head was shaved, and she saw tattoos creeping from behind his ears.



Tigris knew she was in trouble. She went for her gun, but Crobar kicked it from her hand, grabbed her, and tossed her back into the storage room. She had the presence of mind to grip his arm as he threw her, and she used a spin move Rave had taught her. Crobar tumbled inside with her, and they crashed into boxes. Tigris lost her grip on his arm and fell to the floor. Crobar’s weight crushed into her back as he pushed her down with his knee, and she heard him close the door. Panicking, she fought and kicked with more strength than she’d thought herself capable of. She struggled to roll and face him, but then he squeezed her throat. He laughed, but at last she looked in his eyes.



“She’s so little,” he was thinking. “I like ‘em little. Just need to knock the fight out of her…”



Tigris linked with his mind. Crobar lifted his arm to punch her in the face, but she heard his thoughts in time and moved her head so he punched the floor. 



“Ow!” he cried out. He nursed his meaty hand with a grunt of pain.



Tigris used the distraction to push him off and get to her feet. But he was between her and the door. She raised her fists and waited for him to attack again. 



Crobar laughed at her and got to his feet. He lunged only to find that she dodged his every move. He kicked and swung at her, but she knew his moves before he followed through with his thoughts. Soon Crobar was so tired that he rested his hands on his knees. Tigris flew at him with more panic than courage, kicked him in the face, and watched as he tumbled backward against the wall. Slumping, he fell to the floor and lay still.



Tigris gasped for air and threw open the door. She scrambled out of the storage room and slammed the door behind her. She shook with fear, but she picked up her gun and hurried on to search for a hiding place.



You’re okay, she thought. Now try to stay okay.
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Rave wasn’t doing well. He was humiliated, but not very concerned, to find that a standard-issue drone had him pinned to the computer center’s floor. 



The drone was tiring, so Rave kicked and forced him off. He leapt to his feet and punched the drone backward through one of the holographic diagrams of the station. The drone slammed into a control panel, and his arm caught in power cords Rave had been hot-wiring before the drone appeared. Rave ran to the controls and cranked the power online at the same moment the drone reached for a holstered gun. 



The shock forced Rave to duck behind a console, but the effect was far worse for the drone. The buzzing of the damaged generator drowned out the inhuman screams, and Rave covered his face to protect his eyes from flying sparks. He used one hand to reach the power controls and turned the system offline. A humming whine slowed as the generators faded, and the sparks ceased flying.



Rave, panting, rested against the lower part of the console and saw the drone’s body slump to the floor. He picked himself up and checked his own body for damage, then hurried out of the computer center into the corridor. 



He’d lost track of where he was on deck 20. But, he hoped this corridor would intersect with the hall leading to the access room. It was strange how the station’s gravity worked, but his overactive senses allowed him to run in a smooth glide. 



Where am I? he thought.



Rave continued to run along the curving corridor until he discovered a metal staircase. This only ran up to the next deck, but he scaled the stairs and now found himself on deck 19. This new corridor was empty, and he paused. His tingling mutate-genes snapped into overtime. From what he could hear, heavy fighting was contained to the higher decks in the interior sections.



Good, he thought. As long as they don’t rupture the exterior walls, let them fight.



He continued on his way. It wasn’t long before he came to another staircase and rose to deck 18. Here he halted, having landed in an exterior section. The outer wall was solid glass. Earth reflected faint light through the glass, illuminating observatory seats and telescopes stationed around the open area. 



No time to admire the sights, he thought.



He picked up his pace and hurried through the curving room, but he didn’t get far before he pulled up again. Ahead, five drones and two Underground soldiers lay lifeless on the floor. The window here had a crack from a ricocheted bullet.



His senses flared, and he unsheathed his katars. Someone ran up from behind, but he was too slow to defend himself before the man knocked away his weapons. A fist swung at him out of the shadows, but Rave dodged by throwing himself to the floor. He hadn’t seen if the man was armed or not, so he rolled over the floor until he collided with the interior wall. He scrambled along the wall and found an open door, and he ducked inside. 



Inside this even darker room, he crouched beside the doorway and held still. He had no idea where his assailant was. He peeked around the doorframe but didn’t see anything. He didn’t hear anything either.



Then, footsteps approached the open door. The way his attacker operated told Rave this wasn’t a drone. And the person’s breathing was regular, suggesting confidence.



Great, thought Rave. I managed to run into one of the tough ones.



When the attacker reached him, Rave somersaulted out of the room and kicked the man’s legs. The man fell to his knees, but he swung around with his arm and connected with Rave’s side. Rave lurched but spun around and tackled the bigger man. They crashed into a set of chairs, but Rave didn’t let go as they wrestled and fought for control. The man grabbed Rave’s arm and twisted it hard, and Rave punched the man in the gut several times to make him released Rave’s arm. 



The other man raised a gun. 



Sand, thought Rave. If another shot hits that glass… Party over.



Rave picked himself off the ground and lunged before his attacker could turn with the weapon. The man saw him coming and punched him right in the face. Rave fell on his back.



But he realized something. Caressing his face, he sniffed the air. “Whitewolf?”



The man’s shadowed silhouette froze. “Rave?”



You’ve got to be kidding me, thought Rave.



With a humiliated groan, he picked himself off the floor. “Where’d you come from? I thought you were on the other side of the station?”



Whitewolf stepped into a stream of light from the windows, now plainly himself. “I was, but the Underground had it covered over there. Since I was supposed to be clearing you a path, I came over here and started doing it.” He motioned to the dead drones lying in the room. “Sorry I almost cleared you from your own path. I assumed you were one of them.” 



