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Prologue
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
November 2, 2017
Post – Invasion, 15 months.
Lord Ren’del T’Mar sat at the polished oak desk, pulled out a quill pen, and began to write. The elegant swirls and loops of his penmanship formed into words, and the words became language. 
To the Honorable Hargrave of House Tavor, Lord Mayor of the Imperial Protectorate of New York, and Defender of the North, 

My Lord, 

I am writing to express my gratitude and sincere appreciation for your assistance in dealing with the rebels currently acting against Imperial authority to our west. The ten legions of Yrch you have graciously supplied us have quieted down the remaining insurgents and have managed to bring peace to the Iron Hills for the first time since we subjugated this world. With luck, I will be able to send your Yrch back to the Protectorate of New York by next spring, barring any additional assistance the Imperium requires. 

Lord Balamore in the War Ministry in the Old World appears to be under the impression that the invasion forces alone are more than adequate for both the invasion and subsequent stabilization. He is of the firm belief that our civil services should be established by this time and is reluctant to send additional troops, El’dori or Yrch. His Honor seems not to understand the level of disruption these rebel humans and orcish deserters are capable of, or the extensive damage they are causing to both infrastructure and trade. 

As an example, these human rebels in the Western Iron Hills—previously referred to by the locals as the Allegheny Mountains—are tenacious and creative. Last month, as I am sure you have heard, they ambushed and wiped out three companies of El’dori regulars. These are not Yrch or enslaved humans. These are the king’s own forces—well trained and battle-hardened elven soldiers—and they were ambushed and slaughtered outside of Union City. Perhaps the problem is not the humans, though, but some of the incompetent officers the War Ministry sends us, second sons looking to gain glory and favor. Brave enough to pacify a defeated enemy and earn their combat star but not brave enough to be at the forefront of the invasion.

Easy enough, he mused, to hide the real numbers of slain when they were merely Yrch slaves, ugly, brutish creatures born and bred for war. To lose more than seven score elven warriors, that was hard to explain. Thankfully their commander’s head had arrived by package, addressed directly to him and signed simply, “The Fianna”. Easy enough to place the blame on the dead elf, but the rebels who named themselves after the ancient Irish war bands were growing ever bolder.
We do not yet know how they penetrated the arcane shielding, either that of the battle magi, or the protective wards on our soldiers’ armor. Our senior mages and seers are attempting to devise how they accomplished this trickery so they may come up with countermeasures, but the vast quantities of unrefined iron in the hills makes scrying extremely difficult, and the dense forests make it difficult for dragonriders to locate them from the air.

Even more concerning is how the humans found out where the regulars would be. They seem to know very step we take, almost before we make it. They undoubtedly have spies everywhere, but even with the scrying crystals humming and house seers working around the clock, we cannot seem to ferret them out. In the meantime, we shall continue our efforts. The legions of Yrch will keep order, both in the countryside and here in the Protectorate of Philadelphia. Peace is the goal, and a tempting prize it is—when these people realize this war is indeed over. 

If they ever did realize. He mentioned nothing about the striking dockyard workers, the troubles with the “Latin Kings” and other human gangs, drug addiction and desertion among his own Yrch and the thousand other problems that came with pacifying a city of more than a million humans. No, that would be an admission of weakness. All was well in Philadelphia proper.
It cannot be emphasized enough how grateful House T’Mar is to House Tavor for their assistance—indeed, for all your family’s sacrifices in this war. Your uncle was a nobleman in every sense of the word, and his loss is felt to this day. Ellarissa Tavor was a jewel among women; I shall visit her memorial at the Brooklyn Bridge someday soon, and her brother Koras’ subsequent death at the hands of the outlaw known as Kincaid only deepens the grief and anger we feel for your house. In light of this, we would like to present to you the estate here in the Protectorate known as ‘Longwood Gardens’. It is a beautiful ground with manicured gardens, many serene pathways, and exquisite statuary. It was once the palace of a notorious human, Lord, Pierre du Pont. He was a wealthy merchant and well known for his ruthless rise to power and massive wealth. It is fitting that his estate shall become part of the holdings of House Tavor.             

He paused for a moment, thinking of the politics in the message. The Hargrave was a title, not a name, a keeper of the house until a new head of the family could be chosen, something that could only be done by the King himself. Of course the King would be advised by the Council, and usually their choice was his, but … Lord Jotre was only a cousin of Tavan, not in direct line of succession. That line had ended though five months before, with the death of Tavan’s son Koras at the hands of rebellious humans and his daughter Ellarissa in the initial invasion. Politics, always politics. Well, at least they had all fallen in battle, instead of by the poison of a rival house.
When it pleases your lordship, you should bring the Lady Yeania down to the Protectorate of Philadelphia. While not the crystalline skyline of New York, it has its own subtle charms. I do know my Lady T’Mar would greatly enjoy some company. These past few months have been hard on her, as her courtiers have not yet arrived from the estates back home. 

Time grows short, and my duties beckon. As you are well aware, minding the King’s Protectorates is a challenging task, and each day ever more matters cry for my attention. Stay vigilant, my old friend. 

For the Glory of the Empire. 

Lord Ren’del

Ren’del T’Mar,

Lord of House T’Mar,

First Lord Mayor of the Protectorate of Philadelphia

Defender of the Middlerealm.