Rave made a face at this insult.



Whitewolf’s deep chuckle cut short as he coughed to cover his amusement. “We should get back to it. Let’s never mention this to the sisters.”



“Deal.” Rave turned to lead the way onward. “We have to hurry. I found absolutely nothing in the lab.”



“No blood samples?”



“Not one. But when I got to the command center, the station’s signal was back up and running. I looked in the computers for anything on viral research, but there wasn’t anything there either.”



“Think the Dominion wiped everything already?”



“No.” Rave realized he wasn’t being clear. “Whoever fixed the signal used Underground access codes to do it – that means Matsuri or his men. My guess is Mat’s people took the treatment-containing blood sample, transmitted the research planet-side, then erased everything so the Dominion couldn’t see what they had. If Mat’s following protocol…”



“He’ll detonate the station next.”



Rave nodded as he finally saw the hall that led to the access room. “Most of the fighting’s in the upper decks, so Mat might not know we’ve come. And Bulls might not find Mat in time. If not, we’re in trouble. I say, if we’ve got the research secured, let the Dominion have the station! Even if Cruelthor himself is here, killing him isn’t worth blowing us all out of the sky!”



Whitewolf looked as if he couldn’t agree more. 



 



[image: ]



 



“Left!” shouted Commander Brew.



Underground soldiers in the lead swung their weapons and fired at the squad of drones arriving from a side passage. The echoing blasts caused many of the un-factored refugees they were protecting to duck and scream, and the group stopped in the wide corridor. 



“Move!” Bullseye ordered. 



Two soldiers with her in the rear hurried to block the refugees and fire at the drones, and four others got the civilians moving again up the curving corridor. 



Bullseye, a gun in each hand, dematerialized and ran to the connecting passage with the drones. She materialized in their midst, shot each, and checked behind her. But the passage was clear for the moment. She held her guns ready but returned to the main corridor, where the Underground soldiers had shot down the leading drones. The refugees and their protectors had escaped out of sight. 



Commander Brew, a MOB with scaled skin, stepped to support one of his wounded men. He nodded at Bullseye in thanks. “We’ll catch up with the group. It’s not far to the access room, is it?”



Bullseye looked left and right along the metallic corridor. “This level should be-”



“Incoming!” yelled a soldier. 



Bullseye turned to see six operatives running around the curving corridor in pursuit. They opened fire. Bullseye dematerialized a split second before shots flew her way, and the bullets clanged into the metal wall behind her. Three Underground soldiers dropped with fatal wounds. Commander Brew and the rest of his men returned fire and backed away.



Crouched, Bullseye materialized only long enough to yell, “Go! I’ll cover you!” Dematerializing again, she ran back at the operatives. 



She materialized and shot four operatives in half as many seconds. But, then she heard a familiar, mechanical sound and looked back to discover Silver Eye with her flamethrower. Just in time, Bullseye pulled the fifth operative in front of her to shield the flames. The man screamed but died with a second blast, and Bullseye dematerialized to hit the floor as the fire flashed overhead. 



Is she crazy? she thought. What if the station catches fire? 



Bullseye jumped up and ran at Silver Eye. Materializing, she kicked the flamethrower and knocked it from the operative’s grip. It fell to the corridor floor and clattered across the metal, but Bullseye kept her focus on Silver Eye. The woman dove at her. They crashed to the floor, kicking and punching. 



Not this time, thought Bullseye.



After taking a few punches, she dematerialized, somersaulted, materialized to pick up her gun, and spun on her knees. Silver Eye had also found a weapon on the floor, and they fired at the same time. Bullseye dematerialized as soon as she fired, and Silver Eye’s bullet only struck the wall. Bullseye’s bullet, on the other hand, hit home in the middle of Silver Eye’s facemask. The woman’s head snapped back, and her body fell forward to the floor. 



Bullseye materialized and winced from a punch to her face. She scanned the corridor but detected no further danger, only the sounds of distant gunfire. She looked at Silver Eye’s fallen body. 



It’s her, she thought. It must be her… But I have to know for sure.



She picked herself off the floor, still holding a gun, and walked to stand over the body. She stooped to peel off the woman’s metallic facemask, then threw it in anger when she saw the face.



It was Nikki, the Youth girl who’d wanted to be an executive in honor of her parents.



With gasping breaths, Bullseye began to sob. Then she lost it and turned to run, not caring where she was going. All the pain she’d repressed completely enveloped her. She’d been unraveling over the past few days – and this was the most inappropriate time for her despair to rupture – but now she couldn’t stop the breakdown. Seeing that Silver Eye had in fact been Nikki…



I ruin everyone, she thought. Will this never end? What kind of sick, all-guiding purpose was this? For the rest of my life…



She’d thought that, after the Dominion was destroyed, it’d all be worth it. But now she knew she’d never be at peace. She couldn’t escape reminders of her horrible past like Erik, Jib, Galcon, the Romanovs, Malice, dozens of others, and now Nikki. Even after the rebels won today, she’d carry on in a world scarred by a tyranny she’d remember more than most. She could stop looking back, but she couldn’t stop looking around. 



She continued to run and sob.



I’ll be haunted, she thought. No one’ll understand because the Dominion-free world will be rejoicing.



When her legs wouldn’t run anymore, she stopped in a shadowed corridor. Alone, she slid against a wall to sit at the base of a staircase. She heard gunfire from the level above and knew she should fight, but she couldn’t move. All she had the presence of mind to do was sob quietly.



Why’d my life follow this path? she thought. Was it just for training and knowledge of the Dominion’s world? Well, it wasn’t worth it! It wasn’t fair! Look at everything I’ve done! What was the point?