Setting the pen down, he folded the letter into an envelope and pressed a sealing stone to the paper. After a few seconds, the arcane mark bearing his house seal appeared on the parchment. Satisfied, he pressed a button on his desk and waited. After a moment a light tap came at the door. 
“My lord?” A young human woman in business attire with brown eyes and her dark hair neatly pulled back into a ponytail, entered and bowed low.
“Ah, Miss Acevedo!” Lord T’Mar held out the letter. “Please send this via dragonrider to the House Tavor in New York. Priority for the Hargrave of House Tavor himself.” 
Bobbing her head in deference her head she said politely, “Yes, my lord.” She took the envelope, looked at the seal, and said, “If I may, my lord, I’ll send the rider on Balagruth. It will be seen as a gesture of great respect to send such a mighty beast bearing your message.” She smiled slightly. “It will also serve as a subtle reminder of the power of your house.”
Ren’del smiled at her fondly. “You are a clever girl, Olivia. You know our ways as if you’d been born to them.” He looked intently at her for a long moment, then added, “Someday, if you keep this up, you may rise to become a majordomo of this house. Would you like that?” He regarded the young woman for a moment. “It would be a rare privilege for a human to rise so far in our ranks.” 
Olivia bobbed her head and replied gravely. “Nothing would give me greater honor, my lord.” She bowed and added, “If you’ll excuse me. I must get this to the riders.” When he waved his hands she slipped out. 
With a paternal smile, the elf watched her leave, then turned to the Philadelphia skyline outlined in his office windows. Savoring the view, he drank in the majesty of the skyscrapers and the low, sturdy buildings that surrounded the city center. After a moment, he shook his head, pulled out a pen, and returned to his work.
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“Welcome to the Gap”
Central Pennsylvania
August 16, 2015
Fifteen Months Earlier
There was blood under his nails, Zach O’Malley noted absently as he stared at his hands. There was also a large cut on the back of his right hand, and what looked like a burn on his left palm. For the life of him, he couldn’t remember how he’d gotten it. The jolt of the five-ton truck coming to a stop startled him into looking up. A skinny soldier in mismatched camouflage patterns was opening the rear of the truck. Several steps away, a stout staff sergeant with a large gut overhanging his belt had his hands on his hips, shouting in a loud, practiced voice that cut through the noise of dozens of idling diesel engines.
“Everyone out! Squad leaders, get your troops to the assembly area! Unit commanders and first sergeants, follow me for a briefing!” The fat NCO glanced at his watch, then apprehensively at the still dark sky.
O’Malley clambered out of the truck and looked around for a moment, confused. A voice at his elbow caught his attention. “Sir.” O’Malley looked around, startled. “Captain O’Malley. Right here, sir.”
Focusing his eyes on the petite sergeant at his elbow, he replied, “Yeah?”
“It’s Sergeant Acevedo, sir.” The young woman’s face had a large smudge of soot on the left side and her normally tidy hair had fallen out of its regulation bun, he noticed. “Sir, who do you want to take the troops?”
“I’m sorry?” O’Malley replied, confused.
The sergeant looked worried as she answered, “To the assembly point.”
“Have First Sergeant Harris detail someone, then come with me. We have to go to the…thing.” He gestured vaguely at the fat sergeant who was speaking with a wide-eyed lieutenant.
“Sir…” Acevedo hesitated, then replied gently, “First Sergeant Harris didn’t make it.”
“Oh.” O’Malley remembered now. “Right.” The first sergeant had been burned as they’d retreated. No, not retreated—as they ran. O’Malley shook his head and focused on the young soldier. “Who’s the senior NCO?”
Acevedo lifted her hands helplessly. “Me, I think. Sergeant Keen is here, but something’s wrong with him. We can’t wake him up.”
“Is he hurt?” O’Malley replied.
“No, they hit him with a beam or something, and he just collapsed. Not a mark on him, but his eyes are blank, and we can’t get him to respond. He’s still breathing, though.” She shook her head. “So, that leaves me and a bunch of specialists.”
Unfastening the chinstrap on his helmet, O’Malley replied, “Pick the most responsible and put them in charge. Get the company to the assembly area.” He let his eyes wander over the ragged lines of soldiers forming. There weren’t more than a couple dozen left. Removing his helmet, he asked, “How many do we have?”
In a quiet tone, Acevedo replied, “Thirty-six left on their feet. We also have another fifteen wounded or incapacitated.”
“My god.” O’Malley felt his stomach drop. “That’s all? Where are the rest?”
Acevedo shook her head. “They never made the rally point, sir.” Her voice was barely audible over the sound of engines.
The burly sergeant bellowed, “Get these people moving, GAWDAMIT!”
Acevedo took a couple steps and grabbed a tall specialist standing nearby. “Ewart. You’re in charge. Get them to the assembly area. The captain and I are going to the briefing.”
The usually cheerful young man nodded somberly and replied, “Yes, Sergeant.”
Acevedo gave his equipment harness a shake. “Hey. Keep them focused and keep them busy. Shake down equipment and get a by name roster. When that’s done, find something else. Buddy them up and keep your phone on you.” She shook his equipment vest again, staring intently up into his face. “Got it?”
“Yes, Sergeant.” The young man took a few steps in front of the ragged formation and called out, “Bravo Company, on me!” The soldiers began to assemble dazedly in front of the young man.
Acevedo turned back to O’Malley. “Ok, sir. What’s next?”
“Where are Lieutenants Wieland, Harris, and Taupe?” O’Malley asked, the fog in his head clearing now that the petite sergeant was helping him focus.
“Wieland never made the rendezvous point, Harris was burned covering our retreat, and Taupe is alive for now, but probably won’t be much longer.”
“What happened to her?” O’Malley asked.
“Burns, just like everyone else.” Acevedo wiped her nose with her sleeve, smudging her pretty face even further. “She probably won’t make it.”
O’Malley looked down at his boots for a moment, then back up. “Ok. Platoon sergeants?”
“Just me.” A flight of Blackhawks roared overhead, momentarily drowning out the noises of the engines and shouting soldiers.
“LET’S MOVE, PEOPLE! THE COLONEL’S BRIEFING IN 10!” The sergeant’s roar broke into their conversation. The man turned and walked rapidly down the road behind him, which was lit only by a line of dim chem lights interspersed with the occasional red-lensed flashlight. The young captain and the sergeant followed behind. As they walked, they were joined by a stunned looking major wearing a dirt- and blood-stained uniform with blood dripping from his ears. He was being gently led by a second lieutenant. The young man murmured to the major as the officer wobbled unsteadily. They ignored O’Malley and Acevedo. Several others followed, all staff sergeants and junior officers. The wounded major was the highest rank O’Malley had seen, aside from himself.
As they walked, O’Malley looked at his wrist. Where his watch had been there was only a bruise and a scab. Apparently, he’d lost it during the night.
“What time is it?” he asked. A low rumble and the high-pitched, distinctive whine of tank engines grew louder from the darkness ahead of them. “And where are we?”
“It’s 0440, sir, and I think we’re at Indiantown Gap, but…” Acevedo paused as the first tanks turned the corner and came into sight. Their massive, armored bulk was poorly illuminated from the chemlights on the road, but even in the dark, the two could see that the tops of the turrets and main decks were packed with wounded men, clinging onto every available space. A third tank came into sight at the corner. The tank’s turret was pointing back and to the left, and the gun barrel was sticking out at an unusual angle. The side of the tank was blackened and scorched, with tiny lumps and distortions where the composite armor had begun to melt under the tremendous heat of the flames.
The small group of officers and NCOs watched in silence as they walked, following the now distant back of the fat sergeant. Behind the tanks came a double column of soldiers, walking slowly, being herded by a few exhausted looking sergeants. As they drew closer, O’Malley could see the numb expressions on their faces and the vacant, exhausted eyes. Their uniforms were torn and filthy, and several were missing weapons or helmets. There was no talking, jokes, or laughter. Occasionally, one of them would stumble, only to be helped back up by his comrades without a word. The column of soldiers stretched far back into the darkness, and still there was no sound but the crunching of their boots on the gravel, the distant thump of helicopters, and the whine of the turbines from the now receding tanks.
Under her breath, Acevedo muttered something in Spanish. O’Malley watched the exhausted, defeated troops and wondered if that was what he looked like.
“INSIDE! FILL FRONT TO BACK. BRIEFING IN TWO MINUTES!” The leather-lunged sergeant bellowed, gesturing them towards a run-down theater.
As Acevedo and O’Malley entered the room, they saw a chubby blonde woman in civilian clothing standing behind a table with a faded banner that read ‘56th Stryker Brigade—Family Readiness Group’. She handed them a Styrofoam cup and gave them a weary smile. Spying the blood on O’Malley’s hands, she pointed to a door behind them. “Bathroom there, captain. Wash your hands.” There was calm, motherly authority in her voice.
O’Malley nodded numbly, handed his cup to Acevedo, and entered the bathroom. Inside was a staff sergeant sitting on the floor next to a pool of vomit, his arms wrapped around his knees, weeping uncontrollably. A young lieutenant knelt next to him, looking on helplessly. O’Malley regarded them for a moment, then stepped around them and went to the sink. Turning on the hot water, he scrubbed his hands, slowly at first, then then with increasing vigor until he was scrubbing furiously, trying to get every speck of blood off them.
Suddenly, he stopped and looked up, startled. Looking back at him from the mirror was a face he didn’t recognize—his own. He was gaunt and pale, with three days of unshaven stubble. There was a large smear of dried blood on his forehead, and the left side of his face was bruised. The man in the mirror’s eyes held the same stunned, haunted look as the soldiers outside.
Breaking away from the apparition in the mirror, he wiped his face with a damp paper towel, then threw it away. Again stepping over the soldiers on the floor, he exited the bathroom. Sergeant Acevedo was waiting for him and handed him his cup. She’d somehow found time to wash her face and put her hair back into its bun. She led him to two seats near the rear of the half-full theater. Below them sat an empty stage with a single podium, a microphone, and a projector screen that displayed the symbol of the Pennsylvania National Guard.
O’Malley took a sip from the cup in his hand and was surprised when it wasn’t coffee but chicken soup. Suddenly ravenous, he drank it as fast as he could. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten. He was startled when Acevedo nudged him and gestured at the stage.
A captain had walked out to the podium. He spoke in a business-like tone. “Ok, pipe down. We don’t have a lot of time, so here’s Major General Schaffer. For you Regular Army guys, he’s the division commander of the 28th Infantry Division of the Pennsylvanian National Guard, and currently the operational commander in the Mid-Atlantic Theater of Operations.” He looked off to the side of the stage. “Sir. All you.”
An older man with tightly cut silver hair and the two stars of a major general on his chest walked briskly onto the stage and took his place behind the podium. “Welcome to Fort Indiantown Gap. I know a lot of you have been in the shit since day one, so let me fill you in on what’s been happening.” He gestured to the captain at the side of the stage. “Slide.”
The projector displayed a map of the United States, with red dots above dozens of cities. From the dots, arrows moved throughout the country. General Schaffer spoke in a flat, methodical tone. “Four days ago, at 0500 hours Zulu, portals opened over 27 American cities. Within 15 minutes of their opening, enemy forces began moving through. They appear to be primarily infantry, from an unknown nation-state with advanced energy-based weapons technology. They are supported by shock troops who prefer close quarters combat and flying animals that can only be described as dragons. Next slide.”
There was a murmur from the gathered officers and NCOs as the image appeared, a glowing ring of violet fire with a black center, in what looked like a park. Dark armored troops moved out of it in orderly ranks. They all appeared to be carrying swords, shields, and masked helmets. In the background was a partially visible creature with dark red scales, dwarfing the soldiers in front of it. The slide clicked. The massive creature was shown again, this time more clearly, and an armored figure could be seen on its back. The next image was of a building in flames, with the dragon’s back turning, and the dark figures fanning out. Dozens of bodies in police uniforms and civilian clothing could be seen lying on the ground around multiple burned out police cars.
The general continued, “This was sent to us by one of our reservists. He was…is a JAG Corps officer whose office is in downtown Philly. He was at work when the invasion started. These were taken in Rittenhouse Square, in the middle of the city.” The projector switched back to the map, and the general added somberly. “We have since lost contact with him.”
He stabbed a finger at the map behind him. “Two days ago, NORTHCOM deemed the coastal cities nonviable for defense and ordered all organized military units remaining to fall back to the interior of the country. We have been ordered to utilize mountain ranges, rivers, forests, and any and all other natural defensible positions to slow the advance of enemy forces to allow the Fifth Army time to reorganize to defend the interior. Ladies and gentlemen, that line is here.” A line appeared on the map, running diagonally through New York, Pennsylvania, continuing down through Maryland, and into West Virginia. “This is the new main line of resistance, along the I-81 corridor, paralleling the Appalachian Mountains. All units falling back from the coasts are joining Guard and Reserve units setting up defensive positions in the Appalachians. They’re doing the same thing in the Rockies out west.”
He turned to look at the map for a second, then turned back to the soldiers in the audience. His tone grew grim and determined. “I know most of you have lost troops, and a lot of them. I know they seem unstoppable, but they aren’t. I want you to know, they can be beaten.” The projector clicked, showing an aerial photo of the carcass of a dragon entangled with the remnants of an aircraft, both mangled almost beyond recognition. The charred wreckage lay in the crushed and burning remains of a line of row homes. “This was a dragon an F/A-18 Hornet off the USS Theodore Roosevelt took down over Long Island.”
The slide changed, showing the dark, black-scaled body of a dragon slumped over the end of the familiar, pale-blue suspension lines of the Benjamin Franklin Bridge in Philadelphia. There was a large hole in the scales of its torso. The white of bone and the red and black of blasted flesh showed through the wound.
In a grimly satisfied voice, Schaffer continued, “This is one the New Jersey National Guard took down with a Javelin anti-tank missile over Philadelphia, trying to cover the evacuation.” He looked down at the podium, his hands tightening on the sides of the lectern for a moment. “The 114th Infantry Regiment was wiped out to a man for their efforts, and the city of Camden has been destroyed.”
The slide flashed again. Two dragons and their riders were stretched out on a rocky desert with dozens of holes in their sleek hides, clearly dead. A third with a shattered wing and an empty saddle lay a short distance away, also riddled with massive bullet wounds. It looked like it had attempted to crawl, leaving a trail of dark black blood. “These were engaged and destroyed in air-to-air combat by the 944th and 354th Fighter Squadrons out of Luke and Davis-Monthan Air Forces Bases in Arizona.”
From the audience someone up front let out an exclamation, “Fuck yeah! Warthogs!”
With a grim smile, Schaffer replied, “Damn right, Warthogs. Apparently, the zoomies were able to throw together quite a counterattack. Coordinated drone strikes for a diversion, and F-16s and 35s to weaken their shields and force them out of the sky. The ‘Hogs did the dirty work once they were on the ground,”—the grim smile faded—“and they paid cash for it, too. Davis-Monthan and Luke Air Force Bases no longer exist. Almost 15,000 airmen and their families gave their lives for this victory. Same with the attempted strike up in New York. The 2nd and 29th Bomb Wings tried to close a portal with a concentrated strike on the Central Park.”
The general’s lips tightened for a split second before he continued, “We lost dozens of heavy bombers and their crews and didn’t score a single goddamn hit. Worse, Bomber Command effectively no longer exists as a fighting force.” The projector turned off. Schaffer stepped out from behind the podium and put his hands on his hips. “I don’t tell you this to glorify what we’re facing or demoralize you. We lost a lot of good soldiers, and we’re going to lose a lot more.” He paused. “I tell you this to let you know we can and have hurt them, and this is OUR goddamn country, and those pointy-eared little bastards can’t just come in here and take it.”
He looked around the quiet room for a few seconds, then said, “My division operations shop will be pushing out the new defense plans within the next few hours. I know you’re all tired, but we have to hold them here. The Army…no, scratch that. The United States, and your countrymen, are counting on you.” He paused again, then added in a firm tone of voice, “Together, we’ll win this and take our country back, or die trying. Soldiers, welcome to the Army of the Alleghenies.”
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“Out of the Fire”
Fort Indiantown Gap
“Bravo Company, 652nd Medical Logistics Battalion.” The major stood on the rear of a truck reading from a clipboard, then looked up and scanned the small group of soldiers. “We got a rep from the 652nd?”
Acevedo looked at O’Malley, who was staring at a roster in his hands with the missing soldiers from his company. He clearly hadn’t heard the man. She raised her hand. “Here, sir.” She nudged O’Malley with an elbow. Startled, he looked up.
The major looked at his clipboard again and made a mark. “Ok. 652nd, you’re at 32% strength, so you’ll be off the line until we backfill you. You’re now redesignated as the 652nd Rear Area Security Detachment.” A lieutenant next to him handed him another clipboard. Scrutinizing it, the major snapped, “You’ll be the security detail for the field hospital setting up in the motor pool at Marquette Lake.” He looked down at the first clipboard, then added, “Lieutenant Esposito will arrange transport and ammo.” He looked down at the clipboard. “228th Transportation Battalion?”
A soldier in the front raised her hand. “Uh. Here, sir.”
The major scowled at the soldier. “Your sign-in roster is blank for total soldiers. Where are the reps from the other companies?”
The young woman shrugged. “There’s only three of us, sir.”
“Out of a whole battalion?” The major’s composure broke momentarily, and he looked down, his face tightening. A split second later, he looked back up and said calmly, “Very well.” He looked at the list again, then said, “Fall in on the 652nd. You’re reassigned to them for now.”
The specialist nodded and turned to make her way to O’Malley and Acevedo. The specialist saw the sergeant’s stripes on Acevedo’s chest and came to parade rest. “Sergeant.”
“Stop that. We’re in a combat zone,” Acevedo answered irritably. “Names.”
“I’m Specialist Beck, that’s Private First Class Henderson, and this is Private Williams,” the specialist said calmly as she pointed to her fellow soldiers. “Williams is totally deaf. A grenade went off under his truck. Someone dropped it when they got wanded.”
Seeing them looking at him, Williams said in a loud voice, “I CAN’T HEAR YOU, SERGEANT. A GRENADE WENT OFF UNDER MY TRUCK.” He tapped his ear. “I’M TOTALLY DEAF.” With a cheerful grin, he added, “I CAN STILL DO MY JOB, THOUGH. DON’T NEED TO HEAR TO DRIVE.”
Acevedo smiled grimly, patted the deaf private on the shoulder, gave him a thumbs up, and told Beck, “Keep an eye on him. He can’t hear, so you’re his ears. Roger that?”
“Yes, Sergeant.” The woman hesitated. “Are we going to fight again?” She looked at her two comrades. “We didn’t do so well last time. I think we’re all that’s left.”
“We’ll do what we have to.” Acevedo turned to O’Malley. “Sir. What’s next?”
O’Malley stared at the four soldiers looking at him, then made a decision. He ripped the page with the missing soldiers’ names off the clipboard and stuffed it into a pocket. “Let’s find this lieutenant and get ammo and food. We have a hospital to protect.” He stepped close and looked into the soldiers’ eyes. “Listen. We’ve had a bad few days. We’ve all lost friends and family and a left lot of brothers and sisters out there.” He looked down at the clipboard, then tossed it into the darkness. “None of that matters now. We need to take care of each other and do our jobs. You keep me in line, I’ll keep you in line.” He looked at Acevedo. “Acevedo.”
“Sir.”
“As of now, you’re the permanent first sergeant.” O’Malley pointed at Specialist Beck. “What can you drive?”
“Anything painted green with wheels, sir,” the specialist replied confidently. She then frowned. “Probably tracks, too, but I haven’t tried. Give me a few minutes and I’ll figure it out.” She pointed at the private. “Henderson and Williams are old-school redneck gearheads. They can fix anything.”
“Great. You’re the new motor sergeant and master driver.” O’Malley turned to walk to the rear of the gravel lot where a harassed looking lieutenant was being peppered with questions by the exhausted officers and sergeants. O’Malley said, “Let’s get back to our people and get set up. If they think the hospital needs a security detail all the way on the other side of the base…” He stopped talking and grimaced.
“They aren’t confident about the perimeter,” Acevedo finished. “Yeah. That occurred to me too, sir.”
“Yeah.” O’Malley turned to Acevedo. “Wait here.” He shouldered his way past the soldiers milling around and spoke to the lieutenant. As he did, the rhythmic tramp of boots came from the small road that passed the gravel lot. Acevedo turned curiously and saw a company of soldiers in full kit with rifles coming to a halt. A shouted command, and the men relaxed and began chattering. Acevedo noted they were in clean uniforms and had all their equipment in the proper place. On their left shoulders they bore the famous red and white double ‘A’ of the 82nd Airborne Division. Two men wearing officer’s insignia broke off and hurried towards the major with the clipboards.
From within the formation, a clear voice called out, “It’s all right, Nasty Girls. The motherfuckin’ Airborne has arrived. You can all go home now. The real soldiers are here.”
A cacophony of cheers and agreements rose. “That’s right! All Americans!” “Whoo! Motherfucking death from above!” “Geronimo, baby! Get some!”
From the front of the formation, a burly man with the diamond and chevrons of a first sergeant gave a hateful look at the paratroopers and growled, “At ease, shitheads.” A few more jeers came, but when he glared in their direction, the noise stopped.
There was a rumble from the darkness, and the hooded red lights of heavy trucks came into sight. In the pre-dawn light, the soldiers in the back of the trucks were clearly visible. Filthy, with battered equipment and bloodstained uniforms, their eyes were distant, and their faces dull. Their disinterested eyes stared at the fresh airborne troops, but none of them spoke or called out. The airborne soldiers were suddenly quiet as the trucks kept coming and coming, with hundreds of battered, stunned soldiers. After the last truck had passed, the sergeant stepped in front of their formation. His low, angry baritone was meant for them alone, but all the soldiers in the personnel yard could hear it.
“I hope you wiseasses got a good look. That was the 2nd Brigade Combat Team from the 28th
Infantry Division of the Pennsylvania National Guard. They just got back from Iraq six months ago.” His piercing glare swept the company of airborne as he continued, “They are battle hardened and experienced. They are tested soldiers. They are as good as any of you, and most of them are better. Many of them are tabbed airborne infantry and former active duty. Their division and its predecessors have served in every goddamn conflict this country has been in since the Revolution. They are experts at war, and were fighting for their homes and families, and THEY. GOT. HAMMERED.”
His furious glare continued across the formation, stabbing out at the young men as if daring them to speak. “We will be taking their place on the line.” He turned to look into the darkness in the direction the trucks had gone for a moment, then turned back to the company. “They’re going to be remanned, reorganized, and sent back into the fight. Let’s hope they get back before we look like they do.” He watched the men for a moment, then growled, “Squad leaders. Check your troops. We move in 15.”
Acevedo watched the scene unfold without emotion. She was startled when O’Malley appeared at her elbow. “Sergeant Acevedo.”
“Sir.” She turned to face him.
He handed her a piece of paper. “This is a resupply chit. Don’t lose it. The entire logistics system is fucked, and priority is going to the line units. We’re going to get just enough to do our jobs, and not a thing more.”
“Yes, sir.”
“There’s a Humvee waiting to take us to the field hospital. The troops are already on the way.” He looked at her for a moment, then laughed slightly. “Weren’t you trying to get out?”
Acevedo laughed tiredly in response. “I’m surprised you remembered that. Yeah. I got into Georgetown. Classes were supposed to start next week.” She regarded the young officer for a moment. “What made you think of that?”
“I just remembered that your separation packet was missing a form.” He stared at her for a moment. “You’re gonna have to fix it, or the battalion is gonna kick it back.” A split second later, they both broke  into wild laughter. As the specialist and two privates watched curiously, they continued to laugh all the way to the Humvee. A tired looking private with a nametape that read ‘Lawson’ checked their names off a list, then had the five soldiers stuff themselves into the vehicle. O’Malley took the front seat.
The soldier twisted around to see the four soldiers crammed into the back, then shrugged and turned to O’Malley. “All set, sir?”
“Let’s go.”
Private Lawson put the vehicle in gear, flicked on the dim red headlights, and headed out the gate. Pulling out of the parking lot, they passed the column of Airborne, now trudging in silence towards the main gates some four miles to the east. Their previously cheerful, cocky demeanor was gone, replaced with serious looks and grim expressions. O’Malley blinked, seeing what the paratroopers were seeing. Across the street from the parking lot, previously hidden in the darkness, was a yard full of wrecked vehicles. The rapidly approaching dawn had revealed Bradley Fighting Vehicles, armored Humvees, Strykers, and Abrams tanks, all jumbled together. Their paint was scorched, gun barrels melted and drooping. Many of them had the doors and hatches frozen partly open, stuck in place from the intense heat. Through the thick windows of the vehicle, the soldiers could smell the unmistakable scent of burned flesh drifting from the wrecks.
“You get used to it after a while,” the private behind the wheel said in a carefully neutral tone. “They bring ‘em in like that and drop them. Someone’s supposed to come get them back in action, but those things are fucked.”
There was a quiet noise of gagging from the rear seat as the smell of burnt meat wafted through the truck. Lawson grinned darkly, keeping his eyes on the road. “I guess some of the crews are still in there. The graves registration guys try to get ‘em out, but there’s not enough of them.” The Humvee turned a corner, and the wreckage vanished from sight. The man continued, “I don’t know where you came from, but things ain’t looking so good here at the Gap.” He fell silent as he drove, taking turns still barely visible in the pre-dawn light.
Suddenly he stood on the brakes and pointed down an overgrown, cracked asphalt road. “Back there, ‘bout 500 yards, under the trees.” He pointed at a small road. “The field hospital’s still setting up. We had ‘em up by the main gate, but they pulled ‘em back about 12 hours ago.”
He hesitated, then added, “If you see a medic named Lawson, tell her Brett’s ok, and I’m with the headquarters detachment.” He reached into a pocket and handed O’Malley an envelope. “She’s a sergeant with the surgical unit. Tell her these are from Mike, and I’m sorry. She’ll know what I mean.”
O’Malley took the envelope and nodded. “She’s in the hospital?”
“Supposed to be. You’d best get moving.” The private pointed at the rapidly brightening sky and said, “Today’s the day, sir. Good luck.”
“Same to you.” On impulse, O’Malley reached over and shook the man’s hand, then climbed out of the Humvee. He opened the rear door and helped the others climb out, then handed each their rifles and helmets. Lawson watched them unload, then leaned over and called out, “Keep an eye on the skies!” He closed the door and pulled away.
O’Malley looked at Acevedo, who just shrugged and put her helmet on. “Ready when you are, sir.”
“Let’s go.”
The small group made their way down the road when O’Malley pointed. “Is that white light?”
Acevedo squinted, then shook her head. “It is. Son of a bitch. They’re not exercising light and noise discipline.” She looked at O’Malley. “Are we going to have a say in that?”
“We are if I have anything to do with it, and since we’re their security, you’d better believe we will. Let’s pick up the pace.” Increasing their speed, the group rapidly closed the distance. After a few minutes of fast walking, they turned a corner and came into a clearing. In the clearing, there was a beehive of furious activity. Some soldiers were erecting tents, while others unloaded containers into piles. Still others were popping out modular units that would eventually become operating rooms and other parts of the hospital. Over it all blazed brilliant white lights, illuminating the entire area. No one challenged them on the way in, or seemed to notice when they walked out of the darkness.
O’Malley walked up and grabbed a nearby soldier by his equipment vest. “Where’s the TOC?”
“Dunno, sir. I just got here.” The young man pointed towards the center of the equipment strewn parking lot. “There’s a colonel over there somewhere, yelling at people. His name is Panic or something.”
With a suspicious look, Acevedo retorted, “You’re shitting me.”
“Honest to god, Sergeant. I thought it was bullshit too, but he’s a real guy and appears to be in charge.” The specialist shrugged. “He seems rough, so be careful.”
“Thanks.” Acevedo looked at O’Malley, who sighed and replied, “All right. Let’s go find this ‘Colonel Panic’.”
Behind them, Specialist Beck looked at the chaos around them and muttered, “Let’s hope the name doesn’t describe his leadership style.”
Making their way through the clutter and soldiers running around doing countless tasks, O’Malley spied a Conex that had a generator set up next to it, several radio antennas, and an open-sided tent next to it. Under the tent were three folding tables, loaded with communications equipment and manned by several stressed looking soldiers. In the middle of the tent, a man stood at attention, while another screamed at him.
“And another thing, Lieutenant. When I want your goddamn opinion on how to run a hospital, I’ll goddamn ask. But since I am a goddamn lieutenant colonel and you are a goddamn junior officer, I won’t be doing that!” The man hurled a clipboard angrily, narrowly missing one of the soldiers manning the radios. “And another goddamn thing! I don’t want to hear about dragons. I don’t want to hear about elves. I don’t want to hear about orcs and fairies and Tinkerbell and Little Red Riding Hood and what the fuck ever other Dungeons and Dragons shit you come up with! I DON’T CARE! I NEED GODDAMN INTELLIGENCE, AND I NEED IT NOW!”
The lieutenant stood, stone-faced, not moving. The colonel took another breath, then blew it out. He regarded the officer for a moment, then leaned close. “I want you to know I’m going to be putting in the paperwork for a court martial for incompetence and dereliction of duty in wartime.” He stopped glaring at the man. “Well? Do you have anything to say for yourself?”
“No, sir,” the young officer answered in a wooden tone. “The intelligence I give you and your staff comes directly from the G2 here at Fort Indiantown Gap. I do not alter, change, or add to it. Those reports are verbatim from Lieutenant Colonel Keenan, the divisional intelligence officer. I suggest you take this up with him, sir.” The lieutenant stared straight ahead, not meeting the colonel’s eyes.
“GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE!” the colonel screamed in the man’s face. O’Malley could see veins popping out in his neck. The lieutenant saluted deliberately, about-faced, and marched past O’Malley and Acevedo. As he passed them, he made a resigned face and rolled his eyes.
O’Malley watched the man go past, then stepped forward. “Excuse me, sir.”
The man turned quickly, his eyes narrowing. “What?”
“I’m Captain O’Malley, and this is Sergeant Acevedo, from the 652nd Rear Area Security Detachment. We’re your security detail.”
“It’s about goddamn time. Sorry you had to see that. Come here.” The colonel turned to a table covered with maps, and as he did, O’Malley could see his nametape. It read ‘Panico’. Next to him, O’Malley could hear Acevedo sigh and mutter something under her breath that sounded like ‘Motherfucker’. Shooting her a warning look, O’Malley stepped up to the table and took his helmet off.
The colonel stabbed at the map with a finger. “This is the front line, along I-81. We’re backed up against the foothills by whoever these fuckers are. There’s no fallback position from here except on the other side of the Appalachians.” His finger tapped the map. “This here is their line of approach, with their air support mostly coming from the southeast, out of the Philly area.” He waved an arm irritably around him. “I’m an infantry officer by training, but they gave me this field hospital when their command cell disappeared somewhere on the road from Lancaster. They’re the most worthless soldiers I’ve ever seen in my life. Medical or no, there’s no discipline. When I was at the Pentagon, I saw units like this, but I didn’t think it was possible for a unit to be this fucked up.” With a hard eye at O’Malley, Panico frowned for a moment, then declared, “We’ll need your company to set up a line of outposts here, here, and here.” His finger traced a line on the map.
O’Malley looked at it, then at Acevedo, and answered cautiously, “We don’t have a company, Colonel. We’ve got about a platoon.”
The colonel stared for a moment, then erupted, “God DAMN IT! I asked for a company! Why isn’t this hospital a priority? Where the fuck are your soldiers? I was told you were a company-sized element!”
“This is all I have left, sir,” O’Malley replied calmly, but feeling the rage building inside of him.
Panico stabbed O’Malley in the chest with a finger, tapping his plate carrier. “This is unacceptable. Where the fuck are your troops, soldier?” He shook his head and swore. “It’s this type of incompetence that I do not tolerate.” He suddenly shoved his finger into the plate carrier again and said, “You’d better give me a good explanation, Captain.”
Suddenly deciding he didn’t give a shit anymore, O’Malley snapped, “Dead, sir. My company is dead, mostly burned by dragon fire or slaughtered by the orcs in the defense of Lancaster, buying time for the Regular Army to form up here. We lost more on the retreat as the dragons burned our column.” He glared down at the finger. “And if you don’t stop touching me with that, I’m going to shove that finger up your ass…sir.” O’Malley stared the officer directly in the eyes.
Colonel Panico stared for a minute, then smiled coldly. “Ok. A tough guy, huh? We’ll see just how tough you are.” Eyes locked with O’Malley’s, Panico raised his voice slightly. “Master Sergeant Endo. Take this man into custody for insubordination and disobeying orders in a time of war. Take him and his unit leadership and put them in the pen with the others.”
The big master sergeant stepped forward, his face apologetic. Before he could, there was a sudden commotion. Sweeping across the field hospital, they could hear shouts of excitement and alarm. Turning from the colonel, O’Malley let his eyes sweep over the panicked soldiers as a soldier nearby stood and screamed, “DRAGONS!”
Snapping his eyes up to the sky, he felt his blood run cold. On the horizon to the east, outlined by the rising sun, there were the dark, winged shapes of dozens of dragons.
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The big master sergeant promptly moved towards the radio operator and said, in a deep bass voice with an African accent Acevedo couldn’t identify, “Notify the garrison command post that we’ve sighted dragons on the horizon.” He turned to a nearby staff sergeant and snapped, “Get the troops dispersed into the tree line. Until we know the airspace is secure, keep them quiet and under cover.” He then stepped over to Colonel Panico, who was staring at the shapes wordlessly. “Sir, with your permission, I’m getting the troops under cover.”
“What? Oh. Yes,” Panico replied, his eyes not leaving the shapes rapidly growing larger on the horizon.
The master sergeant turned to O’Malley and Acevedo, frowned for a moment, then stepped close and murmured, “Get back to your troops. We have them holding over by the lake, in the trees. Set up a perimeter to the east.” The tall man’s dark eyes bored into O’Malley’s. “Do what you can, Captain. That defensive line at 81 is the last one for a long ways.”
“Endo!” Colonel Panico snapped. “Why have the troops stopped working? Get them back to work.”
“Sir…” the NCO began.
Panico cut him off. “No. No excuses. Get them back to building the hospital. Make sure the red crosses are visible. We’re non-combatants, and there’s going to be a lot of real soldiers getting hurt out there that will need these people’s help.” He waved at the chaos of the partially built field hospital. “Get them back to work.”
Endo frowned and turned slightly to O’Malley and Acevedo. He made a ‘shoo’ motion with a hand and spoke slowly to the officer. “Sir, there’s an air raid in progress. We need to take cover…”
“No. Get the work parties back on duty and get the goddamn crosses up. We have to let them know we’re not a viable target.” The man was visibly sweating now. He looked nervously at the approaching shapes again.
O’Malley opened his mouth, “Sir, I…”
“Captain. Shut up,” Acevedo hissed. “We’re going to get arrested!”
His eyes locked on the sky, Panico didn’t seem to notice O’Malley’s presence. O’Malley hesitated a moment, then shook his head angrily.
Catching Endo’s arm, O’Malley said in a harsh tone, “It doesn’t matter. They burned the 348th Field Hospital to the ground outside Harrisburg. Over 600 doctors, nurses, and medics died in the flames. They don’t give a shit.” Releasing the man’s arm, he put his helmet back on and fastened the strap. “We’ll be setting up a perimeter to the east, Master Sergeant. Call if you need us.”
Endo nodded, turned, picked up two handheld radios, and passed them over, along with a small code book. Tapping the smaller radio, then the larger, he said, “This one is tactical air, this one is tactical ground.” The big NCO grimaced and added, “We got them off a JTAC operator who won’t be needing them anymore, and none of us know how to use them, anyway, so we use them to listen to air operations. If you’re watching our perimeter, you’ll need them more than we will.” He indicated the first radio again. “If we need you, we’ll call Defender 5-3. We’re Mercy 2-5.” He held up the book. “These are the most recent codes. It’s only good for today. Tomorrow, a new one will come out. If the garrison commander needs to tell everyone something, that’s how he’ll do it.” The gaunt master sergeant handed the radios and code book to Acevedo, who accepted it silently.
There was a distant boom that caused everyone to flinch. There was a pause, then another. In a few seconds the thumping became regular, with the booming coming every few seconds. Endo pointed at the tree line. “Artillery.” He looked at O’Malley. “Go now. I’ll take care of things here.”
O’Malley shook his head, turned, and left at a fast walk, with Acevedo right behind him. He glanced at the sky to the east. As he did, a faint smoke trail reached up from the ground, clearly aimed at the dragons. One of them lazily rolled to the side, and the missile went wide. The dragon then dove for the ground and out of sight.
“Shit,” Acevedo muttered, having seen the same thing. “I wish they’d stop doing that. It just pisses them off.”
O’Malley grunted and turned on the tactical air radio, which immediately squawked and spit static and confused voices. A man’s voice was speaking in a flat, calm tone. “All air defense units in Bravo, Charlie, Delta, and Echo defensive sectors, prepare for aerial contact. Report all ground contacts to…” Static played and swelled, cutting the man off. O’Malley scowled and switched the channel. A calm voice broke through the static, clear above the high-pitched whine of jet engines, “Renegade 2-6 is 30 seconds out. Weapons hot.”
A woman’s voice replied, cold and precise, “Copy, Renegade. This is Ugly 3, weapons envelope in 90 seconds. We’ll be launching on your mark.”
There was a sudden, deafening roar of jet engines, and O’Malley caught a glimpse of a slate-gray fighter as it tore by, barely clearing the treetops. A moment later they could see the fighters pop up, revealing a dozen F-16s with the markings of the New Jersey Air National Guard on them. There was a blinding flash of rocket motors as the missiles under their wings fired, sending dozens of bright sparks skyward as the fighter pilots fired as fast as they could. A split second later, with their missiles expended, the jets banked hard and curved around, fleeing in the direction they’d come.
Bursts of brilliant blue light fired by the dragonriders chased the retreating fighters. One of them brushed one of the jet’s wingtips. It froze in midair, hanging motionless, then slowly dissolved, dust raining down from where it had been. Another aircraft vanished entirely, leaving the pilot alone in the air. The helpless man windmilled his arms helplessly as he fell silently from the sky and disappeared behind the trees. Yet another plane broke into large chunks and hung motionless, its wreckage stationary in the sky like a cloud made of metal until the gentle winds blew it away.
As the fighters raced away, the missiles reached their targets. The dragons spun and rolled gracefully, dodging them with ease. Several missiles hit but seemed to strike something in the air and detonate harmlessly. O’Malley could see a circle of blue-green energy flash out as the missiles hit. The flare of light then faded, leaving no trace behind, and the dragon and their riders unharmed.
The radio spat static, then a broken sentence in the woman’s icy voice, “Ugly Lead to Ugly Flight—fire, fire, fire. Fox 5.”
Several of the dark shapes had turned towards the fleeing fighters, clearly intending to give chase, when one of them disappeared in a large orange-red cloud. A split second later, the dragon tumbled from the sky, separating into pieces as it fell. Several other massive black and red clouds burst into existence, shaking the dragons and their riders. As the soldiers on the ground watched in awe, another dragon fell from the sky, spiraling towards the ground, a wing shredded by the explosion, and its rider falling free from the saddle as it tumbled towards the earth.
The female voice spoke again with a taunting, triumphant note in her voice. “Splash two! Nice work, Renegades. The Rough Rider sends her regards. We’ll take it from here.”
A fraction of a second later, the slate-gray shapes of the Navy Super Hornets were among the dragons, spinning, rolling, and firing missiles and cannons in a violent aerial assault in the skies over the Pennsylvania countryside.
Without knowing it, O’Malley had stopped dead in his tracks, staring at the unfolding battle in the sky. A split second later, several cannon shells from the battle raging overhead burst on the ground several yards in front of him, and he was startled into action. Grabbing Acevedo’s arm, he bounded towards the nearest cover he could see, a man-made embankment separating the field hospital from the small lake. He dove over it, tumbling down the rocky embankment and landing in the mud on the other side, his boots just barely clearing the water. He was followed by the small group of soldiers. A split second later, a flight of Apache helicopters roared overhead, their wheels barely clearing the treetops.
“Holy shit! That was close!” Specialist Beck gasped. She rolled over and, scrambling up the embankment, peered back over the ledge cautiously. “I dropped my helmet.”
“Leave it for now,” Acevedo replied. “Not worth the risk.” There was a roar from the distance. This one was different than the roaring of explosions and jet engines, sounding like an enraged beast.
There was a burst of static from the second radio. “Alpha through Echo sector, OP’s report visual contact. Enemy infantry, numbers unknown, estimate several thousand in close formation.” More confused radio traffic followed, including broken contact reports and partially intelligible calls for reinforcements or requests for fire support. A surge of small arms fire could be heard in the distance. There were more weapons than O’Malley had ever heard firing at once, the rippling crackle rapidly rising to a constant roar in the distance as the rifle fire intensified.
A clear, calm voice broke through the static. “Joker 5-2, This is Keystone 6 Actual. We got several hundred enemies inside the wire down here. Requesting all remaining ordnance be dropped on my position. Repeat, expend all remaining ordinance on the TOC. For the record, this is my call.” The reply was unintelligible. Keystone 6’s voice replied evenly, “We will, indeed. Keystone 6 Actual, out.” The radio spat a few more unintelligible words, then swelled into static. The distant thump of artillery grew into a low continuous rumble, and they could see smoke rising into the sky from the east.
Acevedo looked at O’Malley. “What the fuck is going on, sir?”
“I have no idea, but I think this is it. It sounds like they just overran the 28th Infantry’s command post.” O’Malley checked his ammunition pouches. Three magazines for his M4, and two for his 9mm remained. “We need to get a defensive line set up.” A rippling crack grew to a dull roar as cluster munitions went off in the distance.
“Shit.” Acevedo risked a look over the edge of the embankment. She pulled her head back down. “The hospital is still being built. Everyone’s still out in the open.”
“Goddamn that fucking prick Panico. They should be taking cover!” O’Malley swore. He flinched at another roar. This one was different from the artillery in the distance. This one was similar to before and sounded extremely close.
“I don’t think that’s outside the perimeter,” Private Henderson observed laconically.
“No shit,” Sergeant Acevedo replied sourly. “Sir, we gotta get moving. Our guys are waiting.” She stood and tried to climb the steep embankment, but she was too short to get her leg over it. With a ferocious scowl, she tapped Williams on the shoulder. The deaf private turned and, seeing her making the ‘hand’s locked’ motion and pointing up, nodded cheerfully, laced his fingers together, and laid his back against the wall.
As Acevedo put her boot in his hands, Williams’ face changed, and his eyes widened. He suddenly let go, spilling Acevedo into the mud. As she fell, Williams grabbed the soldiers to either side of him and dove forward, covering his head with his hands. A ground-shaking roar came from right above them, causing the soldiers to clamp their hands to their ears in pain. Sudden gusts of wind buffeted them repeatedly, churning the surface of the small lake into choppy waves. O’Malley rolled over and looked up. For a moment he was puzzled, wondering why he could no longer see the sky, then he realized he was staring up at the scaled underside of an enormous dragon.
There was a sudden low hiss, then a deafening roar like a jet engine, followed by a wave of immense heat that washed over them. A cacophony of high-pitched screams was clearly audible for a split second, then faded into the roar of flames as the heat grew even more intense. O’Malley rolled over, face down in the mud, and covered his face with his hands. The hiss stopped, then came the roar over and over, again with the same unbearable heat. A split second later, the air buffeting intensified, then stopped. Several yards away, Acevedo looked up and saw an armored figure on the back of the massive dragon. It was clad in exquisitely crafted plate armor the color of polished ebony, and it had silvery hair hanging to its shoulders. There was a slim sword at the figure’s side. As she stared, the figure looked over and down at her. It was a man, with perfect features, flawless skin, and delicately pointed ears. He wore a simple silver circlet with a single red jewel on his head. He smiled at Acevedo, and she felt her blood run cold. The physical beauty of the man belied the icy look in his eyes and the cruel, callous smile. He nodded to her once, then pulled the reins. The dragon’s powerful wings buffeted them again, then it vanished as it rose into the sky overhead.
From where he lay, face down in the mud, O’Malley risked a look up just in time to see a body hurtling over the embankment, propelled by another. The second figure’s back was bright with flame. The figure landed and promptly rolled in the mud, extinguishing the flames. It then rolled over and spat out a mouthful of muddy water. He was covered head to toe in thick, brown mud.
“Motherfucker. These OCPs were new!” The man coughed hard. The first figure sat up and looked around, dazed. She pulled her helmet off and looked at it. She then dropped it, fell onto her hands and knees, and threw up. O’Malley looked at the two new arrivals, then at Acevedo, who was picking herself up out of the mud. She tapped Williams and pointed at her eyes, then at him, then up. The soldier nodded and picked himself up. Tall enough to see above the steep bank, he peered over cautiously. A few seconds later, he crouched down and shook his head. One look at his eyes told O’Malley everything he needed to know.
Acevedo nodded and patted the man’s knee. The mud-covered soldier suddenly got to his knees and said, “Sergeant Acevedo? Holy shit!”
Peering at the man, Acevedo’s eyes widened. “Ewart? What are you doing here?”
With a lopsided grin, Ewart replied, “Looking for you two. We’d heard you were coming in, and I wanted to warn you about Colonel Dicknose.” His grin faded. “I guess we don’t have to worry about him anymore.”
The officer turned his attention to the other soldier, who was sitting on her backside in the mud with her legs splayed out, like a child. “You ok?”
The woman looked at him blankly. O’Malley moved closer and shook her gently. “Hey. Are you ok?” He wiped the mud off her nametape, noticing that she was missing the rank patch in the middle of her chest. The nametape read ‘Suarez’. O’Malley gently asked again, “Hey. What’s your name?”
Finally focusing on him, she replied, “Elizabeth. My name is Elizabeth.”
“You ok, Elizabeth?” O’Malley asked. “You hurt?”
“I don’t…I don’t think so.” She looked up. “Are they…”
He nodded silently. The older woman’s mouth twisted for a moment, then she reached for her helmet. Finding it half full of water, she dumped it out, set it firmly on her head, and fastened the chin strap. She looked at O’Malley and demanded, “Who are you?”
O’Malley looked at Acevedo, then replied, “I’m Captain O’Malley. I’m the security detail commander.” He looked up at the wall. “I was, I guess. I don’t really know what’s going on now.”
“So you know about Regular Army stuff? Fighting and shooting and infantry shit?” Her voice had taken on a clear, commanding tone.
“Yeah, I guess…” O’Malley replied, confused. He shot a look at Acevedo, who just shrugged.
“Good. I’m Lieutenant Colonel Suarez. I’m a general surgeon, assigned to the 912th Forward Surgical Team.” She reached for the pistol lying next to her. Seeing it covered in mud, she grimaced, wiped it off, and replaced it in her holster. “I’ll keep you alive if you get hurt, and you’re going to get us the hell out of here.” She worked her way to her feet and looked at him impatiently. “We need to move, Captain. Those guys in the black armor will be here any minute. They always show up after the dragons.”
O’Malley stood up and picked up his rifle, then helped Acevedo to her feet and took stock of his little group. Himself, a junior sergeant, two specialists, two privates—one who happened to be completely deaf—and a very insistent lieutenant colonel with little to no combat training. He frowned, then reached for the radio. Giving it a shake, he flicked the switch on and off several times. It crackled and spat, then words swelled through the static. “Broken Arrow. Broken Arrow. Condition: IRON MOUNTAIN. Repeat, IRON MOUNTAIN. Repeat—All units in range, Broken Arrow…”
Acevedo picked up the code book from the mud. She wiped the cover off and thumbed through it. After a second, she said flatly, “Broken Arrow is the code for ‘garrison is overrun’. ‘Iron Mountain’ means to fall back to the pre-prepared defensive positions in the mountains.” She looked up. “Where are the fallback positions, sir?”
“No idea,” O’Malley replied. There was another roar in the distance, and the jet engine noise again. He looked at Acevedo and said, “But we clearly can’t stay here. West?”
Acevedo stuffed the code book inside her body armor. She traded a glance with O’Malley, then shrugged. “Why not? It’s not like I have any better ideas.” She looked at the soldiers. “On your feet, people. Let’s get the fuck out of here.” Shading her eyes, she looked left and right down the muddy shoreline, then pointed. “We can follow the shoreline here, then get up and see if our guys are still in the tree line. From there, I guess we head for the hills.” She gestured hesitantly at the retaining wall and asked, “Is there any point in looking for survivors?”
O’Malley shook his head silently. He reached down and helped Suarez to her feet. She nodded her thanks. He looked at Ewart. “You’re in the rear. Keep an eye on him; he’s deaf from a grenade.” He jerked a thumb at Williams.
Ewart nodded and wiped mud off his face. “You got it, sir.” He picked up his rifle and chambered a round.
O’Malley looked at Acevedo and said simply, “Ok, Sergeant. Lead off. Keep your eyes peeled for a vehicle.”
The petite sergeant nodded and turned without a word. Hugging the retaining wall of the lake, she moved as quickly as the mud would allow. The rest of the battered group followed her. About 100 yards down the shore, they reached a point where the water reached the wall. Acevedo stopped and gestured up. The next soldier in line, Specialist Beck, nodded, laced her fingers together, and put her back against the wall. Acevedo slung her rifle and, stepping into Beck’s hands, boosted herself up over the wall. There was a gasp, then silence. The rest of the soldiers followed rapidly. O’Malley was second to last. Ewart, being taller, boosted the officer up. O’Malley rolled onto the hard-packed dirt, reached down for Ewart’s hand, and hauled him up. The big soldier came up in a rush and landed on top of O’Malley. After moment of untangling, O’Malley sat up and froze in shock.
Where the hundreds of soldiers and the partially constructed field hospital had stood was a tangled, blackened mass of flame and wreckage. Burning tents, shipping containers, and crates transformed the clearing that had minutes before been full of soldiers and equipment into a burning hellscape. Here and there a blackened mass lay on the ground, barely recognizable as human. The only thing that set them apart from the wreckage around them was the distinctive shapes of combat helmets, distorted body armor, and partially burned khaki boots. The deformed remains lay scattered all around the clearing, where they’d been cut down by the flames as they ran.
There was an eerie silence, punctuated only by the crackling of flames and the occasional pop as a container burst, or some item collapsed within the wreckage of the hospital. Beyond the hospital, the patch of forest where the soldiers from the doomed hospital were supposed to have taken refuge stood, now rose a towering wall of flame. The soldiers stood in silence for a moment, staring at the flames and the blackened, smoldering bodies for a long time. No one spoke or moved. In the distance, there was a sudden rattle of gunfire and several explosions, then a storm of weapons firing.
Startled into motion, O’Malley looked at Acevedo. She nodded and snapped, “Let’s go, people. We have to get out of here before the bad guys get here.” She turned her back on the burned remains of the hospital and made her way towards the overgrown, cracked asphalt road they’d come down what seemed like moments before.
Reaching the main road, Acevedo stopped, knelt, and held up a fist. The small group stopped and took a knee. The gunfire in the distance had slacked off considerably, but firing could still be heard. Acevedo cocked her head, listening, then pointed up. A split second later, two fighters roared overhead, moving too low and fast to see clearly. A few seconds later, there was the rippling crackle of munitions exploding, and the ground trembled under their feet.
From behind him, someone muttered, “What the fuck was that?”
“Cluster munitions,” O’Malley replied without turning. He called out to the sergeant, “Too close. Let’s go!” Acevedo nodded and stood. As she did, a Humvee came around the corner 50 yards away at high speed. Acevedo held up a hand, but the vehicle didn’t even slow, just blew right past them. A second Humvee appeared, followed closely by an old five-ton truck that also didn’t slow for the petite sergeant waving.
“What the FUCK!” she screamed at the disappearing vehicles. Then came the noise of more engines coming from down the road.
From behind O’Malley, he could hear Ewart mutter, “Ok. This is stupid.” Slapping Williams’ shoulder and grabbing Harris’ plate carrier to get their attention, he walked into the middle of the road and took up a firm stance with his rifle at the low ready. Williams and Harris stood off to either side and took the same posture. Another five-ton truck rounded the corner, also moving quickly. Seeing the soldiers in the road, the driver let his foot off the gas, then hit the accelerator again. Ewart didn’t move, only raised his rifle, and pointed it at the oncoming vehicle. The driver aimed directly at him and continued to accelerate. The tall specialist didn’t flinch. At the last possible second, the driver hit the brakes, and the truck slid to a grinding halt, stopping several feet in front of the soldier.
Without taking his eyes off the driver or moving his rifle barrel, the specialist called calmly, “Sir, you’re up.”
O’Malley walked over to the truck as a fat staff sergeant leapt out of the passenger’s side and swore at Ewart. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, specialist? We have orders to get out of this AO, and you’re pointing fucking weapons at us? I could have you shot!”
“Sergeant, I’m Captain O’Malley,” O’Malley said in a firm tone. “You’re going to give us a ride to the fallback point.”
“The hell I am. We don’t have the space, and we were ordered to remove these sensitive items from the corps level HQ,” the man snapped back. He was sweating profusely, his neck and collar stained dark, and he wasn’t wearing a helmet.
“I don’t give a shit,” O’Malley replied bluntly. “See that?” He pointed at the column of smoke and flame rising behind them. “That was the field hospital. Every single person in it is dead, save a single surgeon, and we need to get her and ourselves the fuck out of here.”
“Find your own ride. The main line of resistance is broken, those things are coming, and we don’t have the room,” the staff sergeant replied. “Now get the fuck out of the way. We have to get these to the newly reforming corps headquarters in the mountains.” He made it as if to push his way past O’Malley.
“Stop right the fuck there.” The ominous click of a weapon safety disengaging sounded. Acevedo stood behind the sergeant with her pistol pressed to the base of the man’s skull. “Listen here, you fat fuck. We’re getting in the truck. Cooperate, and you can come with us. Don’t, and I’ll leave you here to become dragonshit. Either way, we’re taking this vehicle.”
The man froze, then spluttered, “How…You can’t…This is…ILLEGAL! You’ll be SHOT for this!”
“No. Disobeying a direct order from the ranking officer present is illegal. It’s also pissing me off. Now move your fat ass to the back of the truck.” The tiny woman prodded the sergeant with the muzzle of her pistol. “Now.”
There was a low, rippling explosion again, this one much closer. The gunfire had slowed down to single shots, with an occasional burst here and there. Another Humvee came tearing around the corner, swerved around the stopped truck without slowing, and disappeared down the road. Acevedo marched the man to the back of the truck. At her impatient gesture, he worked the gate open. Inside were dozens of laptop computers tossed haphazardly in the back. Mixed with the computers were fax machines, file cabinets spilling paper, and cardboard boxes filled with various office items. Among them, a female soldier lay motionless. The front of her uniform and both her hands were stained dark with blood, and she wasn’t moving. Next to her lay a patrol cap with the single gold bar of a second lieutenant. In her hand, she limply clutched a blood-soaked field dressing.
Acevedo took one look at the motionless soldier and yelled, “Doc!”
Colonel Suarez came running to the rear of the truck. Seeing the soldier, she climbed up into the truck and leaned over the woman. She peered closely at the young woman’s face and grasped her wrist. She felt it for a few seconds, then dug her knuckles into the woman’s breastbone. She peered into the woman’s eyes, peeling her eyelid back with a finger. Sitting back on her knees, she looked at Acevedo and said simply, “Sorry, Sergeant. She’s dead. Looks like she bled to death.”
The staff sergeant stuttered, “She said she’d be ok by herself. We didn’t…I didn’t…”
Acevedo’s eyes narrowed, and she turned in a fury to the sergeant and raised her pistol. “You fucking worthless piece of…” She took aim at the man’s head and pulled the slide, chambering a round and screamed, “She died alone back there!” The staff sergeant babbled incoherently in fear, pleading at the look in her eyes.
O’Malley, having come around the truck, gently put his hand on the pistol and lowered the barrel. “Olivia,” he said gently, She jerked her eyes to him. “He’s not worth it.”
The young woman trembled in fury for several seconds, then lowered the hammer on the pistol, her chest heaving as she tried to control her breathing. The fat man slumped in relief, falling into a sitting position on the rough asphalt. Acevedo looked at him disgustedly. The front of his uniform pants was stained dark with urine. She gestured to the side of the road and snapped, “Sit there.” She raised her voice. “Ewart, is the driver ok?”
Ewart’s voice came back, “Yes, Sergeant. Just a shit-terrified private. He’s fine.”
“Good. Put Henderson at the wheel. Send Beck and Williams back here to push this shit out of the truck.”
Acevedo turned to O’Malley. “You and I will cram in up front. Ewart can hold it down back here. We need to get moving.” As she spoke, Beck and Williams climbed into the truck rapidly throwing the assorted office equipment out and onto the ground. In a matter of moments, the rear of the truck was partially clear.
Acevedo snapped, “Enough! Everyone, get in…” She broke off mid-sentence. A bone-chilling howl came down the road behind them from the direction the trucks had come. The group held stock still for a split second, then the howl came again, this time even closer.
O’Malley ordered, “Load up!” He looked at the fat staff sergeant, who’d struggled to his knees and was staring at the tree line.
Pointing at the man, Acevedo asked, “What about fatso?”
“Bring him. He’s a shit, but he’s still one of us,” O’Malley replied. “Come on, let’s go!” Ewart came bounding around the truck and opened his mouth to speak, then yelled, “Holy shit!” He pointed down the road.
Snapping his head around, O’Malley saw four black armored figures on what looked like huge wolves round the corner. They covered the ground in a fast lope, moving almost as fast as the Humvees. One of them raised something and pointed it in their direction. The fat sergeant tried to rise to his feet, then suddenly stumbled, clutching the stubby quarrel that sprouted from his neck. Blood welled out, and he sank to his knees, choking on the red froth that spewed from his mouth. He fell facedown and didn’t move.
One of the riders lowered a crossbow and made as if to reload it. Next to O’Malley, the sudden bark of a rifle startled him as Ewart opened up with his M16. He was quickly joined by Williams, still in the rear of the truck. The riders slowed down, then two of them vanished into the undergrowth on either side of the road. The remaining two advanced, but at a slower pace, with their shields now in front of them. The rifle rounds sparked off the shields.
Specialist Beck popped up and fired as well. As she pulled the trigger, she yelled, “Get in, dumbass!” Ewart dropped his rifle to its sling and scrambled up into the back of the truck.
Acevedo and O’Malley ran for the cab of the truck and piled in through the passenger side. Acevedo was the last in, diving across the laps of O’Malley and the terrified private who’d been driving.
“GO, GO, GO!” she screamed.
Henderson jerked the truck into gear. As it shuddered into motion, an armored glove appeared in his open window, and a grotesque face showed itself. It roared something in a guttural language and drew back its other arm, which held a long, black sword with cruel looking barbs running up and down the length, clearly preparing to strike. Acevedo raised the pistol she still had in her hand, pointed it at the orc’s face, and squeezed the trigger twice. The monstrous face disappeared into a dark ruin, and it fell backwards silently and vanished as the truck flew down the road. There was a stunned silence in the cab of the truck for a few seconds as they sped away.
Struggling to right herself, Acevedo found herself sitting, facing the private on his lap, with her knees on either side of his legs. Her face was inches from his. She smiled and said, “I’m Sergeant Acevedo. How are you? What’s your name?” She holstered her pistol as she spoke.
“Uh…fine, Sergeant? And my name is…Stennis?” The young man sounded stunned.
“Great. Stennis, lean over.” She leaned past him and slammed the small window open, which let her see into the rear of the truck. “Hey! Ewart! Anyone! You guys ok?”
There was some muttered swearing, then Ewart appeared, shoving his way past the remaining junk. He pushed a file cabinet over, moved next to the window, and replied, “Yes, Sergeant. I think we lost them. They shot a couple more arrows but didn’t hit us.” The truck jolted hard as it hit a bump. Acevedo turned and snapped, “Henderson, slow the fuck down. We’re no good if we die in a wreck.”
“Yes, Sergeant.” The young man slowed the truck slightly.
Turning her head to O’Malley, Acevedo said, “Sir, want to find us a way out of here?”
“Way ahead of you.” O’Malley was already scrutinizing the map he’d taken off the dash of the truck.
Turning back to the private between her knees, Acevedo grinned and wiggled her hips. “You know, people usually have to buy me a drink before they get this. Don’t get used to it.” With a laugh at the dumbfounded look on the private’s face, she raised her leg and said, “Scoot.” A quick twist, and she plopped down next to O’Malley. A moment later she said, “Sir, we can’t keep getting lucky like this. Eventually, we’re gonna have to fight again.”
O’Malley glanced at her and grimaced. “That’s what I’m afraid of, Sergeant.” He fell silent, and for a long time, the only sound in the cab was the low rumble of the engine.
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The drone of the engine had lulled Sergeant Olivia Acevedo to sleep, despite her best efforts to stay awake. She woke with a start. The sun was higher in the sky, and O’Malley was speaking to Henderson.
“How much?”
“A quarter of a tank, maybe less. The gauge keeps fluctuating. Either way, we need gas soon, sir.”
“Shit.” O’Malley opened the map and stared hard at it, then leaned forward and squinted at the skies.
Alarmed, Acevedo asked, “You see something, Captain?”
“Just a bird.” O’Malley’s face was lined with fatigue. “But there’s got to be dozens, if not hundreds of vehicles heading out of the Gap. We’re sitting ducks during the daylight, just like we were leaving Lancaster. We gotta get off the road.” He looked back down at the map, then said suddenly, “Henderson, in about a mile, there should be a road on the right. Take it.”
“You got it, boss,” the private answered. He looked down at the instrument panel again. “The engine temp is rising, too. If we get time, we need to let this bitch cool down before we overheat.”
“Ok.” O’Malley sighed and rubbed his face. The five-ton truck rounded a curve. Ahead of them in the breakdown lane was an armored Humvee. No soldiers were visible, and the vehicle showed no signs of damage. It had a mounted .50-caliber machine gun in the turret that pointed at the sky. The doors stood open, and a rifle lay abandoned on the ground by the driver’s side door.
“Slow down,” O’Malley ordered. Henderson obligingly slowed the truck. About 30 yards away, he came to a stop. O’Malley leaned forward, scrutinizing it carefully. Without taking his eyes off the vehicle, he said, “Sergeant. Thoughts?”
Slowly Acevedo replied, “I think we gotta at least look, sir.” She glanced over at him. “We can’t leave soldiers behind.”
“Yeah.” O’Malley put his hand on the door handle and grasped his rifle. “Get Ewart out here.” He opened the door and slid out. He raised the rifle, his eyes scanning the trees around them, and said, “Keep the engine running, and if anything happens, haul ass.”
“Make it fast, Captain,” Acevedo replied. She leaned over, banged on the window, and called into the back, “Ewart! You’re with the captain. We got an abandoned truck up here.”
“Moving, Sergeant!” the soldier replied promptly. A few seconds later, his boots hit the pavement, then he appeared next to the captain. He raised his rifle and nodded.
O’Malley moved up quickly, his rifle trained on the seemingly abandoned Humvee. Ewart held his position next to the hood of the truck, his eyes scanning the trees around them. Reaching the truck, O’Malley rapidly peered into the rear, then glanced into the front. Seeing no one, he frowned, then gestured for Ewart to move up.
Crossing the 30 yards of space at a quick jog, Ewart moved up next to O’Malley.
“Find anything?” he asked, his eyes still scanning out.
“No, but there’s a ton of equipment here. Body armor, helmets, all sorts of stuff.”
Ewart risked a quick look into the driver’s side of the truck. A pile of equipment and clothing lay on the seat, topped with an Army combat helmet. A pair of boots sat on the floorboard, one still resting on the brake. A pile of fine sand was inside all the clothing and spilled out of the boots.
“What the fuck…’ O’Malley muttered, seeing the interior in more detail. The scene was repeated in the rear of the vehicle.
In an odd, flat voice, Ewart said, “Sir, I don’t think the soldiers left their vehicle. I think that dust is what’s left.”
“Yeah.” The two men stared in silence for a moment, then O’Malley said in a distant tone, “We should get their tags.”
“Yes, but we also need to take their weapons and ammo,” Ewart replied. He slung his rifle on his back, picked up the rifle from the ground, and slung it, too. “They don’t need them anymore.”
“Good call,” O’Malley replied. “Actually, that reminds me…” He leaned in and turned the ignition key. The instrument panel came to life. He frowned and tapped the fuel gauge. “Empty. Oh, well.”
Busily pulling rifles and magazines out of the tangles of clothing, Ewart suddenly paused and looked up. “Can we take that?” He pointed at the .50-caliber machine gun in the turret.
O’Malley looked up at the weapon, then at Ewart. “If you can get it off, sure.”
Ewart set the four rifles he had in his arms down and pulled a multitool off his body armor. “Sir, anything the Army locks down, I can get into.” With a lopsided grin, he added, “I’m a specialist, remember?”
Shaking his head, O’Malley turned and waved to the truck, indicating they should move up. When it had pulled up next to him, he called up to Acevedo, “The soldiers are gone. We’re going to take what we can. Keep the engine running, and get me two people to strip this Humvee.”
“You got it.” Acevedo turned and yelled instructions through the hatch.
Up on top of the Humvee, Ewart laughed and exclaimed, “Mine, bitch!” He hefted the bulk of the M2 in his arms and stepped to the edge. “Sir, you mind?” O’Malley took the heavy weapon as he handed it down. Ewart followed a moment later, then turned and clambered back into the Humvee. He rummaged for a moment, then called out, “Score! Nods!”
He held a dark green bag containing a pair of night vision goggles out the door. Acevedo, who’d clambered down from the truck, took them and replied, “These’ll come in handy.” She turned and handed them to Beck and Stennis, who’d climbed out of the truck as well. “You two take all the stuff Ewart scavenges and load it. Williams, you’re on security. Watch the far side of the truck. In the meantime, everyone take a minute to piss and stretch your legs, then we’re moving.” She looked at the sky nervously, then stepped up to the door of the Humvee, where O’Malley was carefully collecting dog tags from the piles of silvery sand, and shivered. After a moment, she asked, “Sir, what’s the plan?”
“We keep moving west. Into the hills.” He held up a map. “There’s a couple places marked here that seem like fallback points.” He stuffed the map into an equipment pouch. “It’s more than we had before.” He looked at the dog tag in his hand, then put it into another pouch, and looked at Acevedo. “We have to get off the road, though. Something got these guys, and we’re basically defenseless out here.”
“Yeah.” Acevedo looked around, then said, “Any idea where?”
“Nope. I was planning to find a fire road, then pull off under the trees and wait till dark.” He climbed out of the truck. “I’m open to ideas if you got ‘em.”
“Me?” With a tense laugh, Acevedo replied, “My only idea is to not get eaten by a dragon or turned into a charcoal briquette!”
With a lopsided grin, O’Malley replied, “Sort of my plan too.”
Her grin fading, the short sergeant added, “But we’re gonna need to come up with something. We don’t have a lot of water, and only a couple of MREs. We got no place to sleep, and we’re damn short on ammo.” She gestured at the Humvee. “This’ll help, but it’s only a temporary measure.”
“Yeah.” O’Malley rubbed his face, then sighed. “First things first. Let’s find cover and make it to tonight.”
“Right.” Acevedo turned and raised her voice. “Ok, people. Back in the truck. Time to move.” The soldiers hurriedly finished loading the truck and scrambled in.
***
Ten minutes later, Henderson slowed the truck and turned off the paved road onto a small, unpaved road that led into the forest. Overhead, the thick branches obscured the sky. Easing the large truck along the ruts in the thick forest, they came to a wide spot about 50 yards from the road.
“Ok. Stop here,” O’Malley ordered. Henderson pulled the truck over and shut the engine off. There was a sudden silence, broken only by the ticking of the cooling engine. After a moment, O’Malley said, “Ok. Everyone out. Acevedo, set up a security rotation. Get Ewart to cross-level ammo and make sure everyone has a functional weapon and armor.” He popped open the door and slid out. He took a deep breath and noticed how quiet it was, a stark contrast to the violence and terror of the past five days.
He took a few steps and felt a sudden wave of exhaustion wash over him. He was so exhausted, he didn’t hear the voice speaking to him until it repeated itself.
“Captain O’Malley. Are you ok?” The voice sounded concerned.
Turning, he saw Colonel Suarez next to him, looking worried. Rubbing his face, he replied, “I’m fine, Colonel. Just tired.”
Tilting her head to the side, she looked at him critically, then said firmly, “You’re going to get a few hours of sleep, Captain. Doctor’s orders. But first, we have something to take care of.” She looked somber. “We need to take care of Lieutenant Agostine.”
Perplexed, O’Malley looked at her for a moment, then asked, “Who’s Lieutenant Agostine?”
With a frown, the surgeon replied, “She’s the lieutenant in the back who’s been in there with us.” She held out an Army identification card. O’Malley accepted it and looked at it. The young woman was smiling brightly in her photograph, and the card was nearly brand new. Silently, he held it out. Taking it back, the medical officer said somberly, “There’s a shovel in the truck. I can start digging a grave.”
“What, here?” O’Malley was startled. He looked around. Apart from the truck on the overgrown fire road and the small group of soldiers, it looked like no human had been there for hundreds of years.
“Yes, here,” Colonel Suarez replied. “We can’t keep her in the truck, and we can’t just leave her for the animals.” She looked around, and then up at the trees. “We can leave her here until someone can come back for her.” The woman hesitated, then said quietly, “Plus, it’s beautiful. She won’t be disturbed here.”
O’Malley looked at the officer for a moment, then nodded. “Let me get the troops to help you.”
***
Half an hour later, Williams and Henderson had dug a grave at the foot of a large oak tree. Colonel Suarez had wiped the young woman’s face and wrapped her in a tarp. Only her face, pale and peaceful, was visible. The soldiers gathered silently, staring down at the young woman.
After a moment, O’Malley cleared his throat. “I…um. I’ve never done this before.” He looked at the small group, clad in their in filthy uniforms, faces lined with exhaustion. “Does…” O’Malley hesitated. “Does anyone have anything to say?”
There was a beat of silence, then Private Stennis stepped forward. “I do.” He stared down at the tarp wrapped figure for a moment, then said in a clear, firm voice, “Lieutenant Agostine was a good officer. She was fair and treated me and all the junior enlisted like people. She’d always say hello when she saw me come into the office, and sometimes she sent us pizza when we were on gate guard or staff duty.” He looked down at the young woman’s face for a long moment, then continued, “She was a good person, a good soldier, a good officer, and she deserved better than this.” His face clouded. “She deserved more than an unmarked grave in the woods of Pennsylvania, because some fucking elves thought they could take what didn’t belong to them.” He looked up, his young face twisted in grief and fury. “I couldn’t save Lieutenant Agostine, but you can be damn sure I’ll avenge her.” He fell silent and stepped back, staring at the ground.
Nodding, O’Malley slowly replied, “Thank you, Private Stennis. Anyone else?”
No one spoke for a long moment, then Colonel Suarez stepped forward. She held out her hand and opened it, revealing a small medal with a picture and an inscription on it. “This is my Saint Michael’s medal. My mother gave it to me to protect me when I went to Iraq the first time. Maybe it’ll protect her here.” Kneeling, she tucked the medal into the tarp next to the young woman’s chest, then rose. After a moment, she said distantly, “I don’t remember the prayer that went with it. My mother would kill me.” She stepped back and fell silent.
Acevedo spoke up. “I do.” She cleared her throat. “Saint Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle. Be our protection against the wickedness and snares of the devil. May God rebuke him, we humbly pray; And do thou, O Prince of the Heavenly Host, by the power of God, thrust into hell Satan and all evil spirits who wander through the world for the ruin of souls. Amen.” She bowed her head and stared at the leaf covered forest floor.
“Thank you, Sergeant Acevedo,” O’Malley replied. “You may carry out the burial.”
Rising, Acevedo nodded sharply, moved to the head of the grave, and spoke, her voice clear and firm as she gave the command. “Funeral Party, attention! Burial detail, post!”
Henderson and Williams stepped forward and stood at attention at the head and foot of the lieutenant’s body.
“Funeral party, present ARMS!” The soldiers saluted as one.
“Burial Detail, prepare to lower…LOWER!” The two soldiers gently lowered the young woman’s body into the grave. When she’d been gently laid in the grave, Acevedo ordered, “Funeral party, order ARMS!” The soldiers dropped their salute as one. “Funeral party, at ease.” The ragged soldiers relaxed. “Funeral party, dismissed.” The exhausted soldiers filed away silently.
As Henderson and Williams gently shoveled the soil onto the wrapped remains, Ewart stepped forward. He had a piece of metal, torn from an ammunition can. On it he’d scored the words ‘2LT Nicole Agostine. 2/14/1991– 8/26/2015. Killed in Action.’ He took the plate of metal and hammered it to the tree over the grave.
Catching O’Malley’s eye, Ewart said, “If we don’t make it, someone will eventually find her.” He looked at the grave, which the two privates were packing down and covering with rocks. “She’s ok out here for now, but eventually we need to move her to lay next to her brothers and sisters.”
Nodding silently, O’Malley walked back to the truck.
“Captain. Come here.” Colonel Suarez’s voice was insistent. He walked wearily to the back of the truck and looked up. She gestured impatiently. “Up here, please.”
After several false starts, he managed to climb into the rear of the truck. Suarez patted the bench they’d folded down now that the computers and cabinets had been removed. O’Malley sat and struggled out of his body armor. The physician wrapped an Army-issue wool blanket over his shoulders and gently guided him to lie down, placing his head on a folded field jacket. As he opened his mouth to protest, a wave of exhaustion crashed over him. He closed his eyes and fell into a dreamless sleep. 
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The engine of the five-ton truck coughed and died. Henderson steered it towards the shoulder of the road and shut the engine off. He looked at O’Malley apologetically. “Sorry, sir. That’s it. If we’d made it to the top of the hill, I might’ve been able to coast it down, but old Bernice just didn’t have the get up and go.”
“Bernice?” O’Malley raised an eyebrow at the private.
The young soldier smiled and patted the dash. “Yeah. All the best vehicles got names. Old Bernice got us out of the Gap and ran way harder and hotter than she was supposed to. A good, old-fashioned piece of American engineering.” He checked his watch. “I didn’t think we’d get two more hours out of her, but here we are.”
Staring at the map with a dim red flashlight, Acevedo remarked, “Well. The map shows one of those marked points ahead.” She glanced at O’Malley. “It’s in the next valley. We can probably hoof it to the next ridge. Once we’re up there, we should be able to see it from the top of the hill. If we see anything, we can signal.”
Henderson popped the driver’s side door, swung a foot out, and froze. After a moment, he said in a strained voice “Sir. You…uh…”
On O’Malley’s side of the truck he saw movement, then the door flew open, and the muzzle of a rifle appeared. A tense voice commanded, “Out.”
In the moonlight, he could see half a dozen dark shapes, their outlines obscured by foliage and ragged strips of cloth. O’Malley carefully slid out the passenger side of the truck and raised his hands slowly. Cautiously he rotated his shoulder, showing the patch. “We’re friendlies.”
The obscured shape replied, “Those fuckers have slipped a few through us using some sort of magical bullshit pretending to be friendlies. We’re going to ask you a few questions.” The figure’s eyes glinted as he asked, “What’s the US Army email system?”
Puzzled, O’Malley replied, “What? AKO? Or Enterprise, I guess.”
“Who’s Snuffy Smith?” the figure demanded.
“Wasn’t he a cartoon character? In World War Two?” O’Malley replied. “Or are you asking about generic snuffy? In that case, it’s a generic placeholder for any enlisted soldier.”
“Good,” the figure replied. “What’s the best MRE flavor?”
“The jambalaya.” O’Malley replied without hesitating. “Can I speak to your commander, please?” He lowered his hands.
“Bullshit!” The figure backed up. “There IS no jambalaya! Get your fucking hands up! Get on the fucking ground!”
A tired sounding voice broke in, “Martinez, you dipshit. The jambalaya was discontinued like five years ago.” A figure stood up from the bushes and walked over to them.
“You. Security. Now,” the figure said to Martinez. The first figure shrugged and walked away.
O’Malley could hear someone speaking to him, and the young soldier replied hotly, “How the fuck was I supposed to know there’s a jambalaya? It’s not my fault he’s old as fuck!”
The second figure sighed and took off his heavily camouflaged helmet, revealing a tight crew cut and weather-worn face. He held out a hand. “Staff Sergeant Trevor Jones, 1st of the 506th.”
“Paratroopers, huh?” O’Malley replied.
“Such as we have left.” The man reached out a hand.
With a tired grin, O’Malley shook the man’s hand. “Captain O’Malley. I was a medical logistics company commander, but we’ve been taken apart and put back together so many times, I don’t even know who we are anymore.” He turned and gestured at the truck. “I have survivors, and we need to link up with the rest of the forces. I have a general surgeon in there we brought with us out of the Gap.”
The sergeant tilted his head at that. “You made it out of the Gap, huh?” He squinted at O’Malley for a long moment. “Not many of the noncombat units did. The elves hunted them down from the air and burned them.”
“Yeah.” O’Malley unsnapped his helmet. “They did that to us outside Philly, too.” He paused and added, “And Lancaster. Pretty much the whole way, really.”
“Yeah, well, you ain’t gonna get much of a break up here. The orcs are pursuing what’s left of the 28th Infantry into the hills.” The man glanced at his watch. “In fact, you arrived at a great time. We got a surprise for one of their columns happening anytime now.” He gestured at the truck. “Unass the truck, and have your men push it off the road. You and your first sergeant, follow me.”
O’Malley turned to Acevedo, who issued the commands with a few terse words. The airborne sergeant gestured for them to follow, turned, and walked into the woods. Ten minutes later, he gestured at a crudely constructed fighting position consisting of a hole deep enough for several people to stand in, covered with fallen logs. He sat down and slid in. O’Malley and Acevedo followed. Once inside, they were in a low but sturdily constructed fighting position. A long slit was formed by two logs.
Jones gestured to the firing slit. “Grab a pair of glasses and watch that road in the valley.” He reached over and turned up the volume on a tactical radio that sat in a niche carved in the wall. O’Malley picked up a pair of battered binoculars from the earthen ledge in front of him.
The radio crackled immediately with a whispered voice. “Geronimo 6 Actual, OP Charlie. The main body is passing our position. They will be in the kill zone in 30 seconds.”
Another voice replied, “Charlie, Geronimo 6 Alpha. All teams, stand by to fire.”
Training his glasses at the valley floor below, O’Malley could see a column of dark armored figures marching down a four-lane paved road. They had several carts with them that they were pushing. The moonlight made it almost as bright as day. Suddenly, there was a series of dull red flashes from the side of the road, and a dozen of the figures dropped. Several seconds later, the sound washed over their position high on the hill—the familiar cracks of Claymores detonating.
As the echoes of explosions reverberated through the forested hills, bright sparks broke out as dozens of rifles opened up. The larger flashes of crew-served weapons swept up and down, the red tracers sweeping the column. The pop and crack of small arms fire arose from the valley below.
The orcs who were still standing were thrown back by the barrage of fire sweeping out of the woods in front and to the sides of them. Within moments, there were only a few standing, desperately trying to take cover behind an overturned wagon.
There was a whistle, then an explosion in the middle of the road, and dirt and bodies flew as the mortar round impacted. More followed in short order, the explosions walking their way up and down the column. The echoes of the explosions and gunfire reverberated through the valley, making it impossible to tell where the shots were coming from, unless you were looking directly at them. O’Malley found himself grinning widely as he watched the slaughter through the binoculars.
After a few moments, the mortars stopped, and the radio crackled again. “All teams, Geronimo 6 Actual. Cease fire, cease fire, cease fire.” There was a pause, then the radio crackled and spat, “Exploitation teams, go.”
O’Malley could see dark shapes dart out of the tree line and search the fallen bodies rapidly. He watched for a moment more, then lowered the glasses.
Jones was watching the scene with a disinterested look. Seeing O’Malley looking at him, he shrugged and said, “It’s like this every time. We bloody their noses, they come back with mages and dragons, and we have to fall back.” He gestured at the log bunkers. “This seems to keep the dragons from seeing us. We think they can see heat, but who the shit knows?” He turned his attention back to the scene below.
The radio crackled again. “Geronimo 6 Actual, Exploitation Team 2. Sir, there are no elves here. It’s just orcs, and skinny ass ones at that. They also seem to have inferior armor. It’s not the regular stuff. It looks like black-painted aluminum siding.”
There was a split second of hesitation, then the radio spat “All teams, Geronimo 6 Actual. It’s a trap! Scatter and fall back to the…”
There was a bright bloom of flame in the dark valley below, and faint screams echoed through the forest. Another blossom of flame burst from the sly, sweeping down the road, and the black bulk of a dragon could be seen flapping through the moonlight sky. A figure faintly visible on its back pointed a staff, and a light blue beam reached out and touched the ground. Where it touched, a large cloud of brilliant blue-white sparks showered the nearby trees, starting small fires. Small balls of blue fire exploded under it, marking the demise of paratroopers as the beam swept over their positions.
Suddenly, there was a bloodcurdling scream close behind them, startling everyone in the tiny command post. A hoarse voice yelled, “CONTACT REAR!” Weapons fire erupted from the woods to their rear.
Sergeant Jones scrambled out of the improvised command position, turned, and snapped, “Hold here.” He disappeared into the darkness at a run.
“Fuck that.” Acevedo pulled and released the charging handle on her M16, and added, “We got troops out there, sir. I ain’t losing any more.”
“Agreed.” O’Malley followed the sergeant out of the bunker, chambering a round as he did. “Let’s get to the truck; they should still be there. Once we find them, we link up with the paratroopers.” He raised the rifle and headed cautiously down the hill towards where the stalled truck lay just out of sight.
A dozen feet into the trees, the moonlight was almost completely blocked out. Suddenly, the gunfire stopped. O’Malley paused, his eyes searching the darkness ahead of him, straining his ears. Hearing nothing, he cautiously advanced a dozen more feet, then froze. He heard a soft noise, like someone gasping for breath. Moving up carefully, he peered around a tree and froze.
Ahead of him in the dim light coming through a break in the trees was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. She stood in profile, her platinum hair, like spun silver in the moonlight, pulled back with a silvery headband, revealing her delicately pointed ears. Her features were refined, with large eyes and slightly pouty lips. Her figure was slim, and her skin, where visible, was smooth and flawless. She was clad in plate armor that shimmered with a slight blue glow as she moved. Even clad in the armor, she moved gracefully. In her hand she held a sword. It was as thin and delicate as the wielder and glowed faintly in the dim light. The blade was dark and dripped with blood that was black in the moonlight. She tilted her head slightly and frowned, looking at the dark shape shuddering on the ground in front of her.
Entranced, O’Malley reflected that even her frown was perfect. Then she smiled, and her beauty suddenly transformed into a cruel visage. As he curled his finger to squeeze the trigger, she savagely thrust downward into the dark shape. There was a shrill scream, then O’Malley’s rifle barked.
The rounds hit the elf squarely in the side, causing her armor to flash, and a ripple of light to appear where the rounds impacted. Suddenly furious, O’Malley pulled the trigger as fast as he could, watching the rounds flash off her armor in splashes of blue light. The elf laughed and rushed at him. Backpedaling, he tripped over a root and fell, his rifle spinning off into the darkness. Desperately he reached for his pistol and froze. The glowing point of the blade hovered an inch from his throat.
The beautiful creature looked at him curiously, then spoke in a melodic, fluid tongue. O’Malley could simultaneously hear the alien language as well as understand it.
“Why do you persist, human? You are clearly outmatched.” The elf gazed at him, her beautiful eyes almost hypnotic, the sword point unwavering. “Your armies are defeated; your cities are ours. Why do you persist? Do you not recognize your betters when they are before you?”
O’Malley shook his head, not knowing what to say. Suddenly, the elf snapped her head to the left, just in time to catch the butt of Acevedo’s M16 across the bridge of her nose. There was a horrible sounding crunch, and the elf collapsed bonelessly into an undignified heap. Unsatisfied, Acevedo followed the stroke with several vicious kicks to the head. She pulled O’Malley to his feet, surprising him with the strength in her small frame.
“You ok?” she asked, pointing her rifle at the elven woman lying unconscious on the forest floor.
“Uh…yeah,” O’Malley replied. “Holy shit!”
“Holy shit is right,” Acevedo said. “We should cap this bitch.” She pushed her rifle barrel against the elf’s head.
“No!” O’Malley blurted. “We need intel!”
With a scowl, Acevedo held the rifle barrel against the elf’s head for a moment longer, then sighed and lowered the rifle. “Fine. But when the time comes, I get to shoot her. Deal?”
“Deal.” O’Malley reached into a pouch and pulled out a zip tie. “Here. Cuff her, and let’s get her out of here. She’s our top priority now.”
Clambering to his feet, O’Malley moved forward to the dark shape lying on the forest floor. Feeling in the darkness for the body, he rolled it over, revealing the pale face of Private Stennis. In his hand he still clutched his pistol, the slide locked back.
Acevedo looked over O’Malley’s shoulder. After a moment, she said in a quiet voice, “At least he went down shooting.”
“I guess.” O’Malley reached into the young man’s uniform top and retrieved his dog tag. He looked at it for a moment, then placed it into a pouch on his armor, where it clinked against the dozens of others he carried.
Acevedo turned back to the unconscious elf. “What do we do now? We need to find the rest of our guys, but we clearly can’t leave her here.”
From close by there came the heavy thump of a .50-caliber machine gun. It burped several rounds, then stopped. It fired again, another short burst, then fell silent. Suddenly it opened up, the roar of the massive rounds tearing the night apart. Through the trees, O’Malley could see the flash from the muzzle.
Acevedo raised her rifle and snapped, “Sir, watch that freak. If she opens her eyes, knock her the fuck out again. We don’t know what kind of bullshit she can do.” She headed off into the dark at a fast walk, her rifle at the ready.
O’Malley watched the tiny sergeant disappear into the dark, then looked at the elf woman and swore. “Goddammit.”
He knelt next to the beautiful elf, noting, even with the blood running down her face, how delicate her features were and how fair her skin was. He watched intently for a moment, then sighed, shrugged off his assault pack, and removed a roll of duct tape. After few moments work, he’d reinforced her hands and feet and placed a square firmly over her mouth. Pausing for a moment to make sure she was still able to breathe, he ran a red-lensed flashlight down her armored body, looking for weapons. He removed a dagger in its sheath from her waist and tossed it aside. He removed her belt, which had several pouches on it. He found a long, polished stick in a holster on her left thigh. Holding it up, he noted the glyphs on the handle glowed slightly. He removed two large rings from her fingers, one with what looked like an opal that shimmered on it, and the other of solid gold.
Satisfied that he’d taken all the obvious threats, O’Malley leaned the elf against a tree and scooped all her belongings into his assault pack, then took the elf’s sword and strapped it to the outside of the pack. He sat down with his rifle pointed at her and waited.
***
Moving carefully in the dark, Acevedo advanced towards the sound of the gunfire. As she crept forward, the deep thumps from the .50-caliber stopped. For a moment, she could hear pained moans, then a laugh, and someone called out, “How do you like that, you toothy fucks? Come get some more!”
A deep, guttural voice replied in an unknown language, a defiant yell, immediately followed by another round of gunshots, all of these from rifles.
Stepping around a tree, Acevedo froze. In front of her, the big shape of Specialist Ewart crouched. He had the .50-caliber he’d scavenged from the Humvee strapped to a spare tire from the five ton. He’d placed both on top of a large tree stump and had somehow chained the machine gun to the huge tire. He was slamming the action back and forth and swearing. There was a pile of spent .50-caliber shells next to him. Privates Williams and Henderson were kneeling behind the fallen portion of the tree, firing their M-16s at the road. Acevedo noticed a dozen stubby black crossbow bolts sticking out from the thick log they were taking cover behind.
Rushing to their position, Acevedo crashed down next to Ewart. “Tell me what you got, Specialist.”