Bullseye’s emotional free-fall was interrupted by someone running up the corridor. She drew and aimed a weapon at the tall, lean man coming around the curve. He slammed to a halt when he saw her raised weapon, and he threw his hands up. 



“Whoa! Whoa! Don’t shoot!” 



She recognized her old partner and lowered her weapon. “Mat? I looked all over for you. Where-”



“Bulls!” Matsuri stepped forward and hauled her to her feet. He was panting like he’d been running for his life. “Come on, let’s get out of here! I’m trying to reach the docks before Cruelthor leaves! They trapped me and went to get on their ship! He took Beathabane!” Matsuri turned to the stairs.



Bullseye signaled him to wait and lower his voice. “What are you talking about? Beathabane’s here?”



“Of course he is. He always goes on missions he shouldn’t, but this time he’s in serious trouble!”



“Cruelthor took Beathabane?”



“No, Bulls.” Matsuri sucked in a breath. “Abduction took Beathabane.” 



His words might as well have been a slap in the face. Abduction had been a memorable character in their Youth days, and she knew what Matsuri was saying was possible – she’d witnessed Abduction take several bodies. 



Oh, God, she thought. Have I lost a brother before I ever met him?



She tried to stay strong. “Abduction… He took Beathabane’s body? You’re sure?”



“Yeah…I saw it happen. I don’t know how Cruelthor caught Beathabane away from his men, but I saw on surveillance that they took him into the empty medical ward. I got there as fast as I could and tried to stop them, but I’m no match for Cruelthor! Abduction took Beathabane’s body, and Cruelthor thought it was funny to lock me in the medical ward. He said-”



Bullseye felt a presence in her head, and she heard Tigris’s mind-voice. “You aren’t going to believe this, but Cruelthor and Beathabane entered a Dominion ship – together! I’ve told Whitewolf and Rave, and they’re on their way back. But Rave says he couldn’t get the blood sample because it wasn’t there. He thinks Matsuri got the station’s signal online, though, so maybe Mat has the sample. That means we can leave, doesn’t it? I think something’s wrong. Why would Cruelthor suddenly leave? Why’s Beathabane with him?”



“I’ll explain when I get there,” Bullseye thought back at her. 



She looked back at Matsuri and asked what mattered. “Is the treatment-containing blood sample secure? Did you transmit the DRK research to Undertown?”



He nodded. “Our top scientist has the blood sample and is on his way to a ship. But, Bulls, we need to get out of here. Cruelthor said-”



A shrill alarm blared over the station’s intercoms. Lights flashed, and the station computer’s voice broke through the alarm noise. “Self-destruct system has finalized initiation. Deck 20 will close and divert power to the system in five minutes. Deck 19 in six minutes. Deck 18 in seven minutes.” The computer continued to count off the evacuation times of each deck.



“Bulls, didn’t you find Matsuri?”



She shook the Seer out of her mind and turned on her oldest friend. She had to yell over the alarm, but she wanted to yell anyway. “Mat, what is it with you and explosives? We don’t need to destroy the station! There’s no point!”



Matsuri put his hands on his head and moaned as he looked around in the flashing lights. “That’s what I was trying to tell you! Cruelthor said he activated the self-destruct, and he changed the security codes!”



Bullseye, knowing how her eldest brother worked, realized this made perfect sense. 



Get moving! she thought.



She turned to lead Matsuri up the stairs. “What level are we on?”



“Deck 16!”



“And that gives us how long to get off this level?”



“Nine minutes!”



“I hope everyone below us-”



A man came into view at the top of the stairs. Because of the pulsing security lights, he couldn’t see where he was going as he descended. Before he collided with Bullseye, she dematerialized so he moved through where she’d stood. In her annoyance, she pushed the space dimension like a bubble against him and sent the man tumbling down the stairs. She returned to physical form facing the opposite direction, and she watched as the man slammed into Matsuri. 



Oops, she thought.



The two men tumbled down the stairs, shouting with cries of pain and anger. They fell to the lower floor, and Bullseye ran back down and watched as they wrestled. In the flashing light, she noticed that the stranger was dressed in a medical suit. He raised a fist to punch Matsuri in the face, but Bullseye grabbed the man’s arm from behind and spun him off her friend. She shoved him to the floor and pulled a gun from its holster. The gun she aimed at his head.



“Stay down!” she ordered.



Matsuri rose to his feet. “What the hell…” He squinted in the pulsing light as he came to inspect the man.



Bullseye holstered her weapon and left the man in Matsuri’s custody. She turned once again to the stairs. “Slay him or leave him, but let’s move!”



Behind her, she heard the man apologize over the alarm. “Sorry, Matsuri! I couldn’t see it was you! I thought you were one of them!”



Bullseye froze with a leg lifted for the next stair. She spun on the stairs and examined the man. He rose from the floor, holding his arm where she’d wrenched it. Bullseye had noted when grabbing him that he was fit and tall, though not nearly as tall as Matsuri. Now looking at his face in the flashing lights, she saw he had blue eyes and dark hair. A streak of grime ran across his nose, but he was still easily identifiable. When Galcon glanced back at Bullseye, it was obvious he didn’t recognize her behind her facemask.



Mostly to herself, she muttered with sarcastic indignation, “Well, why not?” She turned to continue up the stairs.



Matsuri yelled at Galcon, “I sent you to the ships! The docking bay is up, not down! Where were you going? We have to get out of here!”



“That deck’s crawling with drones!”



Bullseye stopped on the top stair.