“Fuck!” he swore and slammed the action again, trying to get the weapon to work. “We got an orc patrol that came up on our asses as we were stripping the truck. Me and the guys jury-rigged this bitch and took some of them out, but there’s a couple of them back there taking cover behind the five ton.” He pointed. From where they crouched, Acevedo could see straight down the road. Next to the bullet-riddled truck, there were a half-dozen orc bodies lying still on the pavement. The massive, jagged rents in their plate armor from the .50-caliber rounds were clearly visible in the moonlight, as were the large, dark pools under their bodies.
“Where are the Airborne?” Acevedo demanded.
“They took off after an elf and about five or six of them monsters that went into the woods. They said she was a high-value target. Not sure where they are now. These fuckers showed up after they chased the other guys.”
Ewart reached over, smacked Williams’ arm, and pointed at the truck. An orc was peering out cautiously. Williams replied with a burst of fire that caused the orc to duck hastily back into cover. A split second later, an arm with a crossbow appeared. Acevedo ducked as she heard the deep twang and the immediate SMACK of the crossbow bolt hitting the log in front of them.
“Bastards are good with those,” Ewart said. Without looking at Acevedo, he added in a matter-of-fact voice, “I think they got Beck. She was unloading the truck when they showed up. I don’t know where the new guy or the doc are.” He pointed at the forest next to the truck. “If you can get around them, I think we got ‘em pinned.”
“Let me get the captain. We captured the elf. He’s guarding her.” Acevedo risked another cautious look over the fallen log, then pointed at the machine gun. “Is that thing working?”
With a shrug, the specialist replied, “Not in auto anymore. I think I might’ve fucked it up. Might be able to get semi out of it.”
“Ok. Better than nothing. Keep them pinned down. If any more of them show up, you guys haul ass into the woods. No heroics.”
Ewart nodded grimly. “Roger that, Sergeant.” He glanced at Williams and Henderson. “We’re gonna need some ammo soon, too. We didn’t have that much to start with.”
Reaching to her magazine pouches, Acevedo handed him two 30-round magazines. “Make ‘em count.”
Ewart accepted them, turned back to the improvised gun position. He spoke without looking at her. “Hurry back, Sergeant. No promises as to how long we can hold here.”
Reaching over, Acevedo gently slapped his helmet, then raised her rifle and made her way back into the forest. A few moments later, disoriented, she paused to try to find her bearings. As she strained her eyes in the darkness, she heard the clear and unmistakable click of a weapon safety coming off. She froze and hissed, “Sir! It’s Acevedo!”
From the shadows, O’Malley’s voice growled, “Well, announce yourself, goddammit. I almost fucking shot you.” He stepped out from behind a tree, lowering his rifle. After a moment, he sighed. “Sorry. I guess we’re going to need to work out passwords or something if we’re going to be doing this shit.”
Blowing out a shaky sigh, Acevedo ran the back of a hand over her forehead. “Jesus, I thought…”
“Yeah, I know. Did you find them?” O’Malley gestured for her to follow him. The two soldiers made their way around a large tree.
“Yeah. Ewart, Williams, and Henderson were unloading the truck when this patrol hit them. The Airborne are gone. I guess they chased an elf and a bunch of orcs into the forest. While they were gone, another patrol found the truck. They killed a bunch of them and have a couple more pinned down. We gotta get back there. Let’s grab our friend.” Stepping behind the tree, Acevedo regarded the bound elf for a moment, then squatted down and exclaimed in surprise, “This bitch is awake!”
She peered at the elven woman’s face for a moment. The elf’s eyes glittered malevolently above the duct tape over her mouth.
Acevedo regarded her for a moment, then said in a clear voice, “Can you understand me?” The elf’s eyes narrowed, and her eyes spat fire at the NCO. With a frown, Acevedo said, “I don’t know if that’s a yes or just from me talking to her.”
“I know she speaks English. I heard her earlier,” O’Malley replied. There were more gunshots in the distance.
“Time to move, sir.” Acevedo stood up. “Grab her arms, sir.”
“I’ll move her. She’s not that heavy. Grab my pack. It’s got all her shit in it.” O’Malley stood up and, in a practiced motion, swung the bound elf over his shoulders. As he did, there was a guttural howl and another hail of gunshots from the direction of the truck. There were half a dozen of the deep barks from the .50-caliber, then silence.
Scooping up the assault pack, Acevedo led the way back through the dark forest to where the soldiers crouched behind the log. While O’Malley eased the elf to the ground, Acevedo took another fast look at the truck. A new body lay about three yards in front of the log, facedown. It still clutched one of the massive, barbed, black blades in its fist and was twitching slightly.
Ewart picked up his M16 and aimed it at the truck. Glancing over, he saw Acevedo and called, “The .50 might be toast, Sergeant. I think I finally fucked it up on those last few.” He nodded at the new body. “That one just jumped out, howled, and charged us. The last two are still staying in cover.”
O’Malley risked a fast look, then glanced at Acevedo, who was staring at the truck. Suddenly she turned to the bound elf, who sat next to a branch from the fallen tree, watching them. Reaching over to the elven woman, Acevedo ripped the duct tape off of her mouth and said, “Do you understand me?”
The elven woman’s eyes narrowed, and she replied in a fluid, melodic language, then spat in the young NCO’s face. Acevedo immediately responded with a hard slap to the elf’s face. “Don’t do that again.” She stared hard at the elf as if daring her to respond.
The elf glared back at her for a moment, the fury apparent in her eyes. After a few seconds, she spoke again, then using her bound hands, she pointed at O’Malley’s assault pack, made a circle of her fingers, then tapped the back of her middle finger. She impatiently repeated the gesture several times, then snapped her fingers and pointed at the pack again.
Staring at her for a moment, O’Malley suddenly got it. “She wants her ring. I wonder if that’s why we could understand her before, but not now.” Reaching into the pack, he fished out the two rings. He hesitated, unsure of which one to select.
“Allow me, sir.” Acevedo pulled her pistol out, cocked it and placed it against the elf’s temple. She then reached out, took the two rings, and held them out in her open palm. Looking into the elven woman’s eyes, she said with a sweet smile. “Choose wisely. Any bullshit, and I’ll decorate the forest with your stupid elf brains.”
The elven woman froze, her face growing pale. She slowly and gingerly picked up the plain golden ring, carefully and obviously avoiding the ring with the opal on it.
She slipped the ring onto her finger and spoke. O’Malley and Acevedo could again hear the fluid, melodic language, but they could understand her. She said in a clear, precise tone, “You may lower your weapon. I am your prisoner, and you have a code of conduct. This is beneath you.”
With a hard smile, Acevedo replied, “So you DO understand me. Good.” She decocked her pistol and holstered it. “Tell those toothy fuckers out there trading shots with my men to surrender.”
Haughtily, the elf sat up straighter and replied, “I will not. It is against our code. Also, the Yrch do not surrender. They will fight to the death for their lords.”
Acevedo glanced at O’Malley with a questioning look. He nodded once, indicating that she continue. She turned her attention back to the elf and frowned. “No. You WILL order them to surrender. I’m not asking.”
“I will not,” the elf replied, “and you dare to give me orders? Do you know who I am?” She drew herself up again. “I am Elarin du T’Marte, daughter of the Baron T’Marte, and heiress to the Barony of T’Mar and its principalities. I am the…” She froze as Acevedo pulled out her folding knife and opened the blade, then slammed it into the log right next to her. The elven noble’s eyes grew large and locked on the blade.
“Let me be clear. I don’t give a shit who you are, or who your father is.” After a moment, Acevedo said in a calm, reasonable tone, “Now, I’m going to ask you again. You’re going to tell those monsters out there to surrender,”—she kept her eyes locked on the elven woman’s as she spoke—“or I’m going to cut your left little finger off. If that fails to persuade…” She tapped the knife, leaving it vibrating in the limb. “You’ve got a lot of other things to cut. Like your ears, for example.”
The elf shuddered involuntarily, then replied weakly, “But you have rules about prisoners…you aren’t supposed to…”
“Yeah,”—Acevedo smiled and leaned closer—“but here’s the thing about those rules. They only apply when both sides are living by them and not burning hospitals and executing noncombatants.” She pulled the knife out of the limb, pointed it at the elven woman’s face, and ordered, “Now tell them to surrender. This is the last time I’m going to say it.”
The elf hesitated a moment longer, then said in a defeated voice, “I’ll do it. Help me up.”
“Wise decision.” Acevedo closed and put the knife away and reached forward to help the elf towards the fallen log. Placing her hand on the back of the elf’s slim neck, pulling her pistol, and placing it against her side, Acevedo nudged the elf. “Tell them to toss their weapons into the road and come out, and we won’t harm them.”
The elf risked a quick glance at Acevedo and asked cautiously, “Is that true? They do not expect to be taken alive. They know no proper Yrch is ever captured, and if they are, the shame would make them kill themselves rather than return.”
Acevedo paused, listening to O’Malley ordering Ewart and Henderson to the side, behind a boulder some 20 yards away, and replied, “Don’t you worry about that. Just tell them.”
“Very well, but if this doesn’t work, you have only your poor decision making to blame.”
The elven woman raised her voice and called out, “Uruk-ki! Et tu ali-ae!” Her melodic voice made even the guttural language seem beautiful. As Acevedo listened, she could hear the magic of the translation working.
“Soldiers of the Orcish Brigades! This is your lord lieutenant speaking! These humans demand your surrender. They promise no harm will come to you!”
There was a moment of silence, then a deep guffaw came from behind the bullet-pocked truck. It was followed by a string of the harsh language in a challenging tone. The elf scowled.
“What did he say?” Acevedo demanded.
“They laughed. They think it’s a trick and told you to come take them.” The elf shrugged. “I told you. They are animals—suspicious and distrusting, good only for manual labor and war.” More of the orcish language was yelled from the truck. The elf frowned and added, “They want to know why I am issuing demands for you.”
“Tell them you are our prisoner, and their brethren are dead.”
The elven lieutenant glared at Acevedo for a moment, then sighed and called out, “These humans have defeated me in single combat. Under the rules of the Aoemeri Convention, I have remanded myself into their custody until an exchange can be negotiated.”
There was a moment of silence, then howls of deep laughter came from the trapped orcs. One of the orcs called something out in their guttural language. The words were unintelligible, but the taunting tone was clear. The elf lord flushed, the crimson tint to her fair skin visible even in the darkness. The orcs yelled again, then continued to laugh.
The elven soldier spat bitterly, “They mock me. They say I have shamed my family.” There was a clatter in the street as a massive black crossbow hit the asphalt. It was followed by one of the black-bladed barbed swords. A moment later, a massive shape stepped into sight. Acevedo felt her jaw drop as the orc was revealed in the moonlight. The armored shape was helmeted, with a twisted snarl hammered into the iron faceguard of the helmet. The figure was massive, nearly seven feet tall, with a broad chest and massive arms.
As Acevedo watched, the dark figure removed the grim helmet, revealing his features. The creature’s face was twisted and grotesque, with two large tusks protruding from his lower lip. His head was shaven and covered in old scars. A large slash ran down the left side of his face. His eyes glittered alertly from an overhung brow. In his ears, he wore multiple small gold hoops and another in his right eyebrow. He was clad in the flat black armor characteristic of his people. There was a large red diagonal slash painted on the right shoulder, and his left rondel bore an intricate insignia of a dragon with three heads pressed into the black metal. The rest of his armor was well used, bearing the signs of heavy fighting, with nicks and scratches in it, but very much intact and functional. His gauntlets were massive and bore spikes over the knuckles, as did his elbows and knees.
The orc stood with his hands on his hips for a moment, apparently aware of the effect of his appearance, then spoke in a surprisingly even tone. His eyes stared into the darkness where the soldiers crouched.
The elf’s face darkened again, and she muttered, “He doesn’t want to talk to me. He wants to talk to whoever’s in charge.”
Glancing at O’Malley, Acevedo replied, “He looks important. Is he an officer?”
“Not exactly,” the elf replied with distaste. “He’s…it’s hard to explain. He keeps the other orcs in line, makes sure they train, and passes on orders. He is responsible for discipline in combat. Sometimes he beats them when they disobey, but he’s not a taskmaster or a war party leader. Those are different orcs.” The elf hesitated, then added, “I don’t know what the Yrch call them, but he’s dangerous.”
Acevedo heard O’Malley chuckle from the darkness. “That’s a sergeant if I’ve ever seen one. That big motherfucker is the most sergeanty thing I’ve seen since ROTC.”
Eyeing the massive orc waiting in the road, Acevedo asked, “You want to talk to him, or should I?”
“No leader of civilized soldiers would stoop to talking to a…” the elf interrupted.
Acevedo slapped the back of the elven woman’s head, hard. “Shut up.” She looked at the orc again, then called out to O’Malley, “I’ll talk to him.” She poked the elven officer. “Does that ring work for humans?”
The elf hesitated, her eyes suddenly cunning. “Well, it…”
“Stop,” Acevedo snapped with a glare. She pointed her finger at the elf. “I’ve got four sisters and two little brothers. I can tell when people are lying to me. If you lie to me, I’m going to start where I left off with the knife. Comprende?”
With a sullen look, the elf replied, “Yes, you can use it. You should be able to use most magic items that don’t require actual spells.”
“Good.” Acevedo reached over to the elf’s hands and removed the ring. She looked at it for a moment, slipped it into her pocket, then called out to out O’Malley, “Sir. You still got that duct tape?”
O’Malley tossed the tape, and Acevedo placed a square firmly over the elven soldier’s mouth. As she did, the elf protested in her singsong language, her eyes blazing, but Acevedo simply pressed the tape harder, then said, “No bullshit from you, or you’re going back to elf-daddy in pieces.”
The elf narrowed her eyes, but she sat back quietly. O’Malley moved up next to Acevedo. “Ok. Here’s the deal. Don’t get too close. Tell him he and his guys can leave, and we won’t fire. We don’t need any more casualties.”
“No surrender?” Acevedo asked, surprised.
“Where the fuck are we going to put him? He’s massive, and we don’t even know where we’re going after this.” O’Malley hesitated. “No. Tell him he and his men can walk away, and go back to the elves, or whatever the hell he wants. If it helps, tell him this was a negotiated cease fire, and no one surrendered.”
“Okaaay….” Acevedo frowned at the huge orc, then asked, “Um. How do I do this, sir?”
“How the fuck should I know? They didn’t cover accepting orc surrender in officers’ basic,” O’Malley replied irritably. “Just get him to fuck off, and we can get out of here.” He sighed, then added in a more reasonable tone, “Just be friendly. Tell him who you are and what the situation is, that we and our friend are leaving, and if he gives us any shit, we’ll kill her.”
“Okay,” Acevedo replied. She looked at the massive orc again and sighed, “Well, here goes nothing.” She set her M-16 down against the log and stepped out into the moonlight. She walked with a firmness in her step she didn’t feel until she was about a dozen feet from where the orc stood, silently watching her approach. Coming to a stop, she reached into her pocket and withdrew the ring. Holding it out in the flat of her palm, she displayed it to the orc, who merely glanced at it, then went back to examining her intently. She slipped the ring on and immediately noticed a slight, subliminal hum. Seeing the orc’s helmet sitting on the asphalt, she unbuckled the chinstrap of her combat helmet, removed it, and looked up at the orc, who was easily three feet taller than she was.
After a moment, the orc spoke. The language was still guttural, but the words were clear and calm, in a reassuring baritone. “Well met, little one. Do you speak for your warmaster?”
“I do.” Acevedo swallowed, then asked firmly, “Do you speak for yours?”
“No,” the orc replied, “I cannot.”
Taken aback, Acevedo replied, “Why not?”
“Because he lies dead on the pavement next to you,” the orc replied, “and the scrit-dropping elf lord is no longer her own master, so I do not speak for her, either.” The orc regarded the petite NCO for a moment, then said, “I speak for myself and the warrior who remains. That is all we need.”
“Very well.” Acevedo took a breath and said firmly, “Our terms are this: You may leave. Go down the direction you came and rejoin your army. We will not harm you. Should you resist, we will kill you both.”
“This is where it gets more difficult, little one. I cannot simply walk away,” the orc rumbled.
“I am Sergeant Olivia Acevedo of the United States Army,” Acevedo snapped. “You will refer to me as ‘Sergeant’.”
“A thousand apologies, Sergeant.” The orc regarded her for a moment with a tilted head. “You must be a ferocious warrior,”—his hooded eyes flicked towards the dark tree line where the rest of the soldiers crouched—“to assume such a position and command such fierce fledgling warriors.” He looked at the pile of orcish bodies on the pavement. “Your warriors fought like the human warriors of old. These dung mongers did not.” He turned his head and spat. “Lesser clans. They know nothing of war. Not like us.” Suddenly he crouched, his armored elbows on his knees, startling Acevedo. His face now almost at her eye level, he regarded her again, then said, “You captured the lord lieutenant.” He said it as a statement, not a question.
“We did,” Acevedo replied, “and no, we’re not willing to trade her back.”
The orc chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound. “Why would I want an elf lordling? She is of no use to me.” He regarded her for another long moment, then asked suddenly, “You go to kill elves?” His eyes bored into hers.
“Every single fucking one of them,” Acevedo replied hotly, “and when we’re done killing the ones here, we’ll move to their world, kill them all there, too, and burn it to ash.”
“Vengeance,” the orc stated. “An honorable goal, but it will not be easy to defeat the Imperial Forces of the Elari Empire.
“I don’t care. They will burn for what they’ve done to our home,” Acevedo replied, the anger clear in her voice. “Now, you can leave, or we can kill you and your friend where you stand.”
The orc eyed her for a moment longer, then nodded and replied, “Perhaps the tales about humans are true after all.” The orc stood, once again towering over Acevedo, who glared up at him defiantly. He reached up to the rondel on his left shoulder, removed the logo of the dragon, and dropped it on the ground, crushing it with a massive bootheel. He then looked at Acevedo and declared, “I will join your war party, as will Legionnaire Furo. We will help you kill elves.”
Her jaw dropping, Acevedo stood for a moment in shock, then stammered, “What…Why? We’re enemies. You invaded our world!”
“Under the magic and the lash of the elves. We were once a free people, like you. We once fought the elves as you do.” The orc’s voice was flat and matter of fact. “But we fell, and now we are chattel. We build their roads, dams, and palaces. We labor in their mines and fields. We fight their wars and make them rich.” His voice grew low and angry. “They tear children from their mothers and mates from one another’s arms. They make us fight each other in the arenas for their amusement.” The orc leaned over and picked up his helmet. “We did not win the first time. Perhaps it was because we were at odds with the humans and the dwarves, then. Divided. Weak. Easy prey.” Seeing the uncertainty on Acevedo’s face, he tilted his head and asked, “Do you know nothing of the Great War? The Subjugation of the Uruk-ki? The Burning of the Dwarves?”
“No,” Acevedo replied. “We didn’t even know any of you were real until a week ago. You were just characters in books and movies, legends and myths.”
“I have much to teach you, Sergeant Olivia Acevedo, United States Army. You and your war party.” He picked up the huge crossbow and rested it on his shoulder. “I will teach you of my people, and of magic, and of the elves.” He paused, then added, “And you…you will teach us how to kill elves like the human warriors in the days of old.”
With a slow nod, Acevedo replied, “I don’t know about all that, but if you’re willing to help us kill elves, I’m all in.”
“Good. Then it is settled. We will join your war party.” The orc looked at the sky. “We must be moving. The dragons will come at dawn.”
He turned to the bullet-riddled truck and growled, “Legionary Furo. We join their warband. Bring their healer.”
Acevedo tilted her head in confusion for a moment, then started in surprise as another black-armored orc stepped from behind the truck. This one was slightly smaller, but similarly armed and armored as the one who stood in front of Acevedo. One of his forearms was bare, and a brilliant white field dressing stood out in the moonlight. Another dressing was wound around his head, covering one of his eyes.
He eyed the petite sergeant for a moment, then said, “Durok, it seems we were misled as to the docility of the human females.” His face split in a grotesque smile. “They are not docile at all.” The orc turned to the truck and said, “You can come out now.” He looked back at Acevedo and added, “Call to your healer. She is skillful, but mistrusting.”
Raising her voice, Acevedo called, “Colonel Suarez?”
The doctor replied from behind the truck, “I’m here. Are we done?” Her voice was firm, but the tension was clear.
“Yeah. Come on out,” Acevedo replied. The physician stepped around the end of the ruined vehicle. Her hands were bloodstained, and her hair had fallen out of its neat bun. She was missing her helmet and rifle, and her aid bag was clutched tightly under an arm. She looked uncertainly at the orcs, then at Acevedo. The NCO slipped the translator ring off her finger and said quickly, “Directly behind me, in the tree line. Cut right to clear the lines of fire. Go.”
The surgeon nodded, took a few steps, then paused. “Specialist Beck is dead. I think she got one of them, though.”
Pressing her lips together tightly for a moment, Acevedo replied, “Yeah. Time for that later. Get moving.” She slipped the ring back on and asked the big orc, “What’s your name?”
The big orc paused in the process of stripping quivers of the thick black crossbow bolts from the fallen orcs and replied, “I am Durok ur Okran.” He pointed at the smaller orc. “That is Faro ur Dugrun.” He eyed the other orc for a moment, then his eyes narrowed. He snapped, “Remove your house sigils, filth. You are a soldier of House T’Mar no longer.”
The other orc chuckled in a deep voice and removed his rondel without a word. He picked up a crossbow that lay nearby and accepted a refilled quiver of bolts. He shouldered the massive crossbow with a thump, then took his place beside Durok.
The big orc turned back to Acevedo and regarded her for a moment, then said, “Your healer bound the wounds of my warrior. Why?”
“Because she’s a better person than me. I’d have shot you,” Acevedo snapped defiantly.
With a terrifying grin splitting his scarred face, Durok laughed and replied, “The elves do not provide for our care. When we are wounded in combat, if we are unable to be returned to the fight with simple spells, we are disposed of.”
The smaller orc added, “We are tools of the empire, we are told. Stripped of our names, torn from our clans, we exist only to make war on the enemies of the emperor.” He tapped his temple with an armored finger. “But we have long memories. We sing the songs in the barracks and slave camps and the mines of a time when we were free. When we were a proud warrior race. When we tested our steel against the humans in a titanic clash of will. The battles our peoples fought are legend.”
He raised the finger to the night sky. “We will be free again, Little Warrior, in this life or the next. It is the will of Ma’Krosh that we endure this test of spirit. A thousand years of bondage to test our faith.” Faro closed his hand and put a fist over his heart. “We entered bondage as iron. Hard, but brittle. We leave the pain and heat of this world as steel leaves the forge, ready to join Ma’Krosh in battle for our glorious and bloody vengeance.” His remaining eye seemed to bore through Acevedo’s soul, and she shivered slightly at his intensity.
Durok interrupted in his gravelly voice, “Perhaps you will wait for the afterlife, Faro. I plan to begin the slaughter much sooner.” He looked from the younger orc to Acevedo. “Sergeant Olivia Acevedo, we must move. The elves will come looking for their little lordling, and I wish to be ready. Lead us.”
“Indeed,” Faro added. “Lead us.”
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From the shadows, O’Malley watched Acevedo speaking with the two massive orcs. Next to him, he could hear Ewart muttering, “What the fuck are they doing? What’s taking her so long?”
Shaking his head, O’Malley replied, “I have no idea, but she’s clearly negotiating.”
There was a low bird call from the woods behind them. Henderson scanned the brush, then whistled back, imitating the call. One of the heavily camouflaged paratroopers slipped out of the bush and flopped down behind the fallen tree.
Henderson whispered, “If that was a bird call, it was the shittiest one ever.”
The paratrooper looked over and replied, “Fuck you. I grew up in Chicago. I don’t know what the fuck a bird sounds like. It was the best way I could think of not to get shot.” He rolled over and spoke to O’Malley. “Sir, we got a team leading the orcs away. Get your people and…” He froze, seeing the two orcs talking to Acevedo. “What the fuck…” His voice trailed off as Acevedo turned and walked back to the tree line, then crouched next to O’Malley. The orcs waited patiently in the open. The big orc had one hand casually on his sword hilt, which was back in his scabbard. In his other hand, he held one of the massive crossbows pointed at the ground. The other orc had his crossbow on his shoulder. Both appeared completely calm, despite standing next to a pile of the bodies of their brethren.
Acevedo unclipped her helmet and took it off. She wiped her forehead, then looked at O’Malley. “Sir, you’re not going to believe this. Those guys want to join us.” She jerked a thumb at the orcs. “They say they don’t like the elves, and if they get a chance to help us beat them, they’re down for it.”
Dumbfounded, O’Malley stared at her for a moment, then replied in shock, “Can we trust them?”
Acevedo shrugged. “I think so.” She glanced at the two orcs waiting patiently and added, “They seem to see humans as some sort of mythical warrior race. They want to join our clan. That’s important to them.”
“Fuck.” O’Malley stared at the orcs for another few seconds, then said absently, “They don’t cover this in the captain’s career course.”
Laughing despite herself, Acevedo replied, “No, they don’t!” She put her helmet back on and stated, “Sir, it’s my recommendation that we take these two with us. They know a lot about the magical shit we’re facing, and they want to kill elves.”
“Yeah,” O’Malley replied, his eyes still on the orcs. The bound and gagged elf at his feet had twisted to look at the orcs, peering under the tree. She made noise and kicked her bound feet against the ground to get their attention.
Irritated, Acevedo ripped the duct tape off the elf’s mouth. “What?”
“You must not trust the Yrch. They are treacherous and will turn on you like a mad dog the moment you turn your back. They are scarcely more than animals,” the elf said. “They are dangerous. You should kill them where they stand.”
O’Malley looked at the elf, then at Acevedo. “What’s she saying?”
Acevedo put the tape back over the elf’s mouth, despite the elf’s protest, and replied, “She says they’re animals and we should kill them.”
“Well,” O’Malley replied, “that seals it. If she’s for killing them, they must be a threat to her, or a help to us. Either way, we should do the opposite.”
“My thoughts exactly,” Acevedo replied. She looked down at the elf, “Thanks, fuckhead.” The elven woman’s eyes spat fire impotently over her gag at Acevedo.
Whispering loudly, O’Malley called out, “Ewart! Pack up the .50. Get Henderson and Williams ready to move. Sergeant Acevedo, get your friends.” Acevedo nodded, fastened the chinstrap of her helmet, and picked up her rifle. O’Malley pointed at the paratrooper. “You. Where’s the rally point?”
The paratrooper gestured at the forest behind them. “Fire road about 500 meters due west. We have two Humvees and a five-ton waiting. Sergeant Jones will have our new fallback position by the time we get back.”
“Good,” O’Malley replied. “We’re not going to last long out here.” From the distance, they heard a drawn out, bone-chilling howl that froze everyone in place for a moment, looking at the dark hills around them. After a moment, O’Malley whispered harshly, “Let’s move, people.”
The soldiers nodded and hurried to their tasks.
Acevedo walked back out to the two orcs and said, “Ok. The captain said you can come with us.” She started up at the two orcs faces. “No bullshit, or we’re gonna see how bulletproof those cast-iron underpants of yours are.”
Durok nodded gravely. “On our honor.” He pointed at the subdued flag patch on her shoulder. “May we have those sigils? It is customary to adopt the sigil of our new house.”
Startled, Acevedo looked at her shoulder for a moment before replying, “I can’t give you this one. It’s part of my uniform, and we can’t fight out of uniform unless something changes.” She reached into her shoulder pocket and handed two full color American flag uniform patches to the orcs. “You can use these until I get you a muted one. I keep them for when my soldiers lose theirs.”
The orc took them and regarded them solemnly for a moment, then carefully tucked it away in a small belt pouch. “I will never lose the sign of our house, Sergeant Olivia Acevedo.” He handed the other to Furo, who did the same, then asked, “What are our words?”
“What?” Acevedo looked at the big orc, confused.
“Our words. For Clan America.” The orc replied. “What words do we live by?”
“Uh…” Acevedo hesitated, then scratched her head. “Like a motto?”
The orc shook his head. “What words guide our clan?”
“Oh. I guess… ‘E pluribus unum’. That’s our national motto.”
“E pluribus unum.” The orc repeated the words slowly. “What does this mean?”
“It means ‘Out of many, one’,” Acevedo replied. “It’s Latin, I think.”
“From many, one,” Durok said bemusedly. “I think this. Together, we will destroy the elves. As one.” He smiled, his fangs shining in the moonlight. “I like these words.”
Furo rumbled, “This is one of the ancient tongues, Little Warrior. It is not for us Uruk-ki to know. How do you know this?”
“I don’t, really.” With a nervous glance at the tree line, where the rest of the soldiers were preparing to move, she added, “Listen, can we have a civics lesson later? We have to move.”
“Very well.” The orcs shouldered their crossbows. Durok said firmly, “Lead us.”
The three froze at the sound of another howl echoing from the distant woods, then Furo stated flatly, “Outriders. Make haste.” The two orcs and the diminutive human sergeant turned and ran to catch up with the rest of the group, leaving the truck alone with only corpses for company.
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“Next side road you find, pull over,” O’Malley ordered. Williams nodded silently, his hands tight on the wheel of the truck. Checking his watch, he noted the time. Nearly 0530. They’d only been driving for an hour since they fled the site of the attack in the woods, but by mutual agreement between O’Malley and Sergeant Jones, it wasn’t safe to drive in daylight.
“There, sir,” Williams said from the driver’s seat. He tapped the brakes three times to warn the two Humvees behind them, then eased the big truck off the pavement and turned onto a dirt road. Driving for another 10 minutes until the trees covered the skies over them, he killed the engine. For a moment, there was no sound but the ticking of the cooling engine and the soft coo of a mourning dove in the distance. The sudden silence surprised O’Malley, and he sat motionless, savoring the stillness after the night of violence and death.
Hearing the soldiers clambering out of the truck behind him, he forced himself to move, and opened the door, gingerly making his way down onto the forest floor.
As he stretched, feeling his entire body ache, he heard his name called, “Captain O’Malley?”
“Yeah?” He looked up to see Specialist Ewart at the rear of the truck. “What’s up?”
“What do we do with the elf?” The big specialist gestured at the slim figure next to him, held by one of the paratroopers. She stood quietly with her hands bound and a hood over her head.
With a frown, O’Malley replied, “Put her over by that big tree. We need to talk to her.”
As Ewart and the other soldier pushed the captive elf towards the tree, Acevedo appeared.
“Sir, what do we do with them?” she asked, pointing to the two massive orcs. The pair were standing next to the Humvee they’d just climbed out of. Several of the airborne were watching them distrustfully, their rifles close at hand.
O’Malley took off his helmet and ran a hand over his head, feeling the grime caked into his hair. After a moment, he sighed. “Acevedo, I don’t know. Treat them like soldiers?”
The young NCO cocked her head at him for a moment, then grinned. She turned and spoke to Staff Sergeant Jones, who had just joined them. “Sergeant, if you’ll handle setting up security, I’ll get on the rest, then we can plan for tonight.”
The NCO nodded her assent and began giving orders. Acevedo turned to the two orcs and pointed. “You two. Get some wood for a fire.”
With a grunt of assent, both of the massive orcs immediately headed into the woods.
Watching them go, O’Malley asked, “What if they run?”
“Who cares?” Acevedo replied. “It’s not like we could stop them, anyway.” She put her hands on her hips and watched the hulking figures move into the dimness of the approaching dawn. “Plus, I don’t think they will. They seem like the type of dudes who, when they give their word, they keep it.”
She turned back to O’Malley. “Did you get a chance to talk to Jones about the plan?”
“Such as it is, yeah. Apparently, there’s a big ridge that runs for like 200 miles. That’s the next main line of resistance. The 28th Infantry and a couple of regiments of the 82nd were supposed to buy time for Fifth Army to dig in and keep these fuckers from breaking through the mountains and into western Pennsylvania,” O’Malley replied.
“Ok. So where is this ridgeline, and how do we get there?” Acevedo asked. “Big Army is going to want to talk to shithead over there.” She gestured at the elf, who was sitting by the tree, guarded by Ewart and Williams.
“That’s the problem,” O’Malley replied. “It’s about 15 miles west, and judging by what we saw last night, there’s probably a lot of bad guys between here and there.” He unfolded a map and pointed at it. “We’re about here. There’s this small set of hills, then a big valley, then the Blue Mountain.” Acevedo cocked her head at the map and squinted as he spoke. “It’s not really a mountain, though. It’s a tall, steep ridge, and the only ways through are rivers, rail, and road cuts. It’s a great defensive line.”
“Unless you’ve got dragons,” Acevedo commented sourly, “and magical air superiority.”
“Yeah.” O’Malley folded the map. “Details.” He looked at the captive elf. “We need to talk to her.”
“Ok.” Acevedo and O’Malley walked over to the captive. Supervised by Staff Sergeant Jones, Ewart had dumped the elf’s belongings into a pile and was looking at them. Acevedo crouched down and picked up the wand. She examined it for a moment. It had a polished leather holster and was about 12 inches long. One end came to a slight tapered point, and the other end was clearly a handle. On the handle there were a series of carvings that glowed faintly when she ran her fingers over them. Seeing one of the runes glow brighter, she quickly put it down.
Ewart grinned, seeing her inspecting the wand. “I saw that, too. Thought about testing it, but I don’t know if it’d blow up, or turn me into a frog, or some shit.”
“Just don’t mess with it for now,” Acevedo replied. She poked at the pile of belongings again, seeing a folded leather wallet. Opening it up, she saw the floating image of a slender young elven man with a lance in his hand, leaning on a dragon. As she watched, the man in the image grinned broadly, then leapt nimbly onto the dragon’s back and disappeared. Acevedo flipped the wallet to the next page. This time the image was of their captive, her face somber, clad in full battle armor. Spidery script floated underneath it.
“Looks like her ID,” Ewart commented.
“Yeah.” Acevedo closed the wallet and dropped it back onto the pile.
“Where’s the thing that makes her bulletproof?” Jones demanded. “I want to see that.”
With a shrug, Ewart replied, “Damned if I know. Maybe in her armor? We need to get that shit off her anyway. If she jumps me, I want to be able to shoot her.”
He poked Williams, who turned and looked at him. Ewart gestured in crude sign language for him to take the elf’s hood off and stand nearby. Williams nodded cheerfully and did as he was bid.
Acevedo squatted in front of the elven woman and waited. As the hood came off, she blinked rapidly, then focused her eyes on Acevedo.
Putting the translator ring on, Acevedo asked, “Where’s the rest of your army?” The elf looked at her, rolled her eyes, and said nothing.
Acevedo frowned and looked at O’Malley, who just shrugged. “Ask her how many soldiers she had and where they were going,” he suggested.
“How many soldiers do you have in your unit? What was your objective?” Acevedo asked the elf.
The elf smiled smugly but said nothing.
“Confident little shit, isn’t she?” Ewart commented. “Let me try something.” He picked up the wand and pointed it at the elf’s face; she immediately flinched and turned her head. “Interesting. She knows we can use it, or she wouldn’t flinch like that.”
“Ask her how it works,” O’Malley ordered.
“How do you use this weapon?” Acevedo asked.
The elf replied immediately, “You can’t. It’s attuned to my life force. It’s not intended to be…”
Ewart had taken the wand and put his finger on the rune, which glowed brighter. He pointed it at a nearby tree.
The elf protested, “You can’t use it, I’m telling you…”
The wand spit a bright blue bolt, which struck the tree. There was a flash, a sharp cracking noise, then a gentle rain of splinters and small pieces of wood, as what was left of the tree fell around them.
The elven woman’s mouth hung open in surprise, her pretty features a picture of shock. “But you aren’t supposed to be able to…”
“Goddammit, Ewart!” Acevedo yelled.
“Well, how about that,” Ewart said drily. Pointing the wand back at the elf, Ewart commented, “So, push and hold the glowy bit until it’s bright, then release.” He pointed at the heap of equipment. “Ask her what the rest of this pile of shit does.”
“Specialist, we need tactical and strategic intel. This is useful, but…”
“Sergeant, if we don’t live to get her ass back to our lines, what she can tell us don’t matter shit. If we’re going to stand a chance, we need to learn how to use this crap.” He held up the wand. “I’m willing to bet this bitch can punch through those shields of theirs.”
“He’s got a point, Sergeant,” O’Malley said. “Get that armor off her. It’s magic, too. I put half a magazine of 5.56 into her, and it shrugged it off like spitballs.”
“Can do, sir.” Ewart and Williams moved to the elf, unstrapping the woman’s armor as she protested.
Several minutes later, the armor lay in a pile, and the elven woman sat shivering in a thin tunic and leggings. Dropping an armored boot into the heap, Ewart announced, “That’s it. I don’t think there’s anything else.”
The elven soldier, who’d been sitting quietly, suddenly lunged at the pile. Ewart grabbed at her, but the elf dodged nimbly and snatched up one of the armored boots. Pressing a crystal that was embedded into the armor, she gritted her teeth. As Acevedo reached for the captive, a low-pitched humming noise arose around her, splitting her ears and making her skull feel as if it was going to explode. She fell to the ground, clamping her hands to her ears, vaguely seeing Ewart and O’Malley doing the same. The elf stood up, then spun as Williams charged at her, throwing a foot out in a lightning-fast roundhouse kick.
The deaf soldier went flying and hit the ground hard, then clambered to his feet. He raised his rifle, and the elven soldier again struck like a snake, slapping the barrel aside, and punching him in the face. Blinking in surprise, Williams stumbled back, then suddenly grinned at the elf, lowered his head, and charged. Seeing that he not only wasn’t going down, but was coming for her again, the elven woman backpedaled, trying to open the distance between herself and the big army mechanic.
Before she could, Williams reached out, caught a handful of the elf’s tunic, and hauled her into the top of his helmet, delivering a vicious headbutt to the face. There was a crunch, and the elven woman collapsed into a senseless heap, blood streaming from her face. Pausing for a second to catch his breath, Williams looked around at his comrades writhing in agony on the ground, then picked up the boot and inspected the small glowing crystal. With a glance at the other soldiers, then again at the crystal, he shrugged and tapped it. The glow faded from the crystal.
The paralyzing hum ceased as suddenly as it started. Acevedo rolled over and sat up. Seeing the elven woman lying unconscious, she looked at Williams.
The deaf private shrugged and explained cheerfully, “SHE’S APPARENTLY NEVER BEEN IN A BAR FIGHT.”
He patted the top of his helmet. “YOU GOTTA USE THE TOOLS AT HAND.”
Shakily, Acevedo laughed, then reached over to help O’Malley up. “You ok, sir?”
The captain rubbed his head and muttered, “Sneaky little shit. Let’s keep her a long way away from that stuff.”
“You can say that again.”
“Little Warrior,” a bass voice rumbled from behind them. “Is all well?” Furo’s deep voice startled Acevedo, and she turned. The two orcs had come up behind them, silent as ghosts, despite their massive size. Furo had a large bundle of wood in his arms, and another on his back, and Durok had a dead deer draped over his shoulder.
“Yes. We heard the control device,” the bigger orc said flatly. “Did she activate it?” He looked at the unconscious elf lying on the forest floor.
“Yeah. She pushed something on her boot,” O’Malley replied. “What is it?”
“For controlling slaves. It produces a note that causes immense pain in the eyes and tusks.” He eyed the elf. “Perhaps it does not work like it does on Uruk-ki.”
“Oh, it works,” Acevedo replied sourly. “It just made my head feel like it was going to explode.”
Durok regarded her for a moment, then shrugged. “Yet you triumphed. Bind the Elori and follow. We have found ancient ruins that will shelter us from the skies.”
The two orcs turned and headed off into the woods, not waiting for the small group of soldiers. O’Malley looked at Acevedo, then at Sergeant Jones. “Ancient ruins? What the hell are they talking about?”
The paratrooper shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Don’t ask me.” He pointed at Acevedo. “They’re her pet orcs.”
Trading another glance with Acevedo, O’Malley sighed. “All right. Tie that pain in the ass up and gag her again. Ewart, go with our friends and see what the fuck they’re talking about.”
The specialist picked up his rifle and replied, “You got it, sir.” He jogged after the retreating shapes of the orcs.
***
Fifteen minutes later, slogging through the dense scrub, Acevedo and O’Malley pushed aside a low hanging branch and stopped dead in their tracks.
“Wow. What the hell is this?” Acevedo asked. In front of them was a large dome-shaped structure made of weathered brick, with weeds and vines growing around it. There were several low openings in the sides, leading into the dark interior. In the brush nearby were the remains of stone walls. Twenty yards past the dome, there were the ruins of a two-story building, its windows and roof gone. The stone walls stood solid, and there was a tree growing in the center of the building.
Ewart, who was standing a dozen paces away with his rifle slung over his shoulder, turned and replied, “I think it’s an abandoned smelter or something.” He pointed at the dome. “I’m pretty sure that’s an old blast furnace. We had a lot of these in West Virginia where I grew up, and I feel like Pennsylvania probably had a lot of them back in the day, too.”
O’Malley put his hands on his hips and surveyed the ruins for a moment, then said, “Well, beats sleeping in the open, I guess.” He looked around. “Where are our friends?”
Ewart nodded at the furnace. “The smaller one is in there, starting a fire. The bigger one was gutting a deer over in the trees someplace. Not sure where he is now.” He unbuckled his helmet. “Dudes are handy to have around.”
There was the sound of crunching in the brush. The trio turned in time to see Sergeant Jones leading the elven prisoner, followed by Henderson, Colonel Suarez, and the two surviving paratroopers, who were loaded down with equipment from the Humvees.
Gesturing to the soldiers to take the prisoner inside the structure, Jones stepped up next to O’Malley and said, “Sir, you need to hear this.” He handed an earpiece that ran to the radio on his back to O’Malley.
With a frown, O’Malley put the earpiece in and listened.
“…not transmit from any radio devices unless it is absolutely essential. The enemy has been triangulating on radio signals to intercept survivors. All units are to make their way west at best possible speed and rally with friendly forces in and around the I-99 corridor. Any organized unit of greater than 50 soldiers are instructed to contact Fifth Army’s G1 office via landline at 210-755-3600 or email at ARNORTH.mil@mail.mil. Your identity will be verified, and you will be given further instructions. Message repeats. To all remaining organized units in the Mid-Atlantic theater of operations: Continue defensive operations as per OPPLAN ORANGE. If your position is compromised, withdraw to the MLR at best possible speed. Do not transmit from any radio devices…”
Removing the earpiece, O’Malley asked, “What the hell does that mean?”
“Nothing good,” Jones replied. “I think our defensive lines are failing again.” He looked up at the now fully light sky. “Let’s get inside. We can discuss tonight’s move under cover.”
He gestured at Ewart, who was now seated on a nearby stump. “You have first watch.” The specialist nodded and continued scanning the trees around them.
He headed towards the furnace, with O’Malley and Acevedo following.
Ducking to get under the low opening, O’Malley was startled. The inside of the furnace had been cleared of sticks and debris, and several Army-issued ponchos hung over the other openings. High above, a circle of sky was visible where the chimney had once stood. In the middle of the large, open area, a fire was burning brightly. Its warm glow illuminated the inside of the ruin. The soldiers had collapsed onto the floor and were staring at the fire. Another of the paratroopers, a young man named Martinez, had disassembled the .50-caliber machine gun and was swearing to himself as he attempted to fix the weapon.
Furo, the smaller of the two orcs, was threading a chunk of freshly cut meat onto a long, thin wire and dangling it over the flames. Several other blackened pieces of deer meat sat nearby on a torn piece of cardboard. Furo wordlessly picked up the piece of cardboard and handed it to the nearest paratrooper, who took it and looked at it for a moment, then smiled,
pulled out his Leatherman, carved the meat up, and handed it to the soldiers nearest to him.
Furo grunted and turned back to the fire. There were few words, only the snapping of the fire and the sounds of chewing.
O’Malley flopped onto the floor and leaned back against the wall, suddenly exhausted. Acevedo sat next to him and stared silently into the flames.
Suddenly, O’Malley sat up. “Wait a minute. Why could I talk to you earlier?” He looked at the orc, who was cutting more strips of meat.”
The orc didn’t look up from his task. “Magic.”
“I wasn’t wearing the ring then,” O’Malley replied, “and I’m not now. How am I understanding you?”
“I do not know.” The orc looked over, then shrugged. “Perhaps the ring is growing more powerful.” He looked Acevedo, who was still staring into the fire. “Perhaps she is a magic user.” He gestured around them at the old forge’s walls. “Perhaps it is this world. We have legends of wild, powerful magics here. Ancient magics.”
O’Malley regarded the orc for a moment, then replied, “But we didn’t know about magic until the invasion.”
“Maybe you didn’t know about it, but that does not mean it does not exist,” Furo replied. “I did not know that box you speak into to communicate with others existed, yet here it is.” Furo peered at O’Malley intently, his sole remaining eye piercing. “Perhaps there is more to you humans than you know.”
“I guess.” O’Malley shook his head. “Why did you invade us? What did we do to you?”
“It was not us,” Durok’s deep rumble replied. The big orc had entered while O’Malley was distracted. “It was the El’dori.”
“You know what I mean,” O’Malley retorted. “Why invade? We don’t have magic, and our resources can’t be that special.” He looked back and forth between the two orcs. “What makes this world worth the lives and treasure?”
Eying the officer for a moment, Durok answered carefully, “Some species have long memories. The El’dori are one of them. They remember their humiliation in millennia past and thirst for vengeance.”
With a solemn nod, Furo replied, “When the humans drove them from this world and sundered the planes, the El’dori were enraged as only they can be. They mean to reclaim what is theirs.”
“But we don’t remember them!” O’Malley blurted. “We didn’t even remember they existed!” The smaller orc only shrugged. “How long ago was this, anyway?” O’Malley asked.
“Humans have never been a long-lived race and are known for their short memories. The El’dori live for thousands of years and remember much. They remember when they were dominant here, as they are so many other places.”
Furo hung another wire of meat over the fire. The smell of the roasting deer made O’Malley’s stomach rumble. Furo continued, “As for how long?” The orc shrugged. “Who can say?”
“Thousands of years? Hundreds? How long are we talking about here?”
Durok regarded the man curiously for a moment, then shrugged. “Does it matter? Civilizations have risen and fallen. Ice and darkness, fire and war have come and gone. Proud stone fortresses are now time worn piles of rubble; languages and peoples, once unified, now split asunder by time and distance. Time is irrelevant.”
O’Malley shook his head and stared at the fire for a minute, then asked, “Is there any hope? We can’t seem to beat them. All we can do is run and die.” He glanced at Acevedo, who’d fallen asleep, her head resting on his shoulder.
The two orcs again exchanged a glance, then Furo answered, “It is legend amongst the Uruk-ki that the humans are never defeated unless they are dead or choose to be defeated.”
“Indeed,” Durok continued, “in the thousands of years of warfare between man and orc, elf and dwarf, no one ever managed to defeat the humans entirely. Entire races have fallen before the armies of the Elven Imperium, but humans always remain.”
With a nod, Durok added, “Some races are powerful with magics, like the El’dori. Some races are powerful with skill and strength of arms, like Uruks. Some races are famed for their technological prowess, like the gnomes and the dwarfkin.” Durok spoke slowly, watching O’Malley closely. “Some races are equally adept at all three…like the humans.”
“Indeed,” Furo added, “the elves thought their magic could overcome your technology, and perhaps they were right…for a time.” He popped a piece of charred deer meat into his mouth and chewed for a moment, then grinned, his tusks and teeth glinting menacingly in the firelight. “But when you humans rediscover your magic, the elves are in for an unpleasant surprise.”
Durok’s grin matched the smaller orc’s. The sharpness of their teeth and the twisted smiles spoke as loudly as Durok’s next words. “Indeed…and we await that day eagerly.”
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“E Pluribus Unum”
The Abandoned Foundry
The Allegheny Foothills
O’Malley awoke with a start to the sound of a rapid burst of gunfire that ended in a shrill scream. Rolling over from where he’d fallen asleep with his back against the wall of the furnace, he grabbed dazedly for his rifle. The young officer scrabbled on his hands and knees towards the nearest of the low entrances on the sides of the dome. Acevedo followed right behind him, her eyes wide, and a look of fright and confusion on her face. There was a string of yells in the guttural language of the orcs, then an enraged bellow. The clash of swords against armor followed, answered with more gunshots.
O’Malley ripped down the poncho covering the low doorway, threw himself out, and immediately rolled to the side. Rising to a knee, he aimed his M-16 outwards, scanning for threats. In front of him lay one of the paratroopers. A stubby black crossbow bolt stuck out of his chest, and his eyes stared sightlessly at the sky. Another trooper lay nearby, facedown. His rifle was shattered, and a dark pool of blood was spreading into the soil beneath him. A half dozen paces away, there was a furious melee in progress. Durok and Furo swung their barbed swords, viciously pressing two other orcs in a dizzying mix of strikes, punches, and kicks. The new orcs were dressed in lighter armor and had shortswords and small shields with a spike on the front. One of the attackers was already down, his shoulder nearly hewn from his body, and dark blood pumping out. He was trying to crawl out of the fight with his remaining arm, but collapsed and was still.
A sudden burst of gunshots sang out from next to O’Malley. Acevedo had dropped prone and was firing aimed shots at the attackers. Specialist Ewart knelt in the doorway, also firing his weapon. As rounds sparked off their armor, one of them raised his shield arm to cover his face. Durok, seizing his chance, swung his barbed blade, catching it in the smaller orc’s neck. He yanked it out with a bestial roar, sending a spray of blood and tissue across the small clearing.
Next to Durok, Furo parried a blow from an attacker’s shortsword, then froze. He looked down at his chest armor, which had sprouted a dark-feathered quarrel, the tip buried deep in his chest. He looked up, roared in fury, and used the edge of his shield to strike his foe in the face. As his opponent reeled backward with his face crushed, Furo swept his blade behind the orc’s knee and ripped it out. As the orc fell backwards, the warrior pounced and drove his blade into his attacker’s neck. As he withdrew the blade, three more quarrels struck him, all penetrating the armor. Looking curiously down at them again, he muttered something in Orcish, then collapsed.
Having dispatched the wounded orc in front of him, Durok turned. Seeing his fallen comrade, his grotesque face scrunched up, and he turned and roared again, beating his sword hilt against his armored chest.
Three more orcs stepped out of the shadows of the tree line, holding crossbows. Trading a glance, they dropped their crossbows, drew their swords, and charged. Durok dropped his sword, took a step towards a nearby pile of equipment, and came up with the .50-caliber machine gun.
Dropping to a knee, he gripped the barrel in one armored hand, braced it on his knee, and held the trigger down with the other. The massive weapon barked, its familiar deep, throaty, shots punctuated only by the metallic sounds of the heavy rounds rending the charging orcs’ armor. Holding the trigger down, the heavy machine gun tore through two of the orcs, throwing them backwards, their armor holed and smoking. The belt snapped and went empty just as the third orc reached Durok. Without pausing, he reversed his grip on the machine gun and swung it by the barrel, the solid receiver of the weapon catching the other orc under the chin as it raised its sword to strike. The impact shattered the orc’s jaw, and he fell backwards. Durok followed it up by bringing the heavy weapon down on the orc’s head several times, each time sending a meaty thump as it struck. Durok stood for a moment, then dropped the ruined machine gun and picked up his sword. He turned to Furo, who lay nearby, and knelt next to him.
O’Malley could hear quiet whispering in Orcish but couldn’t make it out. “Acevedo. Are we clear?” he called, keeping his eyes on the forest.
“I…hang on.” She scrambled to her feet and approached the two orcs. Durok was kneeling next to Furo, who was laboring to breathe. “Shit,” Acevedo muttered. “DOC! We got wounded!” she yelled, then she turned to O’Malley. “Get the doc!”
“Little Warrior,” Furo interrupted. His voice was weak and gurgled as he spoke, but his unbandaged eye shone brightly. “Do not spend your healer’s magic on me. I go to join Ma’Krosh in battle.” He tapped his armored chest gently. Acevedo could see bright scratches in the armor. She could make out a stylized starfield, adjoined by 13 alternating stripes. “A death for the clan is an honorable one.” Furo coughed, dark blood trickling from the edge of his mouth. “Durok.”
“Legionary Furo,” Durok replied solemnly.
“Make sure when they sing of me, they say I died at the side of the Little Warrior with my blade in my hand.”
“So it shall be sung,” the bigger orc replied. “E pluribus unum, Legionary Furo.”
“E pluribus unum, Warleader Durok.” Furo grinned, his teeth and tusks stained with blood. “Kill many elves alongside the Little Warrior for me.”
“A thousand times a thousand, clan brother.” Durok picked up Furo’s massive, barbed sword and placed the hilt in his hand. Furo gripped it tightly and clasped it to his chest. “Go. We will meet again.”
Furo nodded once as if satisfied, took a final breath, and died. Durok sighed deeply and laid his hand on Furo’s chest, then tuned to Acevedo. “He thought very highly of you, Sergeant Olivia Acevedo,” the orc rumbled. “He and I fought together before, during the Winter War. He always thought the only way out was death and subsequent glory alongside Ma’Krosh.” Durok reached over and removed Furo’s small belt pouch. “You changed that.”
Acevedo stood, staring at the orc’s body. After a long moment, she asked, “How? He’s still dead. We did nothing. His death was for nothing. He wasn’t even fighting elves.”
“There is where you err, Sergeant.” Durok crouched so he was near eye level. “He had a glimpse of freedom. For himself, perhaps not…but for his people.” He turned to regard the fallen orc soldier. “He saw a glimpse of a free Uruk-ki. Maybe not now. Maybe not in 10 years. Maybe not in 100 or 1,000, but he saw that together we,”—the orc’s massive, armored finger tapped his armored chest, then gently touched Acevedo’s plate carrier—“we can form alliances, and when human and Uruk lock shields as they did millennia ago, the elven empire will fall.” He stared at her for a moment, nodded once, then stood, again towering over Acevedo. He spoke to O’Malley. “The outriders will be missed soon. We must go. Do what rituals of death your soldier requires.”
O’Malley nodded silently, then said, his voice formal, “Warleader, please accept my condolences on the loss of your man.”
Durok regarded the officer for a moment, then nodded and placed an armored fist on his chest. “To fall in battle is a fine death. To fall defending your clan brothers is the ultimate honor. Let us lay our warriors to rest together.”
Durok looked up when Sergeant Jones came around the side of the furnace, his rifle at the ready. His eyes rapidly swept the scene, then he lowered his rifle and called, “Clear!”
The two airborne behind him lowered their weapons and stared at the carnage.
One of them muttered, “Shit. Spuds got it.”
“Better than being burned alive,” Jones snapped. “Pull security. The rest of you, pack this shit up. We gotta go. They clearly know we’re here.” The paratroopers made their way gingerly past the heap of corpses.
“Holy SHIT! Sergeant! This one is still alive!” one of the troopers yelled, pointing his rifle down.
Acevedo looked at Durok, who shrugged. “Do what you will. He is defeated.”
With a frown, Acevedo replied, “Maybe he can tell us where the rest of them are, or how far the elven units are away.”
With another shrug, Durok replied, “Unlikely, but we can try.” The big orc made his way to where the paratroopers were pointing their rifles at one of the orcs who’d been struck earlier. The creature lay on the ground, a hand clamped tightly to his side, a slick of dark blood pouring from where one of the big .50-caliber bullets had struck his armor.
Durok knelt and spoke to Acevedo without looking at her. “What do you wish to know?”
“Where’s the bulk of their forces in this area?” O’Malley replied before Acevedo could answer. “In as much detail as possible.”
With a nod, the big orc knelt and spoke to the wounded outrider on the ground. “Where are the elves?”
The injured orc replied with a bitter laugh that turned into a wracking cough. After a moment, he spoke, fighting for each breath.
“The El’dori are planning to capture an energy source on the river. Then they will destroy the regional capital, once the energy is deactivated and the people are in the dark.” The orc coughed again, dark blood coming from his mouth. He grimaced, his grotesque features twisting with pain, and continued, “They do not intend to engage the human warriors on the ground in the mountains. Too many casualties, with the human warriors resisting fiercely. No, they send us Uruks, and occasionally the Shen’tin, for special targets.”
With a twist of his lips, he glanced at the humans who stood nearby, listening intently, then looked up at Durok. “Use caution, brother. The Shen’tin are hunting for a missing elf lordling as we speak.” He broke into the blood-splattered cough again, then added ominously, “They are coming.” Durok nodded somberly. The wounded orc continued, “If you are to survive, make haste. They bring the dragonship Silverwing to subjugate the area.”
“Why are you helping us?” Acevedo demanded, shoving her way past O’Malley. “You just killed three of our men.” She knelt next to the injured orc. “How do I know you aren’t lying?”
The orc regarded her for a moment, his breathing labored, then answered, “The Uruk-ki do not lie. Lying is for elves.” The contempt in his tone was clear.
“He speaks the truth,” Durok rumbled. “It is not our way.” He regarded the fallen orc for another moment and added, “Plus, he goes to fight alongside Ma’Krosh with his brothers. There is no need to lie.”
The fallen orc coughed again, then took a sharp breath. He reached up and grabbed Durok’s chest armor, leaving a smear of black blood on the dark metal. “We heard rumors of the humans forming alliances. That their warriors accept us.” He stared intently at Durok as he spoke. “I see now, this is truth.” Durok nodded silently and tapped the crudely scratched American flag on his chest armor.
“Wait a goddamn minute.” Jones moved forward and knelt. “He mentioned a dragonship. What is that? Where are the elven forces? We need to know. Now.”
The orc on the ground closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them and said to Durok, “Send me, brother.”
With a somber nod, Durok pulled his massive dagger, rested his armored hand on the other orc’s chest, and nodded. The orc looked around at the humans and laughed weakly. “They are the warriors of legend, aren’t they, brother?”
“They are indeed, Outrider.” The orc on the ground grinned, his tusks glinting, then nodded once. The dagger flashed and fell. The orc bucked once and breathed no more.
“You son of a bitch!” Jones leveled his rifle at Durok, who stood slowly and sheathed his dripping dagger. “We needed him!”
“I will tell you all you need,” Durok replied calmly. He looked at Acevedo. “Little Warrior, I require a map. If the El’dori are bringing a dragonship, the end is near.”
“What the fuck is a dragonship?” Acevedo demanded, her voice rising. “What do you mean, ‘The end is near’? Who did he say is coming? What is the Silverwing?”
Gently pushing the barrel of Jones’s M4 down, O’Malley replied, “She’s right. We need answers.”
“No. We need to move,” Durok replied. Reaching down to Furo’s body, he picked up the large sword and held it out hilt first to Ewart, who stood nearby. The specialist looked startled, then accepted it. Durok continued, “The Shen’tin are El’dori warriors who specialize in the hunting of dangerous targets. They train harder and have better weapons and equipment. Their tactics are unusual and clever.” Durok picked up equipment from the ground as he spoke. “They are fast and quiet. They strike out of the shadows with no warning.” He paused and looked at Jones, Acevedo, and O’Malley. “I do not use the term ‘warriors’ to describe the elfkin often, but these elves are very, very dangerous.” He glanced at the sky and added, “And if they are coming, we should be leaving.”
O’Malley, Jones and Acevedo traded a look, then Jones muttered, “They sound like elven special forces. Fuck.”
“I will tell you of dragonships, elfkin lords, and their fascination with nexuses of power as we travel.” He shouldered the massive pile of equipment and again glanced at the sky. “We must move or meet the Shen’tin in battle.”
Staring at the hulking armored figure of the orc for a moment, Jones suddenly said, “If whatever’s coming scares this massive motherfucker, I vote we get the hell out of here.”
“Agreed,” O’Malley replied. “Sergeant, get your paratroopers taken care of. We leave in 10.”
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“Change of Plans”
Lykens, Pennsylvania
“Roadblock.” Acevedo slowed the Humvee to a crawl and gestured at the two garbage trucks that blocked the road in front of them. “What now?”
“Stop here,” Jones ordered, indicating a parking lot to the right of the Humvee. Acevedo nodded and pulled the Humvee over. The five ton the airborne had provided followed behind. They’d abandoned the second Humvee in the hills, as they no longer needed it, and it was nearly out of fuel anyway. Their band of soldiers had dwindled to three remaining paratroopers, Acevedo, O’Malley, Ewart, the two mechanics, and Colonel Suarez. Their prisoner was bound and stuffed into one of the rear compartments of the Humvee.
Putting the Humvee in park and shutting off the engine, Acevedo announced, “Sir, Sergeant, we’re about out of gas.”
With a sigh, Jones replied, “Yeah. I know.” He twisted around in the passenger seat and handed a map to O’Malley, who was in the rear of the Humvee with Durok.
“We’re here, Lykens. Not that big a town, so there shouldn’t be any of them there. We can see if we can get some gas and food, then figure out what to do from there.”
“Ammo, too, if we can find it. I’m down to a single magazine,” O’Malley replied. “I don’t think anyone has much more than that.”
“Nope. My guys have a couple mags each and a pouch for the SAW. After that…” Jones’s voice trailed off, and he shrugged. “I guess we improvise.”
“Sir, we got company.” Acevedo pointed out the driver’s window. A single man dressed in rough clothing was approaching the vehicles.
“I got this.” O’Malley opened his door and stepped out. “Good afternoon, sir. I’m Captain Zachary O’Malley, United States Army.”
“We can see who you are.” The man looked weary, with dark circles under his eyes. He held both hands at his sides. “You can keep on going, soldier. Ain’t nothing for you here.”
Astonished, O’Malley replied, “I’m sorry?”
“You heard me. Ain’t nothing for you here. The last Army guys through took everything we had to spare and drew the elves onto us.” The man paused for a beat, then continued, “No, sir. You get back in your trucks and go around. We got nothing for you here.”
The man’s eyes scanned the Humvee and the five-ton truck for a moment, then he added, “In case you got some idea that you can intimidate us or try to shoot your way through, I wouldn’t even try. There’s about a half dozen men with scoped rifles where you can’t see them. If I raise my right hand, you lose half your people.” Seeing O’Malley’s shocked expression, the man added in a hard voice, “These ain’t city boys, either. These men been hunting since they was in jumpers. It won’t end the way you think.”
O’Malley nodded cautiously. After a moment, he said, “We need gas to rejoin our forces. Can you spare anything?”
“No.” The man turned to leave. “The last guys left us with barely enough for ourselves. Now leave, before there’s trouble.”
Feeling his temper surge, O’Malley snapped, “Wait just a goddamn minute. We’re Americans, too, you son of a bitch.” The man stopped but didn’t turn. Continuing, O’Malley felt the words flying out of him in anger but didn’t care. “We mustered outside Philly and got hit before we even saw the enemy.” His voice rose to a near yell. “I lost a hundred soldiers in 15 minutes. People I’ve known for years. I knew their families and went to cookouts at their houses. I watched them as they were burned alive. As my friends were burned alive.”
O’Malley stopped, breathing heavily and glaring at the man’s back.
The man turned, his hard face now unreadable. Taking a deep breath, O’Malley continued, the words surging out of him, “We tried to set up a defensive line outside Lancaster. They hit us again as we were trying to reform the lines, and hit our convoys over and over as we fled, trying to get to safety at the Gap. When we got there, I watched them burn a hospital with hundreds of soldiers in it. We could hear the screaming and smell the burning flesh for hours.” O’Malley’s voice was cold and angry. He detached the pouch filled with dog tags from his body armor and threw it at the man, who caught it by reflex. “When I took command of my company, we had 236 assigned soldiers. There are three of us left.”
The man opened the pouch and looked at the hundreds of tags inside, some blackened by fire, some still stained dark with blood. O’Malley continued, the anger clear in his voice, “I’ve had to leave bodies out in the open. Bodies of my friends. Bodies of soldiers under my command. People I was responsible for. I’ve had to move out when soldiers didn’t make rally points and leave them behind.
I’ll never know what happened to them, so what do I write to their families?” Bitterly, he turned back to the Humvee and spat over his shoulder. “I’m sorry the other units coming through didn’t do right by you, but we’re Americans, too, goddammit, and we’ve been fighting and dying by the thousands for a week.” He jerked the door open and said to Acevedo, “There’s nothing for us here. Let’s go.”
“Hold on.” The man was staring at the dog tags as he spoke. “My nephew was in a Guard unit. He was somewhere outside of Philly.” He zipped up the pouch, stepped forward, and held it out to O’Malley. “I’m sorry, Captain. I really am.” He hesitated, then sighed. “I’m gonna get shit on for this, but fuck it. If you lose, we all lose.” He reached up with his left hand and patted his head. In his peripheral vision, O’Malley could see several bushes move. The man examined him closely, then asked bluntly, “What do you need?”
“Everything. Food, ammunition—if you have it to spare—and gas. We’re almost out.” O’Malley blew out a breath. “Sorry for getting angry. It’s…well. It’s been a nightmare.” He turned and motioned for the soldiers in the vehicles to stand down, having noticed the tense posture they’d held while watching the conversation. O’Malley continued, “We’re all on the same side. I guess not everyone feels that way anymore.”
“We was on the same side, until your friends came through, takin’ our food and gas at gunpoint,” the man in front snapped. “We expected more from you, Army.”
“That…” O’Malley looked down for a moment, then back up at the man. “I’m sorry. That shouldn’t have happened. I’m sorry.”
“Yeah, well. Sorry don’t feed our kids, Captain,” the man replied bitterly.
He regarded the battered vehicles for a moment, then sighed and asked, “How many people do you got, Captain? We can feed you and maybe scrape you up some gas. You’ll have to stay out of sight, though. That way if those bastards come back, we don’t give them a reason to burn our town.”
“We’ve got nine soldiers, one prisoner and…um…a third party,” O’Malley replied.
The man cocked his head alertly. “What do you mean ‘a third party’?”
“Well…” O’Malley hesitated, then asked, “I…Have you seen any of their ground troops? The big guys?”
Mutely the man shook his head, then said, “Only grainy videos on the internet before it went out. Half the town don’t believe any of this shit is real. Think it’s the government messin’ with us. The other half…They’re scared shitless, and that convoy that came through, taking anything it wanted and stickin’ guns in our faces, didn’t help.”
He shook his head. “Anyway. You have one of them? Dead?”
“Very much alive, and on our side.” He hesitated again, then said, “Tell your guys to be cool, ok?”
The man turned, cupped his hands, and called to the men in their hidden positions, “Keep those rifles down, fellas. You’re gonna see some weird shit.”
He turned back to O’Malley. “Ok, Army. Show us what this thing is.”
O’Malley turned back to the Humvee and said, “Durok. Mind stepping out?”
The passenger side door creaked open, and the orc stepped out. The Humvee rose noticeably as his weight left it, and his head and chest were clearly visible over the top of the tall vehicle. The hulking orc stepped around and stood quietly next to O’Malley.
The man took several steps back in shock, and the bushes rustled suddenly. Alertly, the man turned around, “Rifles down, goddammit! These are friendlies!” He turned back to O’Malley. “What in the hell is that? Is that one of them things from New York?”
“Yeah. They call themselves Uruks. They’re the cannon fodder for the elves,” O’Malley replied. “They’re like those guys from Lord of the Rings, except a lot smarter.” He grinned slightly and added, “Bigger, too.”
“Well, I’ll be dipped in…” The man stepped forward, still staring at Durok. “He is a sumbitch, ain’t he?” Durok looked placidly back at the man, keeping his huge, armored hands at his sides, standing silently.
The man in front of them asked, “So this fella’s on our side?”
“This one is. His people are enslaved by the elves, and he had his chance to get out, so he did. Now he wants to help us kill them,” O’Malley replied.
“Uh-huh.” The man gave a last hard look at Durok before turning his attention to O’Malley. “Make sure he minds his manners, or he’s going to see some magic of our own, provided courtesy of John Moses Browning and company.”
With a tired grin, O’Malley nodded. “You got it. He’ll be all right. We also have one of the elves we captured tied up in the back of a Humvee. That’s why it’s essential we get back to our lines. We need to hand her over.”
“Captured elf, huh?” The man nodded thoughtfully. “Well, you might be in trouble there, young fella. I just called my son in State College. He said the Army had been moving through all day, hell bent for leather. They’ve fallen back again, so you’re a long way away from your friends.” He stuck out his hand. “James Haskins. Call me Jim.”
“Zack O’Malley.” O’Malley reached out and shook the man’s hand. He motioned to the orc. “This is Durok. He doesn’t speak English, but we have a thing that lets us talk to him.”
Jim eyed the massive orc again for a moment, then shook his head. “Hell of a time to be alive. I’m giving shelter to the Army in my own town, and they got orcs for allies, and elves as enemies. Strange times.” He shook his head again, then gestured at the men appearing from the bushes behind him. “Stan, Bob, get these trucks hid. Stick ‘em in Mike’s barn.” He turned to O’Malley. “You guys come with me. We’ll put you up in my cousin Phil’s place, and feed ya, then we can figure out your next move.”
“We appreciate it, sir,” O’Malley replied,
“Don’t you ‘sir’ me, Captain. I work for a living.” The man’s leathery face split into a grin, and he added, “Republic of Viet Nam, ‘68.”
With a laugh, O’Malley replied, “Thank you for your service!”
The man’s grin faded. “Thought my time carrying a rifle was over. Guess not, huh?” He squinted at the sky. “Let’s go. We usually see dragons every couple hours. They ain’t close, but I don’t know how good their eyes are, and I’d rather not risk it. Get your people and follow me.”
Blowing out a breath, O’Malley turned and gave orders.
***
Fifteen minutes later, Acevedo followed Jim as he unlocked the door of an unassuming home near the center of the small town. She took off her helmet and looked around. The living room was outdated, with floral print furniture covered in plastic, and lamp styles and furniture design that hadn’t been seen since the ‘70s. Beneath her boots was deep pile carpet, meticulously clean and maintained. The remainder of the small group of soldiers followed silently, followed by Durok, carrying the captive elf over his shoulder.
Seeing her looking around, Jim explained, “My aunt’s place. She bought it back in ‘72 and lived here until she died a few years back.” He looked around. “Me and my cousins have a lot of fond memories of this place. We couldn’t bear to part with it, and renovation is expensive, so we keep it as is for out-of-town relatives.”
He gestured to the kitchen. “Cupboards got plenty of canned stuff, and the freezer has a bunch of game meat in it.” He grinned tiredly. “Hope you like deer. That seems to be the only thing we got plenty of since the trucks stopped.”
He set the hunting rifle down, sat on the nearest couch, and looked at O’Malley with piercing eyes. “You’d best tell me everything you know so I can help you.”
O’Malley, Jones, and Acevedo sat down as the soldiers made themselves comfortable. Durok carried the bound elf past them. Acevedo watched as he opened a door, and finding that it led to the cellar, dumped the bound elf unceremoniously down the stairs, and closed the door, ignoring the muffled cries of pain. The big orc then returned to the living room, sat cross-legged on the floor, and said, “Now I will tell you of ley lines, powerful palaces, and dragonships.”
O’Malley, Jones, Acevedo, and Jim stared at the orc for a moment, then the farmer asked slowly, “When did he learn English?”
“He doesn’t. I gave him the ring,” Acevedo replied. “I got tired of translating for him, so he jammed it onto a pinky and made it work.” Durok held up an armored hand and removed the gauntlet. Above the first knuckle of his smallest finger was the ring. He grinned, his teeth seeming very sharp.
“A cunning solution from our Little Warrior.” The orc turned to Jones. “Map please, Sergeant.”
Jones shook his head. “We didn’t get any, apart from the areas we were assigned to. There wasn’t time.” He looked at Jim. “Do you have an atlas?”
With a frown, Jim replied, “I might have one in the truck. Hang on.” He stood and went outside.
Working his gauntlet back on, Durok continued, “The elves seek power. It is their goal above all. Power is why they conquer, be it the magics of the ancient humans, the steam power of the dwarves, or the magics of the lesser elfkin—they hunger for it.” He gestured around them. “It is why we are on your world. Humans will make a mighty slave army.”
O’Malley laughed incredulously. “Humans make terrible slaves. We rebel and fight and overthrow entire empires to rid ourselves of it.”
“The elves believe their magics will overcome this, as it has with the orcs. But that is no matter.” The orc warrior frowned, his grotesque face made even more imposing by the gesture as he continued, “There is a city nearby that contains great power. A city on an island that is a source of power for much of the region. The elves desire this power, to understand and learn about it.”
Puzzled, O’Malley and Acevedo traded a look. Jones asked, “What city? There aren’t any cities on islands around here. Do you mean New York?”
“I do not know of this ‘New York’.” Durok replied. “My clan brothers and I were to enter the mountains and engage the fleeing humans to keep them from defending the City of Power. This is all we were told.” He raised a massive finger in the air. “However, there are strange things happening here. Things the elves do not understand.” Pointing at Acevedo, he said, “When she wore the ring of translation, it worked around her. That is not supposed to happen. It is supposed to only work for the wearer.”
With a frown, Acevedo replied, “So what does that mean?”
“I do not know. I am not a magic user,” Durok replied, “but when we were moving through the woods, pursuing the human forces, we saw sigils of power in the hills. Ancient sigils, long bereft of their power, but sigils nonetheless.”
“Elven?” O’Malley asked.
“Not elven, or elfkin,” Durok replied, firmly.
“Who’s, then?”
The big orc only shrugged, the gesture surprisingly human. “Perhaps from the humans of old. It is not known to me.” He tapped the coffee table with an armored finger. “But these sigils rely on ley lines for power. The fact that they are no longer powered means the lines have shifted.”
“What does THAT mean?” Acevedo asked plaintively. “What does any of this mean to us?”
“It means, Little Warrior, that there was magic here once, and possibly still is,” Durok replied, “and if we can find it, we can use it to destroy the elves.”
“Like…we can use it as a weapon? How do we do that?” Jones asked, sitting forward. “We’re pretty low on ammo. I’ll take anything we can get our hands on.”
Shaking his massive head, Durok replied, “No, Sergeant Jones. It takes years of training and discipline to perform magics, like becoming a warrior that falls from the sky.” The orc grinned toothily at the paratrooper. “These skills do not appear by themselves.”
“All right. Enough of that. If we can’t use it now, I don’t give a shit about it,” O’Malley interjected. “When we get back to our lines, we can feed this up to someone else, and they can deal with it. Tell us about the dragonships and the…what did you call the special warrior elves? The shitbirds?”
“The Shen’tin, yes,” Durok replied. He looked up as Jim came back with a battered atlas. The man stepped up, set it on the coffee table, and sat back down.
“What’d I miss?” he asked.
“Mostly a bunch of confusing shit about magic,” Acevedo replied, “but now we’re going to hear about dragonships and sites of power or something.”
“Naturally.” The farmer grinned at Acevedo, who smiled back.
Durok was carefully scrutinizing the map of Pennsylvania, his massive finger carefully tracing roads as he spoke. “The dragonships are used when an area needs to be devastated and the will of its people broken.” He looked up. “It is not a hatchery, because the dragons do not hatch in them, but they hold them inside the hull. It is a massive ship, with a bag of lifting gases, and sails for propulsion. There are doors in the sides of the hull, dozens of them, for the dragons.” The orc paused, then added, “The elves will fly the dragonships into an area, open the doors, and let the dragons ravage the countryside.” The orc hesitated, then added, “The Silverwing is the dragonship of House T’Mar.” He gestured at the cellar door. “The House of the lord lieutenant, and my former house.”
“Holy shit,” O’Malley said, stunned. “That’s…Holy shit.”
“How many?” Jones demanded. “How many are aboard?”
With a shrug, Durok replied, “It depends on the size of the dragonship. The Great Houses, like our captive’s house, have very big ones. They can carry up to 15 adult dragons, or dozens of young dragons.” The orc frowned, his visage becoming even more terrifying for a moment as he spoke. “The elves themselves are protected by the dragon magi and the enchantments on the vessels. The ships are quite valuable and well defended.”
“So…It’s a huge flying boat with dragons inside?” Acevedo asked, still processing what she was hearing.
“Yes.”
“How many troops on board? Do they have any crew-served weapons? How many crew?” The paratrooper took notes as he asked questions.
“It depends. More soldiers mean fewer dragons. Sometimes many dragons and a detachment of Shen’tin.” Durok scratched his head and added, “When we assaulted the mountain redoubt of the Red Run Clan in the Winter War, we fit 100 times 10 Uruk heavy troops comfortably inside the hold. No dragons. Crew? Perhaps…50?”
“So, 1,000 heavy infantry.” Jones wrote that down, then looked up. “Those things have to be huge! What keeps them up?”
“A source of power inside the hull. Enchanted crystal provides power for the vessel and keeps the bags inflated.”
“Can it be destroyed?”
“I do not know. An Uruk is not to know these things, Sergeant Jones.”
With a sudden, vicious smile, he added, “But the dragonships can be knocked from the sky. The Uruks of Red Run destroyed two of them before their clan was exterminated. Seeing the dragonships falling from the sky in flames was a terrible and glorious sight.”
The orc was silent for a moment, then tapped the map with his finger. “This is the City of Power. I cannot read your runes.”
O’Malley leaned forward, squinting at the grubby page of the atlas, then sat back, his face strained. “Shit.”
Jones and O’Malley traded a troubled look. Seeing this, Acevedo demanded, “What is it?”
“They’re heading for Three Mile Island.” O’Malley looked at Jones, then Acevedo. “They’re going for the reactors.”
Jones and Acevedo sat back, stunned. After a moment, Jim observed laconically, “Well, that ain’t good.”
“A source of power,” Durok noted, calmly. “The El’dori are nothing if not consistent.”
There was dead silence in the room for what seemed like an eternity, then Jim said, “Well, what are you gonna do about it?”
O’Malley sat staring at the map for a moment, then replied slowly, “Nothing. There’s nothing we can do, apart from call it in. We’re outnumbered, on the run, and almost out of ammo.” He gestured at Jones. “And apart from him and his two guys, we’re not even combat arms.”
He turned to Jim. “Phones working?”
“Sometimes,” the man replied. “Same for the internet.” He shrugged. “They both go out when the dragons get closer. Same with the ham radios. We got a couple operators listening in and sharing information when they can.” He shook his head. “Sounds like there was a hell of a fight in New York City.”
“Was?” O’Malley asked. “What do you mean ‘was’?”
“The guy on the other end of the radio said he can’t hear any more fightin’, and all he can see is bad guys in the streets,” Jim stated flatly. “In my days in the Army, that didn’t usually mean anything good.”
Acevedo pressed her lips tightly together at the news, and O’Malley shook his head slowly and replied, “We can worry about that later. We need to call in.”
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Jones sat back, closed the laptop, and declared, “Well, that’s that, I guess. I just emailed everything we know to my entire chain of command, all the way up to the commanding general of the 82nd Airborne.” He grinned. “I also used Facebook Messenger and sent it to everyone I know in uniform. I’ll probably get an Article 15 when we get back.”
Speaking around a mouthful of baked beans, O’Malley replied, “Gotta be alive to get your pee-pee slapped.” He swallowed, set the partially empty can down on the table in front of him, and licked the spoon.
“That, sir, is a true story.” Jones set the laptop down and sighed. He picked up the can of beans, looked at them, and sighed again. “I don’t even know what the fuck is going on. The national news sites are a mess. Some are offline, some are carrying pictures of fighting and all sorts of stuff that’d be unbelievable if we hadn’t seen it for ourselves, and some sites are talking about normal stuff like there’s nothing happening.” He picked up a plastic spoon and continued, “New York One’s website has an article about curfew, and they’re telling people to stay in their homes, that food would be delivered.” He frowned. “It also said something about changes coming to the mayor’s office.”
“That doesn’t sound good. Sounds like someone’s got a gun to their heads, telling them what to say,” O’Malley replied. He leaned back on the couch and looked at the clock on the wall. “Jim is taking his sweet ass time getting back, isn’t he?”
“No, it doesn’t sound good,” Jones replied. He looked around at the empty living room. “Is everyone else sacked out?”
“Yeah. Seemed like a good idea to get them rested,” O’Malley replied, stretching.
The front door rattled and opened, and Jim entered. He shut the door behind him, turned, and said, “We got problems.”
Trading a look with Jones, O’Malley sat up. “What sort of problems?”
“This sort.” Jim pulled a smartphone out of his pocket and pulled up a video. Jones and O’Malley stared intently as the image of a dragon was caught in the distance, rapidly growing larger. The dragon swooped over the person recording the image, so close it buffeted the camera. A few seconds later, a second shape appeared on the screen. It was long and slender, shaped like a sailing vessel. Wings spread out on either side, and it had a carved figurehead of a dragon on the prow. It, too, was flying low, and as it swooped past the person manning the camera, the polished wood planks of the hull and several portholes were visible. It vanished as rapidly as it had appeared, and the video ended.
“This was taken about 45 minutes ago by my cousin Andy’s kid on the south side of town,” Jim said flatly. He swiped to a photo. “This was taken about 15 minutes ago by my kids’ Sunday School teacher.”
The airship had landed in the middle of the street on sturdy legs that had folded out of the hull.
Two burly orcs stood at the foot of a gangplank, armed with swords and the ubiquitous black crossbows. The ship’s wings were folded neatly against the sides of the ship, which was constructed of dark, highly-polished wood.
“She says about 15 orcs got off, led by two elves, and they headed north in a hurry.” Jim shut off the iPhone and put it on the table. “She also says the dragon is walking around the streets on the north side of town. It’s being led by an elf in a robe, and another in armor. It looks like its sniffing the ground.”
“Shit.” O’Malley stood up and stepped rapidly into the kitchen. Durok’s massive bulk was sprawled out on the floor, sound asleep. Kicking the orc’s armored boot, he snapped, “Wake up. We got trouble.”
The orc’s eyes popped open, and he rolled over and rose without a word, looking as if he’d never been asleep. He followed O’Malley into the living room.
Jones quickly explained the situation, then demanded, “What are they doing?”
“Looking for their lord lieutenant, most likely,” Durok replied calmly. “They can trace her aura now that they are this close. It is only a matter of time before they find us.” He looked up as Acevedo entered, her face still lined with sleep, and eyed her for a moment, then frowned.
The remaining soldiers filed into the room as Jim said, “Well, they’re on the north of town. That don’t give us a lot of time. We can pile you into my panel truck and get you out…”
“Running will attract attention and the dragon,” O’Malley replied flatly. “We run, we die. We learned that the hard way.”
“Diversionary attack?” Jones suggested. “Some of us can get their attention while the rest of you run for the hills.”
“That might work,” O’Malley replied. “The problem is…” He and Jones fell into a discussion as the other soldiers muttered amongst themselves.
Suddenly, Durok spoke, his deep rumble breaking through the nervous chatter. His eyes were locked on Acevedo. “I have an alternative. It is an aggressive plan. I think you will like it.” He continued to stare at the petite sergeant.
O’Malley and Jones stopped speaking and traded a glance, then Jones said, “Well, we’re down to shit tier ideas anyway, we might as well hear it.”
With a nod of his scarred head, Durok replied, “We shall strike at the heart of their power in this area. We will attack the dragonship.” With a smile that bared his sharp teeth, he added, “We will board it, and we will destroy it from the inside. It will be a victory sung about for the ages.”
There was a moment of stunned silence, then O’Malley laughed and said, “Well, shit. Why not? Let’s hear it!”
“The small ship is for carrying soldiers. On board, there is a magi who controls the ship. The soldiers are searching for us. We will seize the craft, fly it to the dragonship, and destroy it.”
Staring at the orc for a moment, Jones opened his mouth, then shut it. He then frowned and looked thoughtful. He looked at O’Malley, who shrugged. Jones looked back at the orc and asked, “Can you fly one of those things? Can you even get on it?”
“No. But we do not need to.” Durok gestured at Acevedo. “We have two elves that need immediate medical attention, and several high-value human prisoners.”
“Two elves? What the shit are you talking about?” O’Malley replied. “We have one beat up elf in the basement, and she won’t help us for anything.”
Thrusting his jaw at Acevedo, Durok declared, “We put the Little Warrior in the lord lieutenant’s armor and render our prisoner unconscious. It will appear that they were wounded in battle, and I fled with them to seek assistance and took captives to help me. The dragonship will welcome the lost daughter of an elf lord, even if they are from a rival house.” He held up a massive hand, holding up fingers as he spoke.
“One in the elven armor, posing as a wounded lord. Two and three, captured enemy soldiers carrying the stretcher bearing the unconscious elf lord. Four, me.” He frowned and scratched his head, then grinned. “Five, an enemy officer who knows of the power sources at the City of Power. What do you know of it?”
“Not a fucking thing,” O’Malley replied. He suddenly grinned. “But I did bullshit my way through a physics course in college that I took to sit next to a girl I liked. I can fake this.”
With a laugh, Jones replied, “Well, that’s about as close as we have. That gives us five guns on the small ship. Will it be enough when we get aboard the big ship, assuming we survive?”
With a shrug, Durok replied, “The sailors and dragon magi are not warriors. Perhaps 11 security guards on board, but they are confident in their dragons and ship defenses to protect them.”
“Ok,” O’Malley replied. “This is fucking nuts, but what the hell. How are we going to get out once we get in?”
“Many lifeboats,” Durok replied, “enough for hundreds.”
“Oooo-kay…I don’t want to be a buzzkill here, but we can’t even get to this flying boat,” Acevedo interjected. “The dragon out there patrolling will smell us and tear us to shreds, or flame us, or something.”
With a frown, Durok scratched his head again. The room was silent for a moment, then Specialist Ewart, who’d been watching the video on the iPhone again, asked abruptly, “Hey, pigface. Who’s this guy in the bathrobe?”
Peering at the screen, Durok replied, “That is a dragon mage. He is using the dragon to search on the ground. They don’t do it often. Dragons hunt from the sky, so they must be forced.”
“He isn’t wearing armor,” Ewart commented thoughtfully.
“No. They wear enchanted robes.” Durok explained. “Flameproof.”
“Are they bulletproof?”
“Yes, as long as the magi is paying attention to his surroundings.” With a frown, Durok asked, “Why do you ask these questions? He has a dragon and a dragonrider with him. You cannot get to him.”
Ignoring the orc, Ewart asked the taciturn Pennsylvanian, “Hey, man. What you got in the way of hunting rifles?”
“Got a Remington 700 in the truck. That enough for you?” Jim replied.
“It’ll work,” Ewart replied confidently.
“Son, you’re won’t be able to kill elves with it. Lotta people have tried. It just don’t got the punch.”
“Don’t need to kill him. I just need to distract him,” Ewart replied with a dark grin. He turned to O’Malley. “Sir, give me 20 minutes to get eyes on that scaly piece of shit out there, I’ll give you your distraction.”
“Specialist…” O’Malley started to say.
Ewart interrupted him. “Sir, I’ve hunted my entire life. I do long-range precision shooting competitions for fun. I’m the best shot here. Let me distract them for you while you get on that boat.” Ewart looked into O’Malley’s eyes and said in a low tone, “You know I’m the best choice for this.”
O’Malley looked down for a moment, then back up. “You have an escape plan?”
“Me? Fuck, yes, I do.” The soldier raised an eyebrow sardonically. “And might I add, it’s a lot more solid than your current plan, sir.”
Shaking his head, O’Malley sighed. “Fine.” He looked at Jim. “Get him a rifle and whatever else he needs.” He hesitated, then said, “Jim, I think we brought the war to your town. I’m sorry about that.”
With a crooked grin, Jim replied, “Well, it was only a matter of time. If you think you can take out that flyin’ zoo of theirs, it’s worth it.” He looked at Ewart. “Follow me, son.” He hesitated. “And you might want to lose the uniform. That way, they won’t be able to identify you at first glance.” He gestured at the closet. “Spare coats in there.”
Ewart nodded and removed his helmet and plate carrier. He then removed his uniform top and put the plate carrier back on. Jim handed him a dark green plaid jacket, which he put over the top of the plate carrier, then he donned a ballcap. He turned to O’Malley, stuck out a hand, and said, “Sir, if I don’t see you again, it’s been a privilege. You got us way further than I ever thought we’d get.” The two men shook hands.
“You take care of yourself, Ewart,” O’Malley replied. “I’ll see you around.”
“Yeah. You too, sir. Kill some elves for me.” Ewart grinned, then followed Jim out the door. That was the last any of them saw of Specialist Sean Ewart.
Meanwhile, Durok had turned to Acevedo. “Remove your clothing, Little Warrior.” He upended the rucksack with the elven armor in it on the floor and fished out pieces.
“Wait, what?” Acevedo asked. “All of it?”
“Your outer clothing and armor. It will not fit under the elven armor.”
“Ugh.” Acevedo looked at the armor, then sighed. “I’ll undress in the kitchen.” She stepped out. Durok followed with a heap of armor in his arms.
***
Fifteen minutes later, O’Malley stood next to Durok and looked at Acevedo. She was clad from head to toe in the enchanted armor. Her face had been carefully washed, and her makeup redone. The helmet seated over her head concealed her ears, leaving only her eyes and her face visible. She wore all the elf lord’s armor and equipment.
O’Malley nodded, impressed. “Acevedo, you actually make a pretty convincing elf!”
“These pants are uncomfortable as shit, and it’s squishing my boobs,” Acevedo replied crossly.
“Your posterior is larger than the elf’s,” Durok replied, “as are your breasts and thighs. The armor is custom made for her.”
Acevedo’s eyes narrowed at the orc, who simply handed her the enchanted sword and said, “I will render the elf unconscious again.” The orc stepped to the cellar door and down the stairs. There was a meaty thump, then the sound of his boots ascending the stairs. He carried the unconscious figure of the elf over to the improvised litter waiting by the door. He wrapped the blanket tightly around her, concealing her bonds.