“We have to go this way!” Galcon’s accent grew thicker with his insistence. “You have to listen to me, Mat! I don’t want to be here any more than you do! Big explosion imminent, remember?”



Bullseye, aware of the decreasing amount of time in which to dink around, hurried back down the stairs. She grabbed Galcon by his medical suit, knowing Matsuri would follow, and ran with Galcon in tow in the direction of the nearest intersecting hall. “Come on! We have to get to the access room!”



Matsuri jogged alongside her. “I should warn you, I’m not sure about this guy. Cagod sent him up here because he’s supposedly the top virologist studying the DRK, but he does work inside the Dominion. They say he’s a double agent, but I doubt it. I mean, he’s only here a day or so and suddenly we’re attacked?”



Bullseye kept her eyes glued to her path. “We don’t have time for this!”



Without further argument, the trio ran on through a flashing hall until they found the access room. Bullseye saw no danger, so she holstered her weapon and reached for the ladder. She took the lead, and they ascended in single file. 



After climbing the ladder only a few seconds, she heard a clang from below. She looked down and saw less light than a moment ago. Deck 17’s access had closed.



“Move it!” called Matsuri. 



Bullseye climbed faster. She counted off the minutes in her head, and deck after deck closed beneath them. More than once they had to stop as more and more Underground soldiers climbed onto the ladder, but the sense of urgency kept everyone climbing as fast as possible. 



Sweat dripping down her facemask, Bullseye reached deck 2’s access room. She stepped off the ladder, followed by Galcon, Matsuri, and Underground soldiers who’d joined the climb behind them. Soldiers climbed up the other ladder as well, and the access room was filling fast. Hundreds of voices shouted in the docking bay around them, so she turned with her two companions to enter near where the WARBIRD was docked.



The docking bay was chaos. Dominion soldiers to the far left were trying to get to their ships, fortunately no longer caring about the fight. As for the rebels, they scrambled to sort out who went with which ship. 



“Our pilot is missing!” shouted a soldier from a docking hatch.



“Ours died on level 5! How are we supposed to-”



“I’m a pilot,” called a soldier by another hatch. “Five of my team were killed, so I can fit a few in their places!”



The Solarus computer interrupted the din. “Access to deck 10 and lower is closed. Self-destruct system at fifty percent power. Deck 1 power diversion complete in nine minutes. Self-destruct in nineteen minutes.”



An Underground commander near Bullseye took this as a cue to step up and take charge. “If you’re a pilot, stand by a hatch! Everyone else, line up in front of the nearest hatch with a pilot!”



The mass of soldiers hurried to comply.



Something outside a dock window caught Bullseye’s attention. Pushing soldiers aside, she walked over to this window. Matsuri and Galcon followed.



“What is it?” asked Matsuri.



A ship was detaching from the station. Reflected light from its windshield flickered across Bullseye’s face as she watched. It was a Dominion ship, the only one undocked so far. Bullseye had no doubt who was aboard.



“Hey, there you are!” Whitewolf’s voice boomed. 



Bullseye turned and saw him entering the docking bay. He ran over to Bullseye. Then he spotted Matsuri. 



“Mat, why’d you activate the self-destruct? We-”



“Where are the others?” Bullseye decided to explain the troubling details later. 



“Sis signaled me a minute ago. She’s teleporting from level to level, checking for anyone trapped below. Your brother’s helping a wounded Hood soldier on deck 3. He should be back any second.” 



Bullseye nodded. “Go prep the ship. We’ve got less than nine minutes before this docking bay loses power.”



Whitewolf looked like he wanted to ask more, but he ran off in the direction of their WARBIRD, pushing his way through the soldiers to reach the hatch.



Bullseye stood stupidly for a second. They couldn’t leave or do much of anything until Rave and Tigris showed up. Soldiers both rebel and Dominion now streamed into the docking bay, panicked with good reason. Still, Bullseye found herself in a Zen-like state as the chaos swirled around them. Feeling emotionally pulverized didn’t help. But, certain facts began to fit together in her mind now that she gave them time.



She turned to the men with her. “Before we’re blown to bite-sized bits, I want answers.”



Matsuri, antsy, crossed his arms. Galcon raised an eyebrow, still with no idea who she was. They both seemed to think they had more important things to do – fleeing, for one. 



Bullseye focused on Galcon. “Jole Cagod isn’t the type to kindly ship a Dominion member up here to work in his secret DRK lab. I take it you are a double agent, probably an important one. Am I right, or should I let Matsuri slay you after all?”



Galcon glanced at Matsuri. “I am a double agent. I’ve worked on DRK research from inside Free Labs since I entered the Dominion. Commander Denito sent me here to head up the research because the Dominion was sniffing around my office pretty hard. We knew our research was close, so we had to get this done while we could.”



Matsuri again wanted his protests heard. “Denito apparently thinks he’s valuable, but I don’t trust him. There’s no Underground file on him, so we can’t be sure who he really is.”



“I’m a highly classified double agent,” said Galcon with rising frustration. “Of course you don’t know who I am, Matsuri. Until today, no one other than Denito knew the truth about me, and I’ve been buried in secrets. This thing-” taking off his wedding ring and throwing it into the crowd “-isn’t even real! Everything about my life is fake, all for the sake of finding the DRK treatment! I’ve spent years of my life working with the virus, and I’m on a bit of a rush at the moment, considering what we’ve done!”



Bullseye caught this. “Wait, you and the lab team did find the treatment?”



“Yes!” Galcon reached into his medical suit and pulled out a vial filled with liquid. 



Holy shit, thought Bullseye. 



He tucked it back for safekeeping. “No one even knows I’m responsible for the research in the first place, so I’d appreciate if you’d both back off!”