O’Malley turned to Williams, Henderson, and Colonel Suarez, who sat next to the two paratroopers. “Listen, guys. We gotta leave you here. Watch the internet for a reply, and rejoin our forces if you can. If you don’t hear from us again…” He hesitated. “Well. Do your best. Fade into the population and stay alive. That’s all anyone can do.”
The house phone rang once, and O’Malley grabbed it. “O’Malley.”
“I’m in position, sir. Get ready to hustle,” Ewart’s low voice came from the receiver of the phone. “Wait for the signal.”
“What will it be?” O’Malley asked.
“I’m not sure, but I promise you’ll know it when you hear it.”
“Got it.” O’Malley looked down at his left wrist, which was tied loosely to Sergeant Jones. Jones and one of the remaining paratroopers, a young man named Martinez, were both at the ends of the stretcher containing the unconscious elf lord. Concealed underneath her blanket were five rifles, three pistols, and their four remaining grenades. Acevedo stood in front of the small group by the door, the slender elven sword in her hand. Durok stood at the rear with his massive, barbed sword at the ready.
“Acevedo, do you remember the way?” Jones asked.
“Yes, Sergeant,” Acevedo replied promptly. “End of the street, turn left. Two blocks, then turn right. Straight for 50 yards or so, and it’ll be parked in the street on the right.”
From behind them, Durok rumbled, “Remember, Little Warrior. You are an elf lord. Command through your presence. Arrogance, confidence, self-assurance. You are too good for any of the lesser races. I will speak for you, as your throat was injured in battle by human warriors.”
“I remember.” Acevedo nodded, touching the bandage with the large fake bloodstain on her neck. She took a breath, then cracked the front door and listened intently.
***
Ewart climbed from the bed of the pickup onto the roof of the house, then turned and accepted the rifle from Jim. The man silently offered two more boxes of ammunition. Taking it, Ewart said, “I appreciate this, sir. I don’t know when I’ll be able to return the rifle.”
Jim’s leathery face cracked into a smile. “Call it my contribution to the war effort.” He shook his head and added, “Plus, somehow I don’t think my annual hunting trip is happening this year, anyway.”
Ewart reached down and shook the man’s hand. “Take care of yourself, Jim.”
“You too, son.” Jim clambered out of the back of the pickup and drove off.
Carefully crawling up the slope of the roof, Ewart stuck his head over the ridge cautiously. Seeing the dragon and its minders about 100 yards down the street, he lowered himself back down and checked the old Remington rifle. He slowly moved up to the ridge again and brought the scope of the rifle onto the small group of elven soldiers and the dragon. The dragon had been joined by about half a dozen orcs carrying the massive black crossbows, walking in a well-spaced patrol line on either side of the street. The dragon was led by the elf in the robes. Next to the mage walked an armored figure with a small staff in its hand.
Carefully taking aim at the dragon, Ewart took in a breath, willing himself to wait for the perfect shot. The dragon snuffled the ground in front of it, then turned its head, exposing a giant golden eye with a slit pupil. Ewart blew out half a breath and gently squeezed the trigger.
The bullet hit the dragon just below the eye, immediately triggering a thunderous roar of pain and fury. The beast thrashed on the ground, furiously spitting bursts of flame, and its claws tearing furrows in the asphalt. The orcs in the area immediately dove for cover, as did the armored elf, who sprinted down the street.
The elf in robes raised her arms and began a singsong chant. The dragon’s head whipped around at this, and it screamed furiously, but couldn’t seem to look away. The singing continued, and the dragon stopped thrashing and rolled to its feet, still transfixed by the chanting mage. The armored elf stopped running, turned, cautiously walked back, and stood at the chanting elf’s side.
Calmly, Ewart worked the bolt, sighted the rifle on the back of the mage’s robe, and pulled the trigger. The bullet hit the elf’s shield and knocked her to her hands and knees. Suddenly free of the spell, the dragon roared in fury. The elf looked up, dazed, as the dragon shook its head, then narrowed its eyes at the mage on the ground. She didn’t even have time to scream before the dragon struck with lightning speed. The elf magi was snatched up in the massive jaws, and the dragon whipped its head back and forth rapidly. Ewart could see chunks of flesh and limbs flying as the elf’s body was torn to pieces.
Dropping the body, the dragon drew in a deep breath and shot a white-hot stream of fire down the street, catching the elf lord as he once again tried to flee. He screamed for a moment, no longer an elf but a figure made of fire. He staggered a few steps, then collapsed into a burning heap on the sidewalk. With a snakelike motion, the dragon plunged towards a nearby bush, and drew its head back with the bulky body of an orc clenched in its jaws. It flipped the orc skyward, and as the orc fell to earth, spat a stream of fire, catching the hapless soldier as it flipped in the air, leaving another burning corpse on the sidewalk. It then crouched over the body and screamed a defiant, furious roar at the sky, then turned to pursue another fleeing orc soldier.
Ewart grinned darkly and slid backwards down the roof. He carefully lowered the rifle to the ground, then himself off the edge and into the backyard. He clambered over the fence, slung the rifle behind his back, and ran for the tree line a few blocks away like the furies of hell themselves were after him.
***
Her face pale, Acevedo turned back from the door as the furious roars rattled the small town. “I guess that’s our signal.”
“It is. Lead us, Little Warrior,” Durok said. “To victory, clan brothers! E pluribus unum, and fuck elfkin!”
“What did you say?” O’Malley turned in surprise. “I heard you say ‘fuck’ in English!”
“Yes. I learn. Your specialist taught me. He says ‘fuck’ is a warrior’s word used to describe anything unpleasant,” the orc replied proudly. “He taught me many things.”
At the head of the stretcher, Private Martinez laughed. “Fucking right!”
Jones shook his head and ordered, “Martinez, shut up. Acevedo, go.”
To O’Malley, Jones muttered, “Specialists.”
“They never change, do they?” O’Malley replied.
“No, they don’t,” Jones replied. “Ok. Here we go.” They hefted the stretcher and followed Acevedo out into the street.
The group moved rapidly and in silence for several blocks, then Acevedo came to a halt. She motioned them to stop and crept forward to peer around the corner of a building. She quickly pulled her head back and moved to where the other soldiers waited. “It’s there,” she reported in a whisper. “Still the two bubbas at the ramp, and one elf on the top deck.”
“Ok. Durok?” O’Malley turned to the orc, who was putting his helmet on. The orc spoke rapidly in his native tongue.
Acevedo replied, “I took the ring back so we don’t blow our cover. He says to approach at the quick march, and he’ll do the talking. My throat is wounded, and you’re cowed prisoners.” The orc added something and closed his faceplate. Acevedo continued, “He says he’ll communicate with you without words, and not to take it as disrespect.”
With a nod, O’Malley replied, “Ok, let’s do this. On your lead, Acevedo.”
“This is fucking nuts,” Jones muttered.
“But it’s gonna make a hell of a story,” O’Malley replied. “Now, quiet.” Jones nodded, then looked up, apprehensive, as another roar split the air. It sounded close, and extremely angry.
“Here we go,” Acevedo declared and stepped out at a fast walk. Martinez, Jones, and O’Malley followed with the stretcher. Durok’s massive presence was right behind. As they stepped around the corner, they could see the ship. It was about 40 feet long and 15 feet high. A sleek prow topped with an exquisitely carved dragon head was on one end, and the stern had a rudder. It sat on three graceful legs that extended underneath the vessel, and silvery, gossamer wings were folded flat against the hull.
The two orcs at the foot of the ramp had their massive crossbows out, alertly scanning the neighborhood around them. Durok yelled something in orcish from the rear, and both orcs turned. There was another massive roar, and the whoosh of dragon flame in the distance. A faint scream could be heard from the next street over, and a large plume of smoke was now rising.
Durok yelled again. He slapped Jones with an armored hand and roared in the guttural language of the orcs. One of the orcs guarding the ramp pointed at the smoke and yelled. Acevedo broke into a run, heading straight for the ramp, followed by the stretcher and the men carrying it.
Up on the top deck, an elf in a high-collared tunic leaned over, yelled down to the guards, and pointed.
Durok paused, turned, and looked behind them. A ball of fire rose over the rooftops as something exploded. The big orc turned and ran, cursing in orcish at the slower humans carrying the burden of the stretcher.
Acevedo blew past the orc guards and charged up the ramp without slowing. As she did, she noticed the wings stretching. Getting inside, she immediately moved away from the door and collapsed on the floor, faking her injuries, as Durok had instructed her to. Martinez and Jones, closely followed by O’Malley, appeared in the door. They set the stretcher down and collapsed, gasping for breath.
From outside the ship, there was more shouting in orcish, then another roar of an extremely angry dragon. There was a dual twang as the orcs fired their crossbows at something, then a sharp ratcheting sound as they reloaded. Durok barreled through the hatch and roared up the small set of stairs to the elf on deck. The first orc guard barreled through the door, then reached back out and grabbed the hand of the second as the ship lifted. The second orc lost his footing and scrabbled on the ramp, trying not to fall.
There was another furious roar from right below them as the vessel banked and struggled to gain altitude. The orc’s feet flew out straight, and the first orc struggled mightily to keep him from falling out of the ship as it lifted. Durok reached back, and with one massive arm, grabbed the orc in the door by the rear of his armor and gave him a mighty heave, propelling both orcs into the hull of the ship with a single motion, and depositing them into an undignified heap. There was a momentary blast of heat from the open door, and the terrifyingly familiar roar of dragon flame, but the boat had lifted too high for the dragon’s flame to reach. Durok reached over, slammed the hatch shut, and pulled a lever next to the door.
One of the orc soldiers sat up, spat blood onto the deck, and muttered something in Orcish that could only be a curse word. Durok laughed in his booming voice, reached out, and hauled the orc to his feet. He said something to the orc, who laughed, turned, and helped the second orc to his feet. The second orc nodded, turned to the prisoners, and eyed them for a moment, then shrugged. He said something to Durok, who nodded. All three orcs climbed the ladder to the top deck, where the pilot stood.
“Fuck, that was close,” Jones muttered in a low voice.
“No shit,” O’Malley replied, also in a low tone. “Way too goddamn close.”
“Whatever Ewart did to that dragon, he pissed it the fuck off,” Jones replied.
“No kidding.” O’Malley paused, listening to the conversation in Orcish and Elvish from the deck above for a moment, then added, “I guess it’s up to the big guy for now. We just sit tight.”
“Yeah,” Jones replied. He looked down at the still unconscious elf. “What do we do if she wakes up?”
“Hit her again,” O’Malley replied. “Anything to keep her quiet until we get aboard the dragonship, then I don’t give a shit.” He leaned back against the wall for a moment, listening to the wind rushing by outside the craft, and looked around. There were various bits of equipment stowed
tidily, and the inside of the ship was clean. The portholes in the hull let in a decent amount of light. After a moment, he said, “It’s a lot nicer than a Blackhawk.”
With a tired laugh, Jones replied, “Yeah.” After a moment, he yawned and said, “Still makes me sleepy, though.”
“So sleep. I’ll keep an eye out. Martinez, Acevedo, you two close your eyes, too. Who knows how long we’ll be on this thing,” O’Malley replied. Acevedo didn’t reply, only rolled over to face the wall.
Before she knew it, she was fast asleep.
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“Assault on the Silverwing”
Somewhere over
Central Pennsylvania
Seeing a shape in the hatch leading to the top deck, O’Malley looked up. Durok’s massive frame came down the stairs, his armored boots making solid thumps on the polished wood. He moved to the bench across from where O’Malley and Jones sat and unrolled a blank piece of paper. Reaching into his pouch, he sketched on the paper for a moment, then reached over and tapped Acevedo, who rolled over and sat up, no longer pretending to be wounded. Durok spoke in orcish.
Listening for a moment, Acevedo translated, “He’s going to give us an overview of the Silverwing.” Durok turned the scroll around. On it was a crude drawing of the side profile of what looked like a sailing ship, suspended under a massive, elongated balloon. The orc tapped the drawing and spoke as Acevedo translated.
“He says there’s four main decks. The lowest is storage. Weapons, food, stuff like that. Not much that we need. That’s the lowest deck down.” The orc’s finger tapped the drawing again. “Right above that is the dragon deck. It’s two decks high and has cages that open to the outside of the hull to let them out to do their thing, and also open inside so the dragon mages can feed and care for them. There’s a big open section in the middle of the two rows of cages along the hull.”
Durok tapped the map again and spoke. “He says aft on this deck is a sealed, protected compartment that has the power crystal for the ship. It keeps the gas bags inflated and gives it power for steering and shields and stuff.” The petite sergeant frowned for a moment, listening to the orc, then added, “He says we probably won’t be able to get in there, so not to worry about it.” The orc gestured at the next section. “The third deck up is living quarters, where they dock the boats, kitchens, medical facilities, and that kind of thing.”
Acevedo spoke to Durok rapidly, then added, “That deck has
a lot of bad guys, too. Most of the crew is there or up on the main deck when they aren’t on duty.” Durok spoke for a moment, then circled the point where he’d drawn lines from the balloon to the hull. “He says if we hit enough of the suspension cables, they’ll have to abandon the ship, or fall with it.”
Jones interjected, “Wait just a goddamn minute. If we blast those, don’t we fall with it?”
The big orc was already speaking, and Acevedo translated. “He says there’s six points, and if we take out four of them, the suspension system will fail. He also says the slowfall magics in the hull will give us enough time to get back to the boat. Failing that, he says, there’s lifeboats on the main deck.”
Tapping the top deck, the orc spoke again. “The main deck is where the lifeboats and the suspension cables to the gas bags are, and the aft upper deck is the command deck and admiral and captain’s quarters.”
Staring at the sketch for a moment, O’Malley slowly asked, “How did the orcs from those clans they fought in the mountains take them down?”
Listening for a moment, Acevedo replied, “Apparently they had orcs who rode giant bats up and boarded them, killed as many of the crew as they could get their hands on, then blew them up somehow.” She listened again and added, “And they used fire spears, whatever those are.”
“Jesus Christ,” Jones muttered. He glanced at the hatch leading to the top deck of the small airship they rode in. “Aren’t you taking a risk by talking to us? What about the orcs and the elf up there?”
Acevedo translated, and Durok shrugged. “The orcs are considering my proposal. The elf will be dealt with when the time is right.”
“What the fuck does that mean? What proposal?” Acevedo asked, surprised.
“They join me, slaughter elves, and die a glorious death, or I kill them where they stand,”
The big orc replied calmly.
“It’s a common offer when one is in a position of strength.”
“How are you in a position of strength? There’s two of them and an elf!”
The orc shrugged. “I am bigger and more experienced. They are unblooded, and as yet untested in battle. They do not stand a chance against a seasoned warleader.”
“Join or die?” Acevedo asked, with a sly grin.
“Join or die,” the orc replied solemnly. He looked up the hatch and scowled. “We’ve stopped. I will go see why.”
Durok stood and made his way up the steps to the top deck. They could hear muted conversation, then a pause. There was a sudden scuffle, a thump, and a short scream. A shape flashed past the porthole, and there was silence from the top deck.
“What the…” O’Malley started to say.
“I think the elf was just ‘dealt with’,” Jones replied with a short laugh. “I kind of dig how these orcs operate. They don’t fuck around.”
Durok appeared in the hatch. “Soldiers. Come. The dragonship is under attack. Perhaps you would like to see your people still fighting.”
“Hell yes, we would,” Jones replied. The four humans made their way to the top deck. A waist-high railing ran around the edges. Of the elven pilot, only a dropped staff remained. One of the smaller orcs was at the ship’s helm, staring intently at what looked to be a crystal mounted in a housing in front of the wheel. The other was in the bow of the vessel, looking ahead
alertly.
In the distance loomed the bulk of the dragonship. It was large, several hundred feet long, suspended below three rigid, cylindrical balloons secured side by side. The ship itself was the shape of an ancient sailing vessel, with an open top deck, aft and forecastles, and cables suspending it under the balloons. The hull itself was lined with small portholes, and in a belt running along the hull was a series of massive doors. Several sharp sparks of light streaked through the sky and impacted on an invisible barrier in the air, detonating harmlessly. Several more hit the side of the shields. In the distance, the familiar shape of a Reaper UAV banked away, turning to exit the area. As they watched, two of the doors lifted, revealing darkness inside the hull of the ship. A split second later, a dragon burst out with a tiny figure on its back. The dragons accelerated, clearly giving chase to the Reaper as it fled.
The orc in the bow turned and called to Durok, then pointed below them.
“He says our sky hunters sneak up from below while the Silverwing’s battle magi are distracted,” Acevedo translated. Jones and O’Malley moved to the side of the small ship and looked over.
After a few moments scanning the dense trees below, Jones pointed.
“There. Apaches.” Against the dark green of the Pennsylvania countryside, the flight of the lethal attack helicopters was almost invisible. As Jones and O’Malley watched, the Apaches lifted their noses and volley fired rockets. The rockets streaked upwards, clearly aiming at the open ports the dragons had just exited from.
“What the hell are those things?” Acevedo asked in awe, watching the bright streaks tearing through the sky towards the bulky ship.
“I think they’re antitank rockets,” Jones replied. “Hellfires.” The large streaks stopped, followed by a series of smaller streaks, firing every few seconds. The missiles again impacted on the shields, detonating harmlessly. From the top deck of the dragonship, a beam of blue light swung out, intercepting one of the rockets, causing it to detonate harmlessly. A few seconds later, another rocket was intercepted, again blowing up harmlessly in the open sky.
Suddenly, there was a buffeting that shook the small ship. Several white shapes streaked past the awestruck soldiers, leaving the smell of jet fuel in their wakes. The cruise missiles suddenly rose high into the sky, then dove on the ship from above. The massive explosions and clouds of smoke obscured the ship from view.
“Holy shit!” Martinez exclaimed. “Did they just…” His voice trailed off as the ship sailed out of the cloud of smoke, apparently undamaged. As they watched, four more of the massive doors slid open, and the sinewy shapes of dragons took to the sky. The dragons dove for the ground, pursuing the fleeing attack helicopters, which had ceased fire and dropped to near ground level.
The explosions had ceased around the ship, and for a moment, there was no sound except the wind.
Sourly, Acevedo commented, “Well, it was a good try. I guess now we know cruise missiles don’t work on them.”
“They shoulda tried a nuke,” Martinez replied in a low, angry tone.
“Over American soil?” Acevedo replied. “That seems like a bad idea.”
“Listen, Sergeant. We’re losing this fight. You know it, I know it, the Army knows it, and the goddamn elves sure as hell know it. They might as well use nukes. If we can’t have it, they shouldn’t get it, either.”
He fell silent, staring
moodily at the elven warship in the distance.
The orc at the helm called out to Durok, who growled something in response, then said something to Acevedo. The small craft began moving again, headed towards the ship in the distance.
“What’d he say?” O’Malley asked Acevedo.
“He said it’s time, and to ready your weapons.” She paused, then added, “He also said to ‘Ask your gods for the strength to slay 1,000 elves and show no mercy’.” She shrugged and added, “As far as pre-mission inspirational speeches go, it’s not bad.”
“At least it was short,” O’Malley replied with a tired grin. “Let’s get geared up.”
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“Belly of the Beast”
Somewhere over central Pennsylvania
As they waited for the small vessel to make contact with the huge dragonship, Acevedo could feel her heart racing. Closing her eyes, she took several deep breaths to calm herself. She was startled when O’Malley’s voice came from behind her.
“You know, there’s this really good cupcake shop a few miles down the street. It’s called ‘Hello, Cupcake’. It’s really cute and whimsical, and they make a really amazing peanut butter cupcake. You should try it.” He was staring out the porthole next to the door, watching the massive bulk of the elven warship grow closer. “It’s way better than the place on campus.”
Startled, Acevedo replied, “What are you talking about?” She looked at O’Malley, who was staring out the window with a distant look on his face.
Seeing her puzzled look, O’Malley glanced at her and replied in a conversational tone, “Cupcakes.” Seeing Acevedo’s perplexed look, he added, “In D.C.”
“Sir, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She regarded him for a moment. “Are you ok?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. You got into Georgetown. That means you’ll be in Southwest D.C. You’ll probably live on campus, ‘cause it’ll be way cheaper than most apartments in the district, unless you get roommates.”
With a frown, Acevedo replied, “Sir, do you really think that matters now?” She jerked her head at the hull of the elven vessel and added, “I’m not even sure we’re going to survive the crazy shit we’re about to do.”
O’Malley looked down at the deck for a moment, then looked back out the window and replied quietly,
“I know. I was just thinking of better times. You know?”
Acevedo looked at the young officer, suddenly seeing him clearly. He had dark circles under his eyes, and his face was weary and somber. He stared out the porthole as he spoke. “I tried to call her again before we left, you know,” his voice was distant, “but it went to voicemail.” He looked down at his hands, and for the first time ever, Acevedo noticed he was wearing a wedding ring. It was a burnished, silvery metal, covered in grime and blood from the days of fighting and running.
Mentally cursing herself for not noticing, she asked, “Sir, where is your family?”
Shaking his head silently, O’Malley didn’t reply for a few seconds. When he did, his voice was tight and carefully controlled. “I don’t know. We lived outside Philly, so if she and the kids were home, they’d be in occupied territory by now.”
“So she was home?” Acevedo asked gently.
“I think so,” O’Malley replied in a low voice. “I was activated from the office. I didn’t have time to go home to say goodbye, and we got hit so fast after that…” He looked at Acevedo. “I don’t need to tell you. You were there for that.”
“Listen.” Acevedo sighed and took off the elven helmet. “Zach, look at me.” The officer pulled his eyes from the porthole and met hers. She took his face in her hands and said gently, “They’re fine. They’re home, and the pointy ears don’t want civilians. You did what you had to. You kept us alive and organized during the retreat. You did that. You.” Locking his eyes with her own, she stared intently at him. “You’ve saved many lives.” She stared at him, her brown eyes boring into his gray ones. “Including mine.”
“We lost almost all of them, though. I couldn’t save my soldiers. I couldn’t save my family.” His voice was unsteady.
Acevedo regarded him for a moment, then patted his cheek. “I understand all that. We’ve all lost people. I’ve lost people, too.” She indicated the hatch with her head. “In about 30 seconds, we’re going to charge into this flying elven piece of shit and tear it a new asshole, so I need you to focus.” She stared at him intently. “Ok, sir?” Her tone was gentle, but firm.
Taking a deep breath, O’Malley nodded.
With a tight, sad smile, Acevedo added, “When this is over, we can fall apart. I’m planning to eat boxes of thin mints, watch TV, and cry for a week…after we kick these fucking elves back to whatever hell they came from. Until then, keep it together.” She gently shook his head with her hands and asked, “Understand, Captain?”
O’Malley nodded, then looked out the small port. He blinked rapidly and called in a firm voice, “FIFTEEN SECONDS!” In a lower voice, he said to Acevedo, “Thanks, Olivia. I needed that.”
“What are NCOs for, sir?” Acevedo smiled and put the elven helmet back on. She raised an armored fist to O’Malley, who tapped it gently with his own fist. “Let’s get some.” She grinned at him.
“Hell, yeah.” O’Malley grinned back.
There was a sudden lurch of the deck, then a series of loud thumps, and the sensation of motion stopped. The hatch clicked and lowered slowly, revealing a wide, clean passageway leading to the left and right in front of them. The deck and walls were made of highly-polished wood, and there was a soft glow emanating from crystalline globes set in the bulkheads every 10 feet or so. Acevedo swallowed hard, picked up the rope that was loosely tied to O’Malley and Martinez, and stepped out into the hull of the dragonship.
Holding her head high and doing her best to look imperious, like she belonged there, Acevedo walked aft
confidently with Martinez and O’Malley in tow. About 30 yards down the passage, she came to a set of stairs. One went up; the other headed below. A sign was painted in a flowing, elegant script on the wall.
From behind her, Martinez whispered, “Sergeant, what’s that say?”
“How the fuck am I supposed to know? I can’t read it,” Acevedo hissed. “Now be quiet.” Making a sudden decision, she started up the staircase. The stairs led to a landing, then to a sturdy door with more writing on it. Reaching out, she cautiously tested the handle, but found it locked. She frowned, then turned and led the two men back down the stairs, and stopped on the landing.
Leaning close, she whispered, “I don’t…” There was a muffled boom from somewhere forward, then a split second later came several screams. The three soldiers traded a look, then startled as gems implanted in the bulkheads flashed yellow. A rhythmic, musical chirping could be heard.
With a tight smile, O’Malley said in a low voice, “Looks like Sergeant Jones and the orcs are doing their thing.”
A muffled voice emerged from the gems, speaking in the melodic elven tongue. Acevedo listened, then laughed quietly. “It’s the intruder and fire alarms. They’re reporting a dozen rogue orcs and several fires, and summoning all available security to the forward decks.”
The door on the landing above them flew open, and two elven soldiers rushed out and charged down the stairs. Seeing Acevedo’s armor markings, they nodded respectfully as they hurried by. A split second later, they vanished down the hallway in a clatter of boots. There was another muffled explosion and a series of popping noises from down the hall. Acevedo turned to O’Malley to say something and froze. The door above them was standing open a crack. Through it, she could see the back of a single, unarmored elf, who was sitting at what looked like a control panel. She tapped O’Malley, then pointed at the door. O’Malley looked at what she was pointing at, then elbowed Martinez. The young paratrooper took the piece of lead pipe from his waistband and clenched it in his fist. Then, silent as a shadow, he made his way up the stairs and slipped through the open door, approaching the unaware elf from behind.
Sixty seconds later, Acevedo and O’Malley followed. The elf was lying motionless on the floor, and Martinez was busily tying the handsome elven man’s hands together. O’Malley quickly bolted the door behind them.
“Tape.” The harsh whisper seemed loud in the compartment. Acevedo dug into the bottomless pouch and tossed the roll to the young soldier, who taped over the elf’s eyes and mouth. He then shoved the elf aside, stood up, and pointed behind him. “Check that shit out.”
Stepping forward, Acevedo could see an extensive control panel with dozens of lights, switches, and dials, all neatly labeled in Elvish. In the center of the console were two double rows of switches, each with a little light next to it, shining red or green. Frowning, she stepped closer and squinted at the controls, when O’Malley’s whisper startled her.
“Sergeant, look.” Startled, Acevedo looked up and saw the large glass window in front of her. O’Malley was staring out of it, his mouth hanging open. Acevedo stepped up, and her jaw dropped. The window overlooked a massive compartment that occupied the majority of the inside of the airship. Two catwalks ran the length of the room at the same level as the control room. Below was a large open area of decking, and along both sides ran two massive rows of doors. About a third of the way down on the left, a door stood open, and several orcs were shoveling straw into it from a small cart. In the middle of the room was a small platform with a table on it. At the table were half a dozen elves in the distinctive robes of the dragon mages. They were leaning over a sheaf of papers on the table, apparently speaking to each other.
“This must be where they keep the dragons.” O’Malley’s voice was awed. “They use these doors to feed and water or whatever it is they do for dragons. The outer door must open to let them out.”
Martinez had stepped up behind them and was staring out the window, then at the control panel. After a moment, he said in a thoughtful voice, “It’d sure be a shame if all those dragons got loose, huh?”
O’Malley and Acevedo traded a look, then looked at Martinez. O’Malley replied, “Martinez, you’re a genius. It’ll neutralize this ship as a weapon if they don’t have their dragons.”
“Yeah, but is setting loose 20-something angry, battle-trained dragons in Amish country really a good idea? They’re going to tear the shit out of the place. Civilians will get hurt,” Acevedo replied. She rubbed her chin and frowned at the mages gathered in the center of the room, who remained completely unaware of their presence. One of the mages stood and walked away from them, along the lines of sturdy iron doors, headed towards the far end of the compartment.
Suddenly, one of the doors right next to him slid up. Startled, the elf turned, his face a mask of shock. He managed to get a partial scream out before the serpentine head of a dragon flashed out and snapped the hapless mage up, pulling him into the cell. The group of elven mages at the table turned in shock.
“Holy shit!” Acevedo exclaimed. “Did you….”
“Whoops,” Martinez said mildly, removing his hand from a switch. Acevedo and O’Malley turned to the private, stunned.
“Now we know what these rows of switches do. Twelve per side, two each.” He gestured at the control panel with a smirk. “I’ve played enough video games to know these are the door controls.” He pointed at the shocked mages standing up below. “And they’re right in the middle of them all…”
O’Malley stared at the smirking private for a moment, then grinned. “Hit it, Private!”
“Yes, sir!” The paratrooper snapped switches as fast as his hands could move. After a split second, Acevedo took the next row, snapping switches furiously. Across the board, the green lights turned red, and the doors below slid open one after another.
Snapping the last switch, Acevedo stood up and peered down at the lower deck. The mages were backing up onto their platform, their faces showing expressions of horror and shock as the massive, sinuous shapes of the dragons emerged into the interior of the ship. For a few seconds there was a tense standoff as the elves backed up slowly. The dragons, sensing their freedom at hand, moved forward. One of the mages stepped forward and started to chant. A nearby dragon’s eyes drooped and slowed. Another dragon saw this, screeched in rage, and blew a white-hot jet of fire, incinerating the elf where he stood. That seemed to break the standoff, and the dragons pounced. The roaring blasts of fire, the blood-curdling shrieks, and the scratching of massive claws on the decks were deafening, even from behind the thick glass where the three soldiers watched.
A few moments later, nothing remained of the elves except bloody scraps scattered around the room. Two of the bigger dragons, a black one and a red one hissed and snapped at each other. A moment later, they leapt at each other in a tangle of teeth, claws, wings, and flame. As they fought, they set fire to the floor and the support beams between the iron cages. At the far end of the compartment, Acevedo could see a double door open, and an orc step through, start at the carnage, then spring back and try to slam the door. He was too late. A smaller gold dragon sprang at him, bursting through the door and disappearing into the passageway beyond.
After a few seconds more of watching the dragons tearing the ship apart and seeing the flames rise, O’Malley shook his head in disbelief. “Incredible.” He looked at Martinez. “You have a talent for destruction, Martinez.”
Martinez grinned. “If you want something broke, sir, you ask the junior enlisted.”
“No kidding. Let’s get out of here.” O’Malley took a last look at the inferno below, then stepped to the door, unbolted it, and peered out cautiously. “Acevedo. You’re up.”
Taking the rope that led to her pretend prisoners, she moved down the stairs to the passage they’d entered through. As she stepped into the main hall, she caught sight of a dozen armed and armored elves at the far end of the hall, their faces grim. Not stopping, Acevedo kept going down the stairs, turned the corner, and popped into a smaller passageway. Spying a door, she immediately opened it and rushed through, followed by the other two soldiers. She closed the door and held a finger to her lips. The clatter of boots from the deck above grew louder, then faded. She looked at O’Malley, blew out a breath, and nodded. O’Malley nodded back.
“Sir,” Martinez whispered. “Are these what they look like?” He motioned at a box nearby. O’Malley stepped up and peered inside the box. Nestled neatly inside were a dozen wands packed in wooden racks. O’Malley looked up and saw that there were dozens of boxes just like it, as well as racks of what appeared to be staves, and stacked sets of armor.
“Holy Mother…” O’Malley muttered.
Holding up two wands, Martinez exclaimed, “Fuck YES!”
With a tired grin, Acevedo said, “Sir, if you thought Martinez could do damage by pushing buttons, wait till you see what he does when we turn him loose in a magical armory.”
Watching Martinez ripping boxes open gleefully and stuffing items into his pockets, Acevedo asked, “Do you know what any of that stuff does?”
“Nope,”—Martinez held up a staff—“but they look like what the bad guys torched my homies with, so I’m going to figure out how to use it on them.”
With a shrug, Acevedo looked at O’Malley. “Might as well, sir.” She pulled the enchanted bag they’d taken from their elven prisoner and tossed it to Martinez. “Fill this. It’ll carry way more than your pockets.”
Reaching into the sack, Martinez removed the three M-16s and two grenades that were left. He stuffed one of the grenades in his pocket and handed the other to Acevedo. O’Malley and Acevedo each received a rifle. He then began scooping armfuls of wands, rings, and staves into the bag, which swallowed them all.
Suddenly, he froze and held a closed fist up. Acevedo and O’Malley halted in place, listening. Outside in the corridor, they could hear the clatter of boots, and someone speaking in the fluid, melodic language of the elves. O’Malley pointed at the far end of the compartment, where there was another hatchway headed back to the passage. Moving quickly, he headed towards it, with Acevedo following. Martinez hesitated for a moment, then waved Acevedo towards the far door. He reached over to a large crate full of neatly stacked wands, held the grenade over it, and put his finger through the pin. He looked at Acevedo questioningly.
Seeing the far door swinging open, she nodded and made a ‘hurry up’ motion with her hands. Martinez grinned, pulled the pin, dropped the grenade into the box, turned, and ran. As he did, an elven soldier stepped through the far door. Seeing him, the elf shouted and started to sprint towards him, clearly reacting on instinct. Reaching the far end of the compartment, Martinez dove at Acevedo, carrying her out the hatch and into the passageway, just as the grenade exploded with a deafening ka-WHUMP.
Dazed, Acevedo sat up and looked at the hatch they’d just dove through. Martinez lay just inside, facedown with his hands covering his head.
With a sinking feeling in her stomach, Acevedo stretched her leg out and kicked the paratrooper, who looked up with blood dripping from his nose, grinned, and gave her a thumbs up. He glanced behind him into the room, which was out of Acevedo’s line of sight. His grin faded, and his eyes widened.
He scrambled to his feet and yelled, “Fucking GO!” There was a burst of gunshots from behind Acevedo. Rolling onto her stomach, she could see O’Malley lying prone on the deck, firing at a second elf down the corridor outside the far door of the compartment. The elf was stumbling slightly from the concussion of the blast. The rifle rounds sparked off his armor in flashes of blue light as he drew his wand and pointed it shakily in their direction.
“Sergeant, we gotta get the fuck outta here!” Martinez screamed.
Ducking as a bolt of energy blew a large hole in the door next to her, Acevedo replied, “We can’t, or he’ll smoke us! Stay in cover!” She pushed herself as close to the wall in the meager protection of the hatch as she could.
“You don’t understand! That grenade did something to those wands and staffs. They’re all broken and glowing and shit, and they’re getting brighter! We gotta go!” Martinez yelled.
Risking a quick look into the compartment they’d just left, Acevedo could see a blue glow that was visibly getting brighter, and a low hum seemed to vibrate the deck underneath them. Making a sudden decision, she called out to O’Malley. “Sir, we gotta go! The wands are gonna blow!”
Without replying, O’Malley rose to his knees and emptied his magazine in the direction of the elf down the hall. He rose and turned to run, but stumbled and fell to one knee as a bright blue bolt shot through the space where his head had been seconds before. Leaping to her feet, Acevedo pulled the much bigger man to his feet by his collar and propelled him down the hallway towards the staircase they’d come down. The deck was now noticeably shaking
under their feet, and the air felt strange, like it was charged with electricity, and smelled of ozone. Reaching the corner, they threw themselves around it. Martinez risked a fast look behind them.
The elf had made it to the second door and was illuminated in the beams of blue light pouring out of the room. Suddenly there was a flash, and the elf vanished, collapsing into a pile of ash. From the depths of the room, there was a sharp crack, and the deck plates shook violently under their feet.
Martinez looked at Acevedo, who pointed up the stairs. More cracks followed, sounding like gunfire, then there was a moment of complete silence, then a shattering series of explosions rattled the hallway they’d just left, throwing them around in the narrow staircase. There was a sudden whoosh, then a roaring sound that hadn’t been there before, and the light from the passageway changed.
Closest to the bottom of the stairs, Martinez risked another look into the passageway and froze in shock. Where the passageway had been, and the compartment beyond, was a gaping hole in the side of the ship. He could see the green fields of the Pennsylvania countryside thousands of feet below. Several energy conduits at the edge of the hole sparked and snapped, sending dying points of light that fell out the gaping wound in the side of the ship.
“Holy shit,” he muttered.
Glancing over his shoulder, Acevedo shook her head and said shakily, “Good call on getting out of there. Goddamn.” She looked at O’Malley, who was cautiously peering up the stairs as he reloaded his rifle. “There’s a big hole in the ship, sir. Want to take a look?”
“No. We need to get back to the boat,”
the captain replied. “If setting the dragons free, wiping out the dragon mages, and blowing a hole in the hull doesn’t incapacitate this thing, I don’t know what will.” He jerked his head. “Let’s go.” He moved up the stairs, followed by Martinez.
With one last, awed look at the massive hole in the hull of the crippled ship, Acevedo picked up her rifle and turned to follow her comrades.
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“Falling”
Aboard the Dragonship ‘Silverwing’
Somewhere over Central Pennsylvania
Cautiously working her way up the flight of stairs towards the deck they’d entered the ship from, Acevedo paused at the last landing. She turned and whispered, “I’m gonna look real fast, and if it’s clear, we should haul ass to the boat and be ready to go when Sergeant Jones and the orcs get back.”
There was another burst of gunfire from forward, then a faint, triumphant yell in the guttural language of the orcs. O’Malley gestured in the direction of the yelling. “What did he say?”
“I don’t know,” Acevedo replied. “It sounded like a taunt, asking if they wanted more, and referencing some kind of animal, but I didn’t recognize the voice. It wasn’t our guy.” She took a cautious look into the hallway, then gestured to the two men behind her. “Clear. Let’s go.”
The three soldiers moved rapidly into the long hallway. Ahead of them they could see the open door to the dragonboat that they’d come in. Rushing to the door of the boat, Acevedo pushed herself up against the wall and carefully peered inside.
Suddenly, with
what sounded like a swear word, she dove into the small ship before O’Malley could react. There was a series of thumps, a short scream, then a loud slap. This was followed by a furious shriek, then a stream of swearing in Spanish, mixed with grunting and the sounds of a scuffle.
O’Malley jumped through the door and saw Acevedo rolling around the deck of the dragonboat with their elven prisoner, who’d freed herself from her bonds.
As O’Malley moved towards them, Acevedo rolled on top of the elf soldier. The elven prisoner was clawing at Acevedo’s face as the tiny sergeant hurled punches down at the other woman. The elf kicked, bucking Acevedo forward, where the elf promptly lowered her head and headbutted Acevedo in the face. The two rolled free of each other, blood pouring from Acevedo’s nose and mouth as she fell onto her back. With the nimbleness of a trained martial artist, the elf rolled to her knees over the fallen soldier, pulled a knife, and grinned evilly. She lifted the dagger over her head just as Acevedo’s bootheels connected under her chin as the young woman kicked up with both feet. The elven lordling flipped backwards, dropping the knife, and landed in a senseless heap, twitching. Acevedo kicked the knife away, clambered on top of her, and rained punches onto the defenseless elf’s face.
“Acevedo. Stop.” O’Malley called. “Stop!”
“Stupid fucking bitch!” The meaty thumps of Acevedo’s fists hitting the elven woman’s face punctuated each word. “Fucking kill my soldiers? Invade my fucking country? Try to stab me? Break my nose? BITCH!”
She lifted the elf by her platinum blonde hair and drove a final hard right hook into the elf’s jaw, then released her hair. The elf’s head hit the deck with a wet, meaty thump, and she lay still.
“Enough,” O’Malley ordered. “Get up, Sergeant.”
With a dark glare at the elf’s still form, Acevedo spat a stream of bloody saliva into her face, then stood up.
After a second, O’Malley reached out a hand. “You ok?”
“Don’t touch me.” Acevedo tore off the elven helmet and threw it across the small compartment, then sat down and buried her face in her hands.
Martinez, who’d been holding position in the door of the dragonboat, looked at the unconscious elf and muttered, “God DAMN, you fucked her up.”
“She’s lucky she isn’t dead.” Acevedo’s voice was muffled. “Next time she tries it, she will be.”
“I guess,” Martinez replied. “Remind me not to piss you off, Sergeant.” He knelt, rapidly retaped the elf’s hands and feet, and gesturing to O’Malley to help him, dragged the elf down the small interior of the dragonboat and out of sight.
There was a commotion from the passageway, then they heard voices. Martinez peered out, then called in a low voice, “We got company.” He raised his rifle and pointed it down the corridor.
O’Malley stuck his head out to see what was happening, and his jaw hung open. In the passageway he could see a crowd of bodies, mostly facing away from him. There were five of the massive flat-black armored figures of the orcs. They were all pointing their crossbows down the hall or had swords at the ready. One of them held what appeared to be an old machine gun with a belt of ammunition dangling from it to his shoulder as easily as a human would carry a rifle.
In front of the group of orcs stood Staff Sergeant Jones, also backing down the hall. His arm was locked around the neck of an elf, and he was keeping the elf between him and what they were facing. With a start, O’Malley realized there were at least half a dozen armored elven warriors with wands pointed at them. In front of the elven warriors was a slender, platinum-haired elf in ebony black armor. His face was furious, and he was pointing a staff with a tip glowing red at the small group of retreating orcs.
“Acevedo! Up front!” O’Malley hissed.
Snapping her head up and jumping off the bench, she poked her head into the corridor just as the lead elf yelled.
“You. Insolent, arrogant human. You dare to lay hands on our lord. The fury of the elven houses will come upon your lands. We will destroy your homes. We will…”
“Shut up,” O’Malley heard Jones order flatly. “No one gives a shit.” He tapped the elf in his grip on the head with his fist, which O’Malley could see was wrapped tightly around something. “Now, if you want elf-daddy here back with all his body parts, you’ll let us get on that boat.”
The elf at the front of the small group hissed in fury and spat. “You will never leave this ship alive, filth.” His features were contorted in rage.
There was a bellowing roar nearby and the whooshing of dragon flame from somewhere inside the ship, and the entire vessel trembled again.
The elf’s face smoothed into a cruel smile. “Hear that, human? It is your death. Give us Lord T’Mar, or you will die in flames.”
The ship bucked sharply, jolting all the people standing in the hall.
With a dark grin, Sergeant Jones replied, “Sounds to me like your little flying zoo is fucked. Won’t be me dying in fire. It’ll be you and this giant piece of shit falling from the sky.” Over his shoulder, he commanded, “Durok, get them loaded. I’ll be the last one on to make sure they don’t try anything. “
With a single nod of his head, Durok snapped something in orcish. Two of the orcs peeled off. With barely a sidelong glance at the three humans already in the dragonboat, the orcs rushed up to the top deck of the small craft. O’Malley could hear a faint chiming sound and saw the lights inside the boat brighten as the magic flowed. Distantly, he could hear the elf in the front again yelling threats.
There was a sudden roar, and from behind the group of elven warriors came a yellow-orange glow. A split second later, a blast of heat rushed down the hallway. Several of the elves turned to see what was happening just as the dragon’s head snaked around the far end of the corridor. The golden yellow eyes with the vertical slits narrowed at the sight of prey in the hallway. The dragon took in a deep breath, emitting a long, evil hiss. The elves turned and ran
desperately towards the only refuge in sight: the open hatch to the dragonboat. The remaining orcs in the hall piled into the craft, their massive, armored boots making the deck tremble with the impacts. Acevedo clung to the doorframe and stayed where she was. O’Malley found himself carried back into the craft.
Seeing the elves rushing forward
in a panic, Jones hurled himself bodily into the small craft, along with his prisoner. He then took the fist he’d been holding to the elf lord’s head, tossed a spherical object towards the elves, and yelled something that was lost in the roar of dragon flame. The sergeant shoved his captive onto the deck of the dragonboat, and collapsed on top of him, covering his and his captive’s faces with his hands.
Dimly, Acevedo realized Jones had just thrown a grenade and hastily turned her face and tightly clamped her eyes closed. She vaguely heard O’Malley screaming to disengage the craft from the hull of the larger ship. Suddenly, there came a deafening ka-WHOMP from the corridor, and a split second of silence. Then there came an enraged roar, loud enough to shock her even through the temporary deafness from the grenade.
Acevedo risked a fast glance into the corridor and saw the dragon slithering past what remained of the elves. It barely slowed down to put a massive claw through the back of a badly wounded elf, pinning the man to the floor. The dragon locked eyes on Acevedo and took another deep breath. In a daze, she realized she could see dozens of sharp, pointed teeth, shining white among the fleshy black and green of the inside of the dragon’s mouth. Frozen in horror, she watched as two tiny flames appeared at the back of the dragon’s throat, followed by a brighter spot that rapidly grew as flame surged towards her.
A massive hand grabbed her by the back of the stolen elven armor she wore and jerked her back into the dragonboat. She flew backwards and landed on her butt as a white-hot jet of fire blasted down the corridor. Throwing up her hands to cover her face from the immense heat, she struggled to her knees. There were two large thumps, then the deck of the dragonboat sank, and she saw the gap between the hull of the ship and the smaller dragonboat begin to widen.
Exhaling sharply, she turned to see who’d rescued her, when she saw in horror the head of the dragon appear in the open hatch, now about a dozen feet away. The dragon shrieked in fury and took a deep breath. Again, Acevedo saw the flames boiling up from the throat. This time, there was nowhere to go. She threw her arms up to cover her face and turned her head away. Reflexively, she screamed as the flame blasted out of the dragon’s maw, and the deafening roar overtook her senses.
After several seconds, the roar stopped, and she opened her eyes. The hull of the dragonship was now about 50 yards away and receding fast. The dragon roared with impotent fury
from the hole in the hull of the ship, apparently too big to fit through and give chase.
Turning to the interior of the boat, she saw that everyone was staring at her in shock. Even the orcs, who were normally unflappable, were staring. After a second, O’Malley shouldered his way past a couple of the massive orcs and demanded, “Acevedo. Are you ok? What the hell was that?” His eyes were full of concern.
“I’m fine.” She looked down at herself. “I guess he missed.”
“He didn’t fucking miss!” Martinez declared. “He blasted us. Look at the windows.”
Acevedo looked at the small portholes in the hull. The two closest to the hatch were smoked over, and the frames were warped from exposure to the immense heat. Martinez pointed at her. “You threw your arms up, some kind of blue energy came out, and the fire went around it. I saw that shit.”
“I…I guess it must be the armor,” Acevedo replied, still stunned. “I don’t really know how it works.”
Suddenly, with the speed of a striking snake, the male elf on the floor of the dragonboat moved. He dove at Acevedo, reaching for the wand that remained holstered on her leg. Sergeant Jones caught the elf’s boot as he dove for Acevedo. Startled, Acevedo fell backwards, landing on the bench next to the open hatch. The elf lord landed on his hands and knees in front of her and was beginning to rise, the dropped dagger in his hand. Suddenly, Sergeant Jones appeared behind the man. Grabbing him by his long, flowing hair and the back of his armor, he jerked the elf backwards, trying to pull him away from Acevedo—but he pulled too hard. With a short, sharp scream, the elf lord disappeared out the open door, and into the sky.
Shocked, Acevedo looked up at Jones, who was staring after the man. After a second, he shrugged, and muttered, “Fuck it.”
From the upper deck, one of the orcs called out in their guttural language. Durok leaned over, peered out the door, and gave a satisfied grunt. One of the orcs in the front of the boat called out and pointed out a porthole. The others peered through the window and laughed. Puzzled, Acevedo looked out the open door.
The dragonship was dying, trailing smoke from dozens of places, and clearly listing on the cables that connected it to the zeppelin-like gas bags. She could see a slender, open-topped boat push back from the top deck, loaded with elven crewman abandoning the stricken ship. The boat extended a pair of silvery, gossamer wings and started a gentle glide to get clear of the massive dragonship. Abruptly, one of the wings collapsed, and the boat overturned, spilling the elves into the sky. Their faint screams could be heard as they fell towards the ground, thousands of feet below.
Moments later another lifeboat launched, similarly loaded. It, too, had a wing collapse, dumping the crew into the void. The orcs around Acevedo roared with laughter and make crude comments in their own language about the falling elven crewmen. One of the young orcs they’d boarded the ship with earlier stepped down from the top deck, folded his arms cockily, and posed on the stairs with one boot up on the lowest step. The other orcs roared their approval, laughing, cheering, and hammering their armored fists against their breastplates. Staring at the orc for a second, then back out at another falling lifeboat, Jones suddenly laughed. “That sneaky little son of a bitch. So that’s what he was doing!”
“What?” Acevedo asked.
“He disappeared during the firefight on the upper deck. I thought he was trying to flank them, but apparently he was sabotaging their lifeboats.” Jones laughed again. “I really like these orcs. They’re my kind of guys!”
Crouching by the open door, Durok called out. The orc above at the helm answered, and Acevedo felt her stomach drop as the dragonship rapidly sank towards the ground. A flash of light out the door caught her eye, and she looked up as the Apache helicopters that had fled before reappeared. They were hovering next to the rapidly sinking dragonship with their chin-mounted guns, spitting fire at the deck. The heavy rounds punched through the deck now that the shielding was no longer active, turning it into a shredded mess of splintered wood and shattered bodies of the elven crewmen. A third Apache hovered slightly higher, pumping rounds into the gas bags. As Acevedo watched, enthralled, one of the huge balloons collapsed, spewing purple fire. The ship sank even more rapidly. The dark green helicopters followed their prey like wolves as it fell, raking the burning hulk with cannon rounds as it fell from the sky towards the darkening ground.
Watching the burning ship fall from sight, harried by the helicopters the whole way, Acevedo realized it was dusk, and the ground below was almost completely dark. O’Malley clambered down the ladder and thrust a duffel bag at her.
“Get out of that elven crap and get ready to move. As soon as we hit the dirt, we’re going to abandon the ship before they send more dragonriders.” He gestured at the open door. “’Cause you know they’re gonna be pissed after that.”
“Yes, sir.” Acevedo took the duffel bag and sat on one of the benches. She reached up to unbuckle her chest armor and grimaced in pain. Seeing that, Durok crouched next to her and helped her. His massive hands were surprisingly gentle, and soon she was squirming out of the tight armor. Her undershirt was soaked in sweat, and she gasped at the sudden bite of the cool wind on her skin. Martinez held out her tunic, and she took it wordlessly, modesty forgotten. As Durok packed away the elven armor, Martinez helped her pull her plate carrier over her head. Seeing her wince in pain as it settled into place, he grinned slightly.
“We’re gonna feel this shit in the morning, eh?” He adjusted the straps of her body armor and asked, “How’s that?”
With a grimace, Acevedo moved her shoulder. It screamed at her, where the elven girl had wrenched it. “I’ll manage.” She smiled wanly at the paratrooper. “Beats being dead.”
“Ain’t that the damn truth. I got an ass full of splinters from blowing up the wands. Gonna take forever to get ‘em out!”
Martinez grinned for a moment. Then his smile faded. “What’s next, Sergeant?”
Shaking her head, Acevedo replied, “Get on the ground, alive. Then I guess we have to evade the search parties, if they send any. After that…” She shrugged, her shoulder protesting at the motion with a fresh wave of pain. “After that, who knows.”
Abruptly the dragonboat lurched, and a subliminal vibration started under their feet that rapidly turned into a violent shaking. From the upper deck came a yell in the guttural orcish language. The orcs around them gripped their seats
grimly and didn’t say a word.
With a pensive look up the stairs, Martinez asked, “What was that?”
“We’re going down,” Acevedo replied, her voice tense with fear. “Brace.” The ship pitched and yawed as Acevedo and Martinez desperately clung to the wooden seats. The craft gave another violent lurch, then rolled hard to port and began to spin. One of the orcish soldiers lost his grip and went flying out the door into the evening sky without a sound.
Desperately, Acevedo clung to the seat and the thin leather strap as the craft spun. The still open side door was flashing, the bright sky alternating with the darkness of the ground, the strobe effect freezing the interior of the craft into a gruesome caricature of terrified statues. For a split second, Acevedo saw tree branches outlined against the sky and thought suddenly of her mother’s beef empanadas, then Oliva Acevedo’s world went black.
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“Lest we Forget”
Somewhere in Central Pennsylvania
Olivia sighed and stretched contentedly. The sun was warm, almost uncomfortably so on her face, and she was glad for her sunglasses. The grass underneath her felt cool and itchy against her legs below her yellow sundress. Faintly, she could smell the distant smoke of the charcoal grill. Her papa called to her in English. He was so proud of his ability to speak English and showed it off every chance he got.
“Meija, the burgers are almost ready for our big American feast!” He pointed up at the sky. “Hurry! We don’t want to miss the fireworks! They’re starting!” Olivia sat up and smiled at the man. He was wearing everything he could decked out in red, white, and blue. Ever since coming from Cuba at 19, her father had loved his new home.
Looking up at the bright blue sky, Olivia could see them bursting, little balls of black and red flame standing out against the blue sky. She frowned. That wasn’t right. Fireworks were supposed to be at night. The puffs of black and red smoke soon filled the sky, hanging ominously. Suddenly worried, Olivia sat up and pulled her sunglasses down, staring at the roiling mass of black smoke and red flame. She turned to talk to her papa, but he was gone. In his place crouched First Sergeant Harris. He was staring up at the sky intently, then looked down at his rifle. Without looking at her, he said, his voice flat and commanding, “We’re not going to make it, Sergeant Acevedo. Take the rest of the company back around those buildings, then to the rendezvous point. I’m going to buy you some time.”
Olivia opened her mouth to reply, when the first sergeant looked at her, and she recoiled in horror. The side of his body she hadn’t been able to see was charred and blackened, the flesh seared almost to the bone. His face was half normal, stern-but-fatherly first sergeant, and half charred, smoking corpse.
First Sergeant Harris spoke again. His voice was gentle, and his remaining eye was kind. “Olivia, I need you to step up. Take care of the troops. They’re counting on you.”
Tears welling up in her eyes, Olivia replied, “First Sergeant, I can’t. I need your help. I don’t know what I’m doing.” She gestured down at herself. “I’m not even dressed for drill.”
The first sergeant’s good eye flicked down at her, and the ghost of a smile flickered across the unburned part of his face.
She looked down at her body in horror. The yellow sundress was gone, as were her sunglasses and smooth, tan legs. In their place was the bulky combat uniform she’d worn for the past week, stained with blood, dirt, and smoke. Her boots were coated in ash. Her plate carrier was battered and worn, and her rifle was in her hands.
The ghost of the soldier was firm, but gentle. “This is not your fate, Little Warrior. You do not die here.” Olivia stared at the man she knew to be dead, feeling confused, desperate, and alone. The voice came again, urgently. “It’s time to wake up.”
Perplexed, she looked back up at the sky, pitch black now, with pinpoints of light streaming up into it. Distant popping and indistinct yelling could be heard in the distance. She looked back at her old first sergeant, but where he’d knelt now stood only shadows. The voice came again. “Acevedo. It’s time to wake up.”
With a gasp, Acevedo snapped awake. She had a stabbing pain in her side, and it was pitch black. A hand on her shoulder patted her reassuringly and murmured, “Stay quiet. They may still be close.”
After a moment trying to speak, Acevedo managed to whisper, “Water.” Her throat felt like sandpaper, and her mouth was sticky.
A few seconds later, the mouthpiece of a CamelBak was put between her lips, and a gush of warm water shot into her mouth. It was the most delicious thing she’d ever tasted. A few seconds later, it was removed.
Rolling onto her side and grimacing from the pain, she demanded, “More.”
“Not until I know what your injuries are, Little Warrior.”
“Durok.” Acevedo felt a wave of relief was over her. “Thank God.” She raised herself on an elbow and asked quietly, “What happened?”
“We crashed,” the big orc stated flatly. “Many dead.”
“Shit.” Acevedo squinted in the dim light. Durok seemed unscathed. “Who did we lose?”
“Both sky soldiers. The warleader in the crash, the warrior in the fight for the wreckage.”
“Jones and Martinez are…” Acevedo stopped, and closed her eyes tightly for a moment.
“Dead. Yes. They took many Shen’tin with them. Now they feast and fight at the side of Ma’Krosh.” The orc paused for a split second. “Or whatever deity human warriors believe in.” He held out an armored fist and opened it. Two regulation US Army dog tags lay in the palm of his gauntlet. “I retrieved these medallions, as is your death ritual.”
Slowly, Acevedo reached out, took the dog tags, and stared at them for a long time. She then put them into a pouch on the front of her body armor and sat up, elbows on her knees. “What about the captain? And the other orcs?”
Durok stared at her for a long moment, then answered slowly, “The captain was seriously injured. He ordered me to get you out, and to safety. The Uruk-ki are scattered, leading the Shen’tin away. Likely most are dead by now.”
Incredulous, Acevedo sat up. “You left him?”
“I did. He ordered me to.”
“You can’t just fucking leave a person behind, you green-skinned piece of shit!” Acevedo replied furiously. She struggled to her knees and looked around. “I need a weapon. I’ll go get him myself.”
The massive orc didn’t move, just remained on his knees.
Finally making it to her feet, Acevedo wheeled in fury. “Get up, you pointy-eared fuck!” She stabbed a finger at the darkness and demanded, “Get your ass up and help me.”
“No.” Durok’s gravelly voice was surprisingly gentle, but firm.
“His wounds were fatal, his chest and abdomen grievously injured, and the bones of his legs came through the skin. I could not have moved him if I had wanted to. His last order to me was to get you out and keep you safe.”
“GET UP!” Acevedo screamed. She slammed a fist into the massive chest plate of the orc’s armor.
“GET UP! GODDAMN YOU!” Slamming both her fists into his chest, she felt a wave of hopelessness she hadn’t felt before threaten to wash over her. “Get up, you son of a bitch. Get up.” She fell to her knees, sobbing.
After a moment, the big orc wrapped her in a bear hug as sobs wracked her body. After several minutes, he leaned back and held out a pouch. Acevedo looked at it through her tears for a long moment, then took it, knowing what she would feel. The clinking of the dozens of dog tags inside was oddly familiar and heartbreaking to her as she took the bag, then clutched it to her chest.
In as soft a voice as Acevedo had ever heard from the orc, Durok said, “He gave me these to give to you. Also, these.” The orc held out a piece of gauze torn from a bandage. Acevedo unwrapped the small package, and her heart sank upon seeing the contents. There was a simple silver wedding ring and a single dog tag that read ‘O’Malley, Zachary Thomas 4458656552 O Positive Catholic’.
The inside of the ring was inscribed with a date and initials,
“ZT+AW 10/18/2008’.
Slowly, Acevedo closed her hand over the relics. After a few seconds, she looked up at Durok. “What do we do now?”
“For myself, I am unsure,” the big orc replied. “Perhaps I will go to the hills and fight with Ewart, if he lives.” The orc regarded Acevedo. “But your path does not lie that way. Your warleader told me to get you to safety.”
“What does that mean?” Acevedo asked quietly. “Where is safe?”
“Nowhere,” Durok replied with a twitch of his lip over his tusks, “but for now, we need to get you into the hands of the resistance.” He rose to his feet, towering over the petite sergeant.
Shaking her head, she replied bitterly, “You just got to this world like a week ago and stomped the shit out of us. How do you know there’s a resistance?”
With a shrug of his massive shoulders, Durok replied, “Humans always resist. It’s who you are. No one conquers you unless you decide you are conquered.”
“We’re getting our asses kicked, Durok,” Acevedo retorted acidly, “in case you didn’t notice.”
“Defeated is not conquered, little one. The conquered have submitted.” His gravelly voice took on a challenging tone. “Have you submitted?” His eyes stared piercingly down at Acevedo, who glared back, her temper flaring. “Well? Answer, human.” His tone was mocking. “Are you conquered?” He reached out a hand to assist her to her feet.
Her eyes narrowing, Acevedo spat, “What do you think?” She slapped his hand away and stood unassisted. Pausing unsteadily for a moment, she caught her balance, then glared at the orcish warrior. “I’ll show you conquered.” Wobbling slightly, she snapped, “Let’s go.”
“I thought as much.” The big orc smiled, his terrible teeth glinting in the night. “Let us find you a weapon, Little Warrior.”
***
The two walked silently through the fields of central Pennsylvania. The moon had risen, offering a dim light to see by as they trudged silently through the fields. On the horizon to the east was a bright orange glow, with sparks shooting high into the sky. The occasional black shape of a creature could be seen. From this distance, they looked like bats, but the faint bone-chilling shrieks and occasional roar told otherwise.
Pausing, Acevedo pointed at the glow. “Is that the dragonship?”
“Yes,” Durok replied. His eyes glinted with the reflected glow of the inferno on the horizon. “I have seen this before, during the Winter War. It is a mighty and terrible sight.”
“You keep mentioning this Winter War.” Acevedo stepped in something that squished under her boot, and she looked at it with distaste. “What was it?” She shook the dung off her boot and continued walking.
His eyes constantly searching the night around them, Durok replied, “A tribe of Uruks rose in rebellion against the elves. These Uruks were savages, strong, hot tempered, and wild. They were natural warriors. Brutal, relentless, and not born to kneel.” He smiled briefly. “They were defeated once, at great cost in both Uruk and elfkin. The elves were fools to think they would not rebel.”
“But they did,” Acevedo stated.
“They did. After their armies were crushed, they lay quiet for a time, feigning defeat. They gathered their strength while accepting the lash.” Durok stopped and helped Acevedo over a small stream as he spoke. “Then they attacked. Small attacks here and there to keep the elven overlords off balance and distracted, and to make their lives uncomfortable.” He snorted derisively. “That was their downfall. They did not know when to stop attacking.”
“So they provoked the elven lords?” Acevedo asked.
“Yes. They caught and burned an elf lord’s son in liquid dragon fire.”
“Little fucker probably deserved it,” Acevedo muttered.
“No,” Durok answered calmly. “He was 10 cycles old.”
“Shit.” Looking down for a moment, Acevedo was quiet. “I guess he didn’t. But how many orc kids died because of his dad?”
“Thousands times thousands,” Durok replied, “and when the elf lords decided to burn the mountains, they sent in all their troops. Uruks, fae beasts, even some of the last remaining dwarfkin with their war machines. The monsters of the air and lands all served the elf lords and burned every city, every village and sietch. Still, the Uruks in the mountains fought.” Durok’s deep, rough voice was distant. “We finished them with swords and spears.” He looked down at Acevedo. “All of them.”
He stopped and said in a deadly serious voice, “Save your strength. Bide your time, and when you strike, Little Warrior, hold nothing back…for the elves will not.”
Slowly nodding her head, Acevedo thought about this. Looking up, she saw a barbwire fence in front of her. Right behind it was a two-lane paved road. She looked left and right and saw no cars coming. She carefully clambered through the wire, then waited for Durok, who merely stepped over the top of the strands.
Walking to the middle of the road, Acevedo squinted her eyes, looking. After a few seconds she said, “There’s a glow that way. If there’s a town…” There was a hiss and a thump next to them. An arrow appeared, sunk deep into the asphalt in front of her. Startled, she grasped for her rifle, forgetting she’d lost it in the crash, and started to scramble for cover.
“Stay where you are, please.” A clear, melodic voice emanated from the arrow. “That was a warning shot. The next will not be.”
Freezing in place, she locked eyes with Durok, who regarded her for a moment, then hissed, “I will return for you. Pretend to surrender. I will try to draw them off.” Surprisingly fast for his massive size, he whirled and sprinted away, heading for a nearby tree line. There were several more thwip! of bows releasing, and Acevedo saw an arrow strike the big orc in the shoulder. Not even breaking stride, Durok zigzagged but took several more arrows to the back. He stumbled, then fell hard on his face and was still.
Acevedo could hear someone wailing in anguish. After a few seconds, she realized it was herself. She dropped to one knee, staring at the still figure in the field. Hearing the crunching of boots on the asphalt, she rose to her full height of five foot four inches, and defiantly turned to face her enemies. The elves slid out of the darkness as silent as shadows, their bows still in their hands with arrows nocked.
These elves were different than the ones she’d encountered before. Their armor looked like deeply polished dark leather and was exquisitely crafted. They were all male, with handsome, chiseled features. They wore their hair long and pinned back with simple circlets of gold or silver. One of them had a dark tan, with midnight black hair and mesmerizing brown eyes. The one with a gold circlet on his brow stepped forward and spoke in a gently mocking tone to Acevedo.
“Well, well. What we here? A little human girl, playing at war.” He smiled, and even through her surge of hate, Acevedo found herself wanting to like this beautiful creature. “You’re lucky we found you. My rangers and I are far gentler than the Uruks we have out hunting and slaying the remnants of your pitiful army.”
Feeling a sudden surge of anger at the elf’s arrogance, Acevedo smirked and replied, “That’s a pretty big fireball over there on the horizon for a ‘pitiful army’.”
The elf’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, you’re a mouthy little one.” He drew a dagger. “Do you know what we do to mouthy slaves?”
The edge of the blade glinted in the moonlight.
Her eyes locked on the blade, Acevedo bit her tongue.
“What, nothing to say?” the elfkin taunted her. “No mocking, disrespectful comments?” He stepped closer and tapped her cheek with the flat of the blade, making her flinch. “No, just silence for your lord.” He leaned in close to her face and inspected her from inches away. Acevedo scrunched her eyes closed and turned her head. “How impolite. I’m hurt. Truly.” The elf leaned back.
From behind the elf in front of her, Acevedo heard another voice. “Perhaps she needs to be taught a lesson, Lord Elarin. A demonstration of our…gifts.” There was a round of snickers from the other elves.
The elf in front of Acevedo tilted his head and considered this for a moment, then replied, “You know, Do’riel, I believe you’re right. Perhaps she does need a lesson in manners.” There was another chorus of laughter, underlaid with malice.
Feeling a cold prick against the skin of her throat, Acevedo gasped. Elarin stared into her eyes for a moment, then slipped the flat of the knife into her uniform top and slid it down. The enchanted blade sizzled as the magic cut through the protective plate, heavy canvas of the carrier, and her uniform with ease. Elarin gave a tug on one of her sleeves, and the remnants of her armor and top fell to the pavement, leaving her in her undershirt.
Another voice called out, “It’s such a hot night, my Lord. Perhaps she’d be more comfortable without those filthy pants.”
“Oh, that’s too true.” The elf lord stepped close to Acevedo and nuzzled her neck. He smelled faintly of sweat, pine trees, and campfire smoke, all scents she’d once loved. Now, she clamped her eyes tightly closed and turned her head. She felt the knife blade slip into her waistband and again heard the sizzle as the blade rent her uniform pants. A few moments later, she stood, clad only in her underwear, undershirt, and boots.
The group of elven soldiers laughed again. Acevedo clamped her eyes closed tightly and steeled herself for what was next.
A boot hit the back of her leg, and she fell forward onto her hands and knees. The asphalt scraped her bare knees and dug into her hands. A fist wrapped itself in her hair, and she gritted her teeth. The pain as the fist lifted her was immense, bringing tears to her eyes. She was hoisted onto her feet and found herself face to face with the elf lord again. He leaned in close and spoke reasonably.
“Many women enjoy this, you know. It’s considered a privilege to have an elf lord take you. It will be far easier on you if you don’t…” With all the strength she could muster, Acevedo brought her knee up hard into the elf’s groin. He grunted, his face going white as he clutched his injury. Acevedo followed it up by spitting in the elf’s face as he collapsed to the ground.
One of the other elves, the one with the flawless tan and brown eyes, stepped up and gave her an open-handed slap to the face that knocked her flat on her back and left her dazed.
The elf took off his belt while staring down at her. His voice was low and full of rage. “The lord would have been gentle. I will not be.” Nearby, Acevedo could hear the elf lord gagging as he tried not to throw up and felt grimly satisfied. One of the others knelt near the elven lord, checking on him.
The elf standing over her tossed his belt aside and kicked her legs apart. He snapped to the others, “Hold her arms.”
The other elves seized her arms and pushed her down to the asphalt. Acevedo swore, kicked, and fought as hard as she could, but the elves were stronger than they looked. Suddenly the elves froze, looking down the road to the east. One cocked his head, listening, then snapped an order in Elvish.
A few seconds later, the moonlight was replaced with bright yellow light, and she could hear the crunch of tires. An older model SUV pulled up and stopped about 15 feet away, almost within arm’s reach of the vomiting elf lord and the elf who was attending to him. It sat motionless for a moment. The elves holding her arms released her, and stood, reaching for their bows. The elven soldier on top of Acevedo looked up.
From behind the lights, a woman’s voice could be heard, asking “Is this the road to Harrisburg?”
The elf standing near the incapacitated lord stood and pointed at the vehicle. “Turn around and go back the way you came, human. This does not concern you.”
“It’s just that I was trying to get to Harrisburg, and I got lost, and the GPS isn’t working.” The woman’s voice came again. “If you can…”
Furious, the elf stepped to the window of the vehicle and ordered, “Get this filthy vehicle out of here now…” He froze, his eyes widening, and started to step back.
The woman’s low, satisfied tone was crystal clear in the stillness. “Gotcha, bitch.”
The night was split by a brilliant double blast of fire and the familiar boom of a shotgun. The elf’s head disintegrated into a dark spray, splattering over Lord Elorin, who’d fallen to the ground. As the elf’s body crumpled, the door flew open, and a shape vaulted out gracefully, the spent double-barrel shotgun clattering to the pavement.
With a speed Acevedo couldn’t believe, the woman pulled a pistol from her waistband and put five rounds into the chest of the dark-skinned elf who’d been on top of her moments ago. He looked down in shock at the holes in his leather chest armor, then collapsed in a heap, twitching. As he fell, the woman scooped up the fallen elf lord, put an arm around his neck, and placed the muzzle of her pistol in his ear. The remaining three elves had drawn their bows with incredible speed, and held them taut, bowstrings to their cheeks, their eyes locked on the woman. The two groups faced off, staring at each other in the yellow light of the truck headlights.
In a clear, commanding voice with a hint of Texas drawl, she declared, “Listen up, fucksticks. Drop the bows and knives, or I decorate the highway with what little brains your friend has.”
The woman was slim, with a dark complexion, and thick, wavy hair tied up in a red handkerchief. She wore well-worn jeans, a flannel shirt tied at the waist that hung open, and a white undershirt. Her eyes were intense and locked on the three remaining enemy soldiers.
The elven soldiers looked at each other, then at Lord Elarin, who motioned for them to drop their weapons. With a final glance at each other, they lowered their bows, then tossed them into the darkness. Their daggers followed, vanishing into the night.
“Good,” the woman said to Acevedo, not taking her eyes off the elves. “Honey, I need you to get up.”
Scrambling to her feet, Acevedo moved towards the woman, who said, “In the driver’s side door cupholder is a roll of electrical wire. Grab it.”
Stepping over the gruesome remains of the elf by the door of the SUV, Acevedo grabbed the roll of electrical wire. Looking at the passenger seat, she started. An older man with a silver crewcut in a bloodstained army uniform lay slumped in the passenger seat, not moving. An M4 lay in his lap, his hands senseless on the heat shield and grip. After a split second of shock, Acevedo shook her head and moved back around the door.
“You three. Get on your knees,” the woman commanded the elven soldiers. They slowly got onto their knees.
Speaking to Acevedo again, she said, “Ma’am, if you’d do me a favor and tie these fellas up, I’d appreciate it.”
“Gladly.” Moving behind her erstwhile captors, Acevedo tied the men’s wrists together tightly, taking a grim satisfaction in the small grunts of pain as she tightened the wire.
“Thank you, darlin’. Now, if you’d be a dear and tape up this little shit, we’ll be in business.” Taking the wire, Acevedo wrapped Lord Elarin’s wrists tightly. The woman then forced him over next to the rest of the captives, then holstered her pistol and pulled her shirt over it. Turning to Acevedo, she looked at her, the concern evident on her face, “Did they…”
“No. They were about to, but you…” Acevedo gestured at the bodies. “Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me. Anyone would have done the same.” The women looked at the remnants of Acevedo’s uniform and body armor, then at her boots. “Soldier?”
“Yes.” Acevedo looked down at herself, suddenly very conscious of her partially-clothed state. “Or I was. Everyone is dead. I think it’s over.”
“Not everyone,” the woman stated defiantly, “and until we are, this shit ain’t over.” She held out a hand. “I’m CJ.”
“I’m Olivia.” Acevedo held out her hand. The woman’s shake was firm and confident.
CJ pointed at the truck. “In the back, there’s a couple of duffle bags. My pants are probably too big for you, but you can roll them.” She turned back to the elves with a cold, calculating look in her eyes. “While you’re back there, get me the duct tape.”
Acevedo nodded and did as she was told. Finding two large green duffel bags, she opened one. Startled, she noted it was full of guns. Pistols, several rifles, multiple loaded magazines, and dozens of boxes of ammunition in various calibers. Shaking her head, she opened the other bag and rummaged through the clothes she found there. Selecting a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved, button-up shirt, she looked at them.
After a moment’s hesitation, she pulled off her filthy olive drab undershirt and tossed it away into the darkness, leaving only her boots and dog tags as the remnants of her uniform. She took the boots off quickly, just long enough to pull the shirt and too large pants on, and rolled the legs up, then put her boots back on. She stopped for a moment, staring at the duffle bag full of guns, then on impulse reached out and took a small pistol. Removing the magazine, she held it up and looked at it for a moment, then dug through the bag for magazines that matched. Finding two more, she stuffed the pistol into her pocket, along with the spare magazines. As she walked back to the front of the truck, she heard someone murmuring.
“When she’s closer, follow my lead,” someone murmured as she rounded the hood of the vehicle. Exhausted and still shaken by her experience, it took Acevedo a moment to realize she still wore the enchanted ring that let her understand Elvish.
“CJ!” she screamed, “They’re going to…” The elven soldier CJ had shot rolled over and kicked at CJ’s ankles. Startled, the woman stumbled back, reaching for her pistol. As she did, the three elves on their knees moved with horrifying speed. One of them leapt at CJ, bowling her over and landing on top of her. Acevedo could hear her screaming as the elf attempted to work his teeth into her neck. The remaining two elves had spun back-to-back, and Acevedo saw the glint of a dagger blade. Reacting on instinct, she rushed at them, remembering the pistol at the last second. Skidding to a halt, she reached into the pocket of the ill-fitting jeans and tried to pull the weapon out, but it got caught inside the baggy clothing.
The elven soldiers standing back-to-back sprang apart.
One of the captives leapt nimbly in the air, bringing his bound hands in front of him, and rushed off into the darkness, clearly going for a weapon. The other elf had his hands free, the wire hanging loose.
He charged, raising the dagger.
Freeing the pistol, she raised it at the rushing enemy, but a lightning-fast slap from the ranger sent the pistol flying into the darkness. The elf crashed into her, knocking her over. He landed on top of her, driving his knees into her stomach, knocking the wind out of her. Weakly, she tried to hit the elven soldier with her fists, but he blocked her blows with ease with one hand and positioned the dagger for a strike with the other.
With a savage grin, the elf raised the blade high over his head. Suddenly, the savage look disappeared, and the color drained from his face. There was a thump and clatter of the dagger hitting the asphalt. Dazed, he brought his arm forward and looked at it in horror. Acevedo saw that his lower forearm was missing, replaced by a stump that pulsed with the arterial spray of blood. The elf’s head was jerked back at an unnatural angle and a black, serrated blade ran across his throat, cutting so deeply, it severed his head. The corpse balanced for a moment, then collapsed into a heap next to Acevedo, who watched in a daze as the massive, black-armored figure of Durok blocked out the stars.
The orc stood to his full seven feet and roared. He spread his arms, the dripping blade in one hand, and the elven head in the other. The elf on top of CJ whipped his head around and recoiled in horror. He rolled off the bloodied woman and tried to climb to his feet. Dropping the severed head and taking one long step, Durok swung his sword down hard with both hands, cleaving the ranger through his shoulder, the massive blow nearly severing the man’s torso in two.
Wrenching the sword out of the elf’s body, Durok whirled and thrust the barbed blade down hard, with one hand on the hilt, and the other on the pommel, through the back of elf CJ had shot as he tried to crawl away. There was a wet noise that ended in a grating crunch as Durok’s sword point drove into the asphalt.
With lightning-fast reflexes, Durok raised his arm and covered his face just as a dagger flew out of the darkness and clanged off his armor. Not pausing to retrieve his sword, he drew a knife the size of a machete from his waist. With a primal roar, he charged out of the light cast by the SUV’s headlights.
Still gasping for air, Acevedo rolled over just in time to see CJ sit up, her face bloody, and her pistol in her hand. She aimed from where she sat on the asphalt at the elven leader as he scrambled away, hands still bound, and opened fire. Several rounds struck him in the back, and he stumbled and fell. The pistol clicked, the slide locking back. Rising to one knee, CJ fumbled to change magazines as the ranger lord rose to his feet and ducked behind the still open door of the SUV. With a curse, CJ scrambled to her feet, raised her pistol, and advanced, then froze in her footsteps as a rifle cracked half a dozen times. The elf lord stumbled backwards, then fell, landing spread-eagled on his back. His face stared sightlessly at the sky as a large pool of darkness spread under him, staining the gravel on the shoulder of the road. Sitting up, Acevedo shook her head, stunned at how fast everything had happened.
Blowing out a shaky breath, CJ advanced and peered at the fallen elven ranger, making sure he was dead, then turned and spoke into the dark cab. “Thank you, sir.”
There was a reply too weak for Acevedo to hear, to which CJ laughed tensely. Suddenly, the lanky woman turned, raised her pistol, and pointed it over Acevedo’s shoulder. “Down!”
The woman squeezed off several rapid shots into the darkness. Acevedo could hear the rounds pinging off metal, and heard Durok swearing in orcish, then the crashing of his armored boots as he rushed past. The orc charged CJ, and with a swing of his massive fist, slapped the weapon out of her hand. He then picked up the woman by the front of her shirt and growled in heavily accented English. “Stop.”
He shook her once, staring into her eyes, then set her down. He dropped the severed elven head he held in his other hand at her feet, where it landed with a sodden thump. “Fight together, human.”
With a final long, penetrating glare, he turned to Acevedo and asked in orcish, “Are you injured, Little Warrior?”
Acevedo shook her head mutely in reply. With a sour look at CJ, Durok remarked, “By Ma’Krosh, you human women are ferocious. They will have to burn this world to the bedrock to defeat you.” With one hand, he reached out and hauled Acevedo to her feet. “Rise, Little Warrior. We must depart this place before the patrol is missed.”
“I thought you were dead,” she blurted, feeling the tears welling behind her eyes. “I saw you fall. I thought…” She stopped and bit her lip hard.
Contemptuously, Durok replied, “When I fall, it will not be at the hands of an elf.” Despite herself, Acevedo could only laugh helplessly. Durok turned to CJ. “Tell your warriors in the vehicle that I am not a foe.” Acevedo relayed this to CJ, who was staring at Durok, wide eyed.
After a few seconds, she shook her head, collecting herself.
“Uh…You’re an…” She shook her head, then reached down and picked up her pistol. “Friendly. Right.” She looked at the pistol, then the bodies scattered on the ground, and shook her head, seemingly dazed. “Right. Friendly.”
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“Sunrise”
State Route 243, 17 miles north of Hershey, Pennsylvania
As the SUV pulled away from the headless bodies of the elven soldiers on the side of the road, Acevedo took in a deep breath and blew it out shakily. She then turned to the man with silver hair next to her. His green and brown uniform was black with blood, and his face was pale. The name tape read ‘Schaffer’. Over the Army insignia, an expert combat infantry badge and a pair of jump wings with a single star over them was sewn neatly onto the fabric.
Not taking her eyes from the road, CJ said flatly, “I picked these two up about 30 miles back. I think that one’s a general.”
“A general?” Acevedo peered at the man’s uniform in the dim light of the dash. She could see the front of his uniform tunic was torn and missing. “How can you tell?”
With a twist of her lips into the flash of a smile, the woman replied, “Because I ripped his insignia off his uniform and threw it away. Two stars is a general, right?”
“Yeah. A major general.” Acevedo pulled up the man’s tunic and peered at his abdomen. “This dressing is soaked.”
“I know.” CJ’s voice was grim. “I’ve changed it a couple of times already, but I’m out of bandages. He’s bleeding to death. We need to get him help. Same with the guy in the back, but I think he can hang on for now.”
She shook her head. “I didn’t want him to fall into the hands of the elves, so I had to get him away from where I found them.”
Glancing over the back seat, Acevedo looked at the second injured soldier. He was semi-conscious. His breathing was labored, his eyes dully staring at nothing. His left leg ended in a charred stump, and he had had a tourniquet tied tightly just below the knee.
“That was smart thinking,” a hoarse whisper came from beside Acevedo, startling her. She looked back at the soldier, who was now awake and looking at her. “The longer I can avoid capture, the better. Makes what I know of less use.”
“Try to lay still, sir,” Acevedo replied, gently patting the man on the shoulder.
“We’re going to try to get you to a hospital.” Looking up, she saw a road sign that read ‘Hershey Park and Attractions: 17 Miles.’ “There.” She pointed. “Hershey has a hospital. We can drop them off at the ER.”
Wordlessly, CJ nodded. Schaffer closed his eyes and said, “It doesn’t matter.” He was quiet for a moment, the only noise that of the engine of the SUV. Acevedo thought he’d fallen asleep again when he asked suddenly, “You’re a soldier?”
“Yes, sir.” She looked over at the dying man and met his eyes. “I’m Sergeant Acevedo. I was with a medical logistics company out of Norristown.”
The general nodded and whispered, “Figures the NCOs would make it through.” He chuckled, then winced as the vehicle hit a bump. “Sergeant, I need you to do me a favor.”
Wordlessly, Acevedo nodded. The general continued in his weak voice, “Pull over. Find a tree or something to park under and get me out.”
“Sir, we can’t stop. You need help. We’re taking you to the hospital in Hershey,” Acevedo replied gently.
“No use,” the man replied. He closed his eyes momentarily.
“How do you know?” the petite sergeant asked. “There’s a trauma center there. It’s on the map.”
With a weak chuckle, Schaffer replied, “Because during the retreat, the hospital used everything it had, treating our soldiers. No blood, no bandages, no anesthesia for the operating rooms.” He shook his head slightly. “They stayed at their posts until there was nothing left for them to work with, then they evacuated with us. Those civilian doctors and nurses were some of the bravest people I’ve ever met.”
“There’s got to be someone left.” Acevedo’s voice cracked. “They can’t all be gone.”
“We left a skeleton crew in the ER,” the general replied. “Probably enough for Captain Harris to make it.” His eyes flicked down to his blood-soaked uniform. “But I need surgery and blood…neither of which they’ll have. Plus, Hershey belongs to them. I can’t be captured.”
“Sir, you can’t just…” Acevedo started.
“Die? I can, and I will,” the man replied. His voice was firm. “I was born in Pennsylvania. I joined the Guard at 18. Enlisted, wanting to be a helicopter pilot,”—he laughed weakly—“but they said I was only smart enough for the Infantry.”
Despite herself, Acevedo laughed with the man. “That’s so Army.”
“Isn’t it?” Schaffer replied. “Anyway. Pull over. I want to watch the sun rise.” His piercing eyes locked onto hers for a moment, pleading silently, then he whispered, “Please.”
Staring into the officer’s eyes for a long moment, Acevedo saw the man’s fear, mixed with quiet resolve. Quietly, she said, without moving her gaze from the man’s eyes, “CJ, when you can, find a place to pull off. The general wants to watch the sun rise.”
CJ glanced over, opened her mouth to reply, then closed it and nodded silently.
A few moments later, the vehicle slowed, and the tires crunched as CJ pulled onto a dirt road before pulling to a stop. Acevedo said to the dying man, “Sir, I’m going to have a friend pull you out of the truck, but I need you to stay calm.”
“When my kids used to tell me things like that, I knew I was in for an unpleasant surprise.”
The officer smiled wanly.
“Yes, but this…this is different.” Acevedo hesitated, then deciding that honesty was the best policy, said bluntly, “We have an orc as an ally. He defected when we captured an elven lord and wiped out his patrol.”
The general raised his eyebrows at that, then shook his head and laughed weakly. “Even if he was hostile, there’s nothing I could do. Let’s see him.”
“Durok,” Acevedo said, “come around here to the passenger side.”
“I obey.” The deep rumble from the rear of the SUV was punctuated with the chunk of the rear gate opening, then a noticeable rise in the height of the vehicle as the orc’s massive weight was removed. Acevedo pulled the general up into a sitting position, away from the door.
The door opened, and Durok’s massive, armored shape filled the doorway. He scooped the injured soldier up in his arms like he was carrying a child and stood. Acevedo scrambled out after him and looked around in the pre-dawn light. Seeing a tree next to a small creek, she pointed. “Put him there.”
Wordlessly, Durok walked to the tree and laid the dying officer down. Schaffer looked up at the orc for a long moment, then said, “You fellas gave us a hell of a fight.”
“He is a warleader?” Durok asked Acevedo.
“Yes,” Acevedo replied. “He was the commander at the Gap.”
“I do not know this ‘Gap’,” Durok rumbled. “Is it the fortress in the hills?”
“Yes, at the base of the hills,” the sergeant replied. She crouched down next to the general, and gently helped him take a drink from a canteen CJ had handed her.
Durok scrutinized the man for a moment, then said, “His warriors were very skilled and tenacious. We lost many thousands of Uruks at the hands of his men.”
“What’s he saying?” Schaffer asked weakly.
“He’s saying your men killed many orcs during the defense,” Acevedo replied, “and your…our soldiers were very skilled.”
Schaffer nodded and replied, “Tell him if those damn dragons hadn’t broken the lines, I’d have kicked him and his army’s ass back to Philadelphia.”
Durok knelt, his eyes locking onto the generals as Acevedo translated. A brief flash of his tusks broke the scarred face as he smiled, “It would have been a battle for the ages, Warleader.” He reached down and gently propped the man’s M4 under his arm, lying it across his lap.
“You go now to your gods. One day when I join Ma’Krosh, I shall see you across the table, and we shall feast together and sing of our battles.”
Schaffer nodded as Acevedo translated. He took a ragged breath, then asked the orc, “What’s your name?”
“I am Durok ur Okran. I formerly served the elven lords but have now joined the human warriors. Together, we shall burn their cities and break their bodies and spirits.”
Schaffer looked at Acevedo, who explained, “The elves have kept orcs as slaves for generations. They’re pretty mad about it.”
“I can imagine,” Schaffer replied weakly.
He looked at Durok. “You bastards are tough. We could have used you on our side.” He smiled faintly. “Maybe next time.” He winced and pushed his free hand into his abdomen, then looked up again. “Help me sit up.”
Gently, Acevedo propped the general against the trunk of a large oak tree, then sat down next to him. She took his free hand in hers and held it.
The man looked at his hand, surprised, then smiled. He looked at Acevedo. “How old are you, sergeant?”
“Twenty-four,” Acevedo replied simply.
“Where are you from?”
“I was born in the Bronx, but we moved to Philadelphia when I was about 10.” She smiled, her mind wandering to happier times. “My dad left Cuba when he was 19.”
“You’re about my daughter’s age,” Schaffer said. His voice was growing weaker. “She’s in naval flight training in Pensacola.” He took a ragged breath. “Can you check on my family for me? Let them know where I am?”
His voice was unsteady. “Let them know, I’m sorry and I did my best.”
“They know, sir,” Acevedo replied. “We all know you did everything you could. There’s no shame for anyone. We fought our hardest, but we couldn’t win.”
Durok, who’d been listening intently to Acevedo speak, suddenly rose. His massive frame towered over the two soldiers sitting in the dirt. “Tell your warleader, songs will be sung of him. Songs will be sung of the human warriors of the Battle of the Iron Hills, and for 1,000 years, their bravery will inspire young warriors.” Acevedo smiled and translated for Schaffer.
The general nodded and was silent for a long moment, then said, “Sergeant, I have a job for you.”
“Yes, sir,” Acevedo replied.
“Live.” His hand squeezed hers tightly. “You have to live.” His breaths were shallow and ragged. “Tell Helen that I miss her and love her.”