Matsuri was excited too. “So the research I sent to Undertown tells them how to replicate it?”



“Yes! That’s why it was so important to transmit before the Dominion took the station! And I sent a message to Denito telling him where to find blood samples like the one I stole in Chi. That way they’ll have something to work with – without the real thing, you can’t replicate it out of thin air.” He took a breath. “So, even if we’re blown to hell, at least they can find those blood samples and repeat what we did here.”



Bullseye shook her head in amazed disbelief. 



Not so gray after all, she thought. This whole time… And Trok knew. This is why Trok knew I’d be okay. Think of the chain reaction started long ago… There was a purpose working itself out!



“Son of a…” Her voice quivered, so she took a breath.



Galcon, still worked up, turned to her. “And who are you, anyway?”



Matsuri smirked when he realized Galcon didn’t know his famous friend. But when Matsuri looked at her, his smile faded. “Bulls, are you crying?”



She met eyes with Galcon.



His mouth hung open. “Bulls? You’re Bullseye.” He laughed at himself. “Woman, are you ever not in disguise?”



Matsuri wasn’t pleased. “You know each other?”



Bullseye saw Rave and Tigris enter the docking bay. Feeling strangely revitalized, she knew it was time to get to business and finish this. She wiped her eyes and emitted a short chuckle. Without saying another word to either man, she felt a brief tingling burn before she dematerialized. Matsuri and Galcon exchanged a look, and then she turned her back on them to join her team.
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Rave was leaning beside the WARBIRD’s open hatch, watching the scene, when Bullseye blinked into existence in front of him. Annoyed with his sister’s late arrival on top of everything else, he crossed his arms at her.



“Where’ve you been? We-”



Tigris suddenly teleported beside Bullseye with a random Underground soldier. The man looked around in confusion but thanked her before darting off toward his comrades. Rebel commanders had by now arranged their men in lines by the open hatches, and they were quickly loading in the ships. The soldier Tigris just rescued ran to the end of a line, and he was the last to step through before that ship’s hatch closed. Only three hatches remained open as men filed through.



Rave looked at Tigris. “That the last of them?” 



Tigris nodded. “He’s the last survivor I could find. Everyone else is up here already.”



“Well, finally!” 



Rave ushered Tigris and Bullseye into the WARBIRD. Once their hatch closed, his oversensitive ears received immediate relief from the blaring alarm in the station. But there was no time for relief. Following Bullseye and Tigris, he ran to the front of the ship and hurried to take his seat.



Whitewolf was working through the departure sequence. “Almost there. How much time?”



“About three minutes until deck 1 shuts down. Ten more before Solarus blows.”



From behind, Tigris asked, “Is that enough time for our ships to get out of range?” 



“Fingers crossed.” Rave pulled off his headgear and turned to look back at his sister, who’d also stripped her facemask. “Whitey said you found Matsuri. Why’d he still activate the self-destruct?”



“Hold on!” Whitewolf flipped a lever and pulled the stick.



Another grating sound reached Rave’s ears, but the WARBIRD jolted free of the clamps. A sinking feeling numbed his insides, but the thrusters fired and the spacecraft pushed away from the station’s generated gravity. The engines accelerated, and soon they were cruising along the surface of Solarus 5. Rave looked out his side porthole and saw more and more rebel ships pulling away. A few Dominion crafts had detached, but not many.



Bullseye’s head appeared beside Rave’s seat. She looked out the windshield, peering into dark space. “Do you see a Dominion ship ahead of us?”



Not liking the look on her face, Rave faced the windshield and squinted to use his mutate-genes. “No, why?”



“Flush me. They must’ve gotten clear faster than I thought. Activate the radar sensors.”



Rave obeyed and worked the controls. A holographic grid came up from the display, charting the electronic readouts around them. He pointed to a dot moving near Earth’s atmosphere. “There, I got something.” 



“Head after it.” Bullseye returned to sit behind him.



Rave turned in his seat. “What’s going on? You…” He saw the pale look on Tigris’s face. 



Tigris must’ve entered Bullseye’s thoughts. She looked at Rave and answered his question. “Cruelthor activated the self-destruct.”



“What?”



Bullseye explained. “I did find Mat in time. He wasn’t the one who triggered the self-destruct. Cruelthor did. He knew the majority of the rebel forces would be destroyed if he took out the station. He’s floundering for a way to still win.” She smiled. “They found the DRK treatment, you know. Cruelthor’s weapon is gone now.”



Whitewolf was confused. “That’s great, isn’t it? Everyone’s getting off Solarus okay, so…”



Rave, looking at his sister, realized she knew more.



“Cruelthor’s already working on a new plan. When I found Mat, he said Abduction took Beathabane’s body.”



Rave’s eyes widened. “What?”



“Cruelthor will use him to gain control of the Hood. We might’ve ruined his DRK campaign, but he’s quick on his feet. He’ll find a way to stop us from replicating the treatment, and he’ll abuse the Hood to do it. Either that or he’ll hold Beathabane ransom, I don’t know.”



Tigris understood. “So we have to follow Cruelthor back to wherever he lands and get him before he can sneak away with Beathabane?”



“Yep,” Rave answered for his sister. His mind raced as he sorted things out. “He might even use Beathabane’s body to retrieve and erase the DRK research. That’d ruin everything we’ve just accomplished and put Cruelthor right back on top.” He looked at his friend beside him. “Crank this thing so we don’t lose him.”
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Whitewolf didn’t need to be told twice, and he worked the controls to accelerate as fast as he dared while approaching Earth.



Everyone was tensely silent as they neared the atmosphere. Even Rave was mute, but Whitewolf glanced over to see him bouncing his leg. With a farther glance, he saw Bullseye fiddling with the weapon on her lap. He couldn’t see his sister behind him, but he suspected she was white as a ghost. Flying the ship, Whitewolf tried to untangle his own thoughts and focus, but he kept coming back to the same thing.



This is it, he thought. We’re about to face Cruelthor. Will Bulls be the one to pull the trigger, or should someone else? And poor Beathabane… But no matter how this plays out, it all ends now. Cruelthor can go ahead and run in that spaceship of his. We’ve stopped his virus, and we’ll stop whatever he’s planning next. Finally, we-



“Look!” Rave shouted. “Is that what I think it is?”



Whitewolf’s head snapped up from the controls. “What? Where?”



“There! Are you blind?” Rave pointed against the windshield.



A swirl of red and yellow hung in space between them and Earth. It looked like the DuoPorts, but this anomaly was definitely new.



At the same time, Whitewolf noticed a change in the sensors. He got a bad feeling as he altered course to compensate. Sure enough, the Dominion ship was leading them straight for the portal. 



Tigris called from behind, “Did Cruelthor open a portal?” 



“Well,” said Bullseye, “Abduction was the one responsible for space dimension research back in the day. Maybe he did this.”



The portal grew larger as they approached. The Dominion ship stood in contrast against the background of the red and yellow pulses, and they now saw only the rear of the ship. It sped to enter the portal.



 “What do we do?” Whitewolf asked as he handled the controls.



Bullseye again crouched between their seats. “Rave, you know the most about portals. Is there a way they could’ve opened one?”



Rave looked as confused as the rest of them. “Well, Trok can open temporary portals, but that’s because he exists separate from the system. I don’t think Cruelthor or Abduction would be capable of that. And this portal…” He shrugged.



“Why would Cruelthor fly into a portal?” said Tigris.



Whitewolf had an idea. “What if Cruelthor knows all is lost and he’s flying into the portal in a ditch effort to escape? He knows the majority of his operatives were killed back there. He knows we have a way to combat the virus. He’s probably sent transmissions back to his men on Earth and knows our remaining forces are attacking there too. He undoubtedly can see we’re on his tail and will catch him the second he lands. What if Cruelthor doesn’t know any more about this portal than we do but he’s trying to escape through it?”



Rave nodded. “Makes sense. He’s probably betting no one will come after him. He’ll take his chances in the portals since he has no hope of surviving here.”



“There he goes!” 



The lights of the portal swallowed the Dominion ship. Whitewolf pulled up the WARBIRD to float in space a short distance away.



What now? he thought. What do we do now?
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Again working with the knowledge that Rave knew most about portals, Bullseye looked at her brother. “Do you think this portal leads to one of those other worlds Trok’s told us about?”



“Yeah.” Rave’s scowl deepened. “I’d bet this portal and the DuoPorts are the same kind of thing. Trok’s portals are smaller and not locked into any one location, but this one looks more like the DuoPorts, which have definite places they link to.” He seemed to know what she was thinking, and he ruffled his bangs in frustration. “If this portal leads to one of those settled worlds, those people are in trouble if Cruelthor… Well, what if he has a DRK canister with him?”



Bullseye sank back into her seat. She knew Rave was right. At a loss for what orders to give, she watched out her porthole as other rebel ships flew past their position toward Earth. 



Matsuri’s WASP was the first spacecraft to cross the atmosphere, and she watched as other ships followed. At least the rebels were safe. As for the WARBIRD, it hung suspended in space between Solarus 5 and Earth. The swirling portal hung inexplicably in space before them.



“What do we do, Bulls?”



She knew. The WARBIRD wouldn’t be following the others back. They’d accept the responsibility of going after Cruelthor, and Bullseye found herself absolutely certain this was supposed to happen. Trok believed a plan was at work, even if they couldn’t see it. But more sacrifice was called for than they’d anticipated, it now seemed… 



Bullseye gazed out the window. 



This might be our last look at Earth, she thought. But evil truly will flee Earth, as the prophecy foretold – this is what it meant all along. Even without our help, the other rebels will be able to overthrow the Dominion now. The virus that’s plagued mankind for centuries can now be eradicated because of what we enabled those on Solarus 5 to discover. What do we care if the Underground takes the glory? The prophecies never promised fame. Something else awaits us Warriors, I think. The Underground can enjoy the task of cleaning up the Dominion’s mess. They can start a new world order. They’ll be left with the reminders…



With a smile of peace, Bullseye gave her orders. “Take us in easy, Whitey.”
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At first, Rave’s instinct was to argue. Bullseye wanted to blindly enter a swirl that’d never existed before? Chase after Cruelthor when, for all they knew, he’d never be heard from again?



But, as the shock wore off, Rave knew his sister was right. 



Cruelthor must be captured, he thought. We can’t leave some innocent world to be destroyed. Our only option, as heroes, is to vanish into a portal. Sand…



Rave twisted around in his seat. “Bulls, do you think Trok knew about this?”



Lost in her own thoughts, she only nodded in reply and faced the porthole beside her seat.



Rave’s thoughts were distracted when he noticed a steadily rising rumble from the back of the ship. The sound grew louder, and he looked at Whitewolf. The big man glanced at him, but he pushed the WARBIRD to its maximum speed. Rave hunkered down in his seat in anticipation. 



Out his side porthole, Rave saw his suspicion confirmed – Solarus 5 had exploded, and a sea of debris was gaining on the WARBIRD.



“Hold-”



The blast wave overtook them before he could warn the others. A violent shaking rattled the spacecraft as it washed over them, and the ship propelled forward toward the portal.



Then, they entered.
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Tigris had never entered a portal before that she remembered, and now she understood what Rave and Trok had tried to explain. The lights were amazing, shifting and pulsing with bursts of red and yellow. It was as if the WARBIRD was inside a gargantuan flame or a universal heartbeat. 



These lights, she thought, give power and life to everything the dimension touches.



Despite the beauty, Tigris realized something was wrong. A tearing shake grabbed the ship, and Tigris guessed they were being pushed through the portal by Solarus 5’s shock wave. It wasn’t only the shaking apart of the WARBIRD – it was as if time and space were ripping to let them pass at their dangerous pace.



Through her blurred vision, Tigris watched as their ship exited the fiery lights and fell out of the sky through a scorching atmosphere. The tearing sensation subsided, but something new was wrong as the WARBIRD was hurled into a spin. An alarm sounded. Tigris felt the rattle of the ship in every bone of her body. She could barely see through tears that pulled out of her eyes. She sensed the others’ pain along with her own, and it was beyond what she could stand. 



“Ahhh!” Tigris screamed. She reached out for anything secure, and she felt Bullseye grab onto her hand.



Rave turned and yelled at Bullseye to, “Get out of your seat!”



Tigris looked over at their Leader in time to see a piece of the bulkhead behind them peel loose and slam into Bullseye’s seat. Their holding hands wrenched apart, and Bullseye’s entire seat broke free and slammed into the side of the ship. 



Screaming again, Tigris looked past her rag-doll-like friend and saw that Whitewolf had failed to regain control of the ship. They were falling at an incredible speed toward the surface of a planet. 



The ground rushed up, and the WARBIRD crashed into it with a horrific jolt. The front windshield shattered from impact, and shards of glass flew through the cockpit. The ship continued to skip over the ground, and the sounds of bending and breaking metal echoed all around. Tigris’s seatbelt snapped, and she was thrown from her seat, between Whitewolf and Rave, and against the control panel before she bounced off to the floor. Finally, the WARBIRD slid to a halt.



Tigris tried to rise from the glass-covered floor, but something had her pinned. She turned her head to see Whitewolf passed out on top of her. She coughed. Dirt covered the floor from where the ship had dug into the ground. Sparks flew from the control panel. Rave lay over these controls, cut from shards of glass and metal. He, like her brother, was unconscious. 



It’s so quiet, she thought.



Tigris strained to grab the back of Whitewolf’s mangled seat. She pulled herself free just enough to see Bullseye looking at her from where she lay under the peeled side of the ship.



“Bulls,” Tigris croaked.



The Kota Leader didn’t respond, and Tigris saw why as she shifted under her brother. Bullseye was staring in Tigris’s direction, but her green eyes didn’t blink. Blood pooled under Bullseye’s head, and it slowly ran toward a crack in the floor. Worst of all, Tigris couldn’t find their mind link.



“Bulls? Bullseye! Loree!” Tigris again tried to pull herself free from Whitewolf, but she was too weak.



She lay helpless for a while, fear growing. 



A new sound reached her ears, and Tigris froze. She heard it again and looked around, trying to pinpoint its location. Tigris twisted to see out the torn side of the ship, and she saw red figures running toward the demolished WARBIRD. Twisted thus, a pain shot through her back, and Tigris realized for the first time she was hurt. Her vision blurred, and she let her head fall to the floor. 



Fading, the telepath called for their Bearer. She didn’t know if it would work. “Trok! Trok, help us!”




As she called over and over, people wearing red armor entered the crippled WARBIRD. But Tigris’s eyes closed, and she sunk into unconsciousness.  



 



Outside time



 



All I’d worked for over the past five hundred and twenty-some years had been brought to fruition. Earth was finally saved. 



But why this bittersweet end? I thought in dismay.



I was crushed, but not surprised. The last portal window into future time had shown me the WARBIRD’s crash, so I’d had ample time to prepare myself. Still, knowing this fate had weighed on me greatly. It was why I’d stayed away. 



I’ll never tell them I saw this coming, I thought, even if they already suspect part of my foreknowledge. I gave them guidance before I left, but they had to choose this path for themselves. And I had to let it happen.



I’d also never tell them I’d had even greater warning. 



I pulled out a tattered Kota book. Flipping through the pages, I found a particular newer prophecy.



 



‘The Great War



Earth’s battle’s end



shall awaken a new churning light.



Indeed, evil will flee from Earth,



but alone it will not be.



The Warriors, pursuing the enemy,



Will be swallowed in this light’s seal.



Mankind’s hope will have finished their task



But will journey to new worlds



In darkness’s pursuit.



Battle ended, war shall continue.’



 



I closed my eyes and felt the pulsing lights around me. A burst of warmth directly before my face told me the old future window had passed and a new one had opened. This would reveal a new future. I couldn’t force my eyes open.



“Why was this cost necessary? Bullseye…” I scrunched my eyes tighter. “No, I have to trust. Earth’s been saved, but some plan is still at work. If this Great War is to continue, so must we. Undoubtedly everything will change, but just do your job and follow your motto, Trok.”



And so, I opened my eyes and looked into the swirl of red and yellow before me.





  


Thank You for Reading



 



 



 



Thank you for reading The Kota! If you have a moment, please post a review. As an author, I appreciate hearing feedback and connecting with readers. Because I’m an indie author, your review helps spread the word about my book!



http://bit.ly/ReviewTheKota





  




Excerpt from 
The Ebonite & Her Earthling (The Kota Series Book 2)
 



 



 



“Sir, you aren’t going to believe this.” 



General Ehcapa, leader of the Ebonite army, heard this voice in his helmet’s coms and turned in his seat to see Commander Remidit. The big man in Red Unit armor was reading the transport tank’s Network screen. The tank jostled as they drove over a swell on the Pampas, but Remidit braced himself with a boot against the driver’s seat in front of him. This was the eleventh time he’d done this, and the kid driving didn’t look pleased. 



Ehcapa grinned but shifted to talk to his friend. “What is it?”



Below his helmet’s visor, Remidit’s scarred mouth twisted in a frown. “The Council’s ordered us to change course.”



“What? Why?”



“A Network satellite picked up an unregistered spacecraft entering Ebon’s atmosphere. Guess the ship crashed somewhere out here, and the Council wants us to check it out.”



The soldier behind Ehcapa’s seat joined the conversation over their coms. “But we just left the base! The Council knows we’re headed back to camp. Can’t they send some other squad?”



Remidit looked back at the screen and shook his head. “They say we’re close. The message is pretty insistent.”



Ehcapa sat back in his command seat and glared out the windshield at the unending grassland. He rubbed the dark stubble on his face and tried not to growl. 



We have more important things to do, he thought. The Council ordered us to give a report at their base. We’ve lost all this time. Now the Council wants us to waste more time? Do they want us to kill the Kynajabis or not? We have to get back to the army!



He spoke into his helmet. “Change course. Better go check out this crashed ship.”



The driver obeyed, and the whole transport tanker swung in a new direction. Ehcapa continued to glare out the windshield at the empty grassland. It stretched to the distant horizon, broken only by an occasional roll in the landscape. The planet’s ever-present cloud cover hung low in the sky. 



We should be safe from Kynajabis this far north, he thought. We cleared them from this area moon cycles ago. But we’ve only got one squad with us. If Kynajabis snuck through…



The transport tank sped over the grass, and as they approached the crash site Ehcapa got a good look at the destruction. A thick cloud of smoke billowed into the air ahead. The spacecraft had apparently skipped along the planet’s surface, tearing up hundreds of meters of grass. Loose dirt and rocks surrounded the deep gashes. Chunks of metallic debris littered the accidental landing field. A few dislodged ship parts were on fire. 



Then, as the transport tank slowed, they saw what remained of the ship.



“Holy eitchos fodder,” muttered the driver over the coms. 



When the tank lurched to a stop, Remidit came forward to look with them out the windshield. “Think anyone’s alive in that wreck?”



Ehcapa rose from his seat. “Get the men. Set up a perimeter. I don’t want any surprises. Let’s check for survivors and get the hell out of here.” 



“Yes, sir.” 



Remidit stepped into the back compartment of the transport tank where their men rode. The other soldier followed him. The driver looked up at Ehcapa. 



“Be ready to roll out in case there’s trouble.” Ehcapa placed a gloved hand on the kid’s shoulder and opened the hatch to exit the tank. 



Outside, he made a quick scan of the area before stepping to the broken dirt of the crash site. The strong winds of Season 1 were already sweeping away the loose dirt. The smoke from the crashed ship was dying in the wind. Ehcapa adjusted his gun-glove and held it ready as he approached the ship, but he saw no movement. 



“Sir,” Remidit called over the coms. 



Ehcapa turned to see the big man leading his squad of Red Unit soldiers from the back of the transport tank. All had guns at the ready, and they obeyed a signal from Remidit and formed lines around the spacecraft. A group of ten broke apart to widen the perimeter. These faced outward, guns at the ready, scanning the ground.



Good, thought Ehcapa. 



He turned back to the crippled ship. He saw the letters ‘ARBIR’ stenciled on its metal side, but either end of this writing had twisted off into shards of metal. Ehcapa guessed a good third of the ship had broken off in the air and crashed somewhere else. The front compartment was crushed but mostly intact. A gaping hole in the ship’s side would lead into this area. 



“On me,” he said over the coms. 



With his gun-glove raised, Ehcapa approached the opening. Remidit and two soldiers were right behind him. They entered the shadowed side of the ship where sparks flew from mechanical equipment. Inside now, Ehcapa scanned the compartment and saw a large pile of weapons that had fallen from storage. 



Quite the arsenal, he thought. Who are these people? 



“Watch yourselves,” he warned his men. 



They inched into the cockpit. Ehcapa pulled up when he almost stepped on a woman’s extended hand. Then he saw the large man passed out on top of her. Ahead, still in a seat, a third passenger lay unconscious over the controls, glass shards from the windshield all over him. 



They’re wearing the same black suits, thought Ehcapa. Not like any military uniforms I’ve ever seen. 



He motioned for Remidit to check the man in the seat, and he knelt to inspect those he’d discovered. The big man had a shaved head, and cuts suggested he’d been hit by flying glass like his comrade. Ehcapa slipped off his gun-glove and stretched to feel for a pulse. Strong thumps beat under his fingers. He checked the woman next and swept aside long hair to check her pulse. Her face was beautiful, though cut and battered. 



Yellow hair, thought Ehcapa. She’s not an Ebonite. Aldebarean maybe? 



Remidit said over the coms, “This one’s alive.”



“So are these two.” Ehcapa turned to the men standing guard. “Let’s get these people out of here. They need medical attention.” 



The two soldiers put their weapons away and hurried to the survivors. Ehcapa took a step back and watched. It took both soldiers to lift the big man, whose torn uniform was covered in dirt and specks of blood. Ehcapa himself scooped up the woman, careful with her head. He saw Remidit hauling the third passenger out of his seat, and together they turned to exit the ruin of a ship. 
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