“I will.” Acevedo felt the man’s grip loosen slightly. “I promise.”
Durok stood like a statue, both armored hands on the hilt of his massive sword, the point in the ground.
CJ had emerged from the SUV and was leaning silently against the fender, her eyes closed, and her head bowed.
The man took a ragged breath. Acevedo glanced up. The horizon was bright now, the sunrise only moments away. For a long time, he was silent.
Abruptly he said, “Pennsylvania. God, I love this state. It’s beautiful.” He was silent for a long time, and Acevedo thought he might have fallen asleep, when he suddenly spoke again. “We’ve had some of our greatest military triumphs and tragedies in Pennsylvania. The defeats in the Revolution. The dark winter at Valley Forge. The victory that saved the Union at Gettysburg.” He coughed and was silent for a moment, then added, “I wonder what this one will be?”
Squeezing him tightly, Acevedo replied, “Sir, as long as we’re alive, this fight ain’t over.”
“It’s not…” the general began, then his voice trailed off.
His head came to rest on the sergeant’s shoulder, his eyes locked on the rising sun. His hand lay weakly in hers, and she squeezed it tightly.
Acevedo wrapped an arm around the man and held him tightly. “Go to sleep, sir. You did your job. I’ll take it from here.”
She felt the man’s body relax, and his breathing ease and eventually stop.
For a long time, she sat there in the morning light, holding the man. Durok bowed his head silently. A few moments later, CJ walked up, crouched next to Acevedo, and helped her up.
She guided her to the front seat of the SUV and wrapped her in a battered wool blanket. Before she knew it, she was asleep. 
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“End of the Beginning”
Gettysburg, Pennsylvania
Acevedo woke as the vehicle stopped. Blearily, she raised her head and looked around. Working her mouth and feeling the sticky, disgusting feel, she asked, “Where are we?”
Glancing over at her, CJ replied, “About 15 minutes from Gettysburg.” She indicated ahead of the vehicle with her head. “This is your stop.”
Sitting up, Acevedo peered out the windshield, shading her eyes from the brilliant sunlight with her hand. Ahead of them, she saw a column of people, mostly in civilian clothes. They walked slowly, heading towards the town. Here and there a dazed soldier in a US Army uniform could be seen, slowly shuffling along. Mothers and fathers carried children. A few people clutched small suitcases and bags of belongings. Occasionally a dog could be seen trudging along on a leash or clutched by a blank-faced owner.
“What is this?” Acevedo asked, worried.
“A refugee column, I think. Since the surrender, the elves have been saying Gettysburg is a displaced persons center. Everyone who doesn’t have a place to go in the area is to head there.”
“Why am I getting out here?” Acevedo demanded, now fully awake. “I don’t want to.”
“Me and the big fella have been talking since we dropped the captain off at the hospital in Hershey.” She glanced over her shoulder at Durok, who was squeezed into the rear seat. “We think you’ll be safer if you melt in with these guys and tell the authorities you got separated from your unit someplace.”
“Why? I don’t think…”
Acevedo started.
“Little Warrior,” Durok interrupted, his voice firm, “you are part of a group that captured or killed three nobles of House T’Mar and destroyed a dragonship.” He nodded once, indicating the slim black woman behind the wheel, and added, “She explained to me that the equivalent for you would be if someone killed three senators and blew up an aircraft carrier.” His dark eyes bored into hers. “You must survive. If you continue with me, you will not.” He pointed an armored finger at CJ. “And with what she plans to do, you will not last long with her either.”
“I don’t care,” Acevedo retorted defiantly. “I’m not leaving you two, and you can’t make me.”
Durok shrugged. “No, we cannot make you. As I have noted, human females are singularly stubborn creatures.” He leaned forward and opened a massive hand. In it lay a single silver ring and a dog tag with faint, rust brown stains highlighting the pressed letters. “You were asked to return these, and return them you shall. It is your duty.”
Bowling her head, Acevedo was silent for a long time. When she looked up, her eyes were bright with tears. She replied bitterly, “You manipulative fuck. That’s not fair.” Her tone was low.
“It wasn’t his idea, kiddo,” CJ interjected gently. “I know your type. My ex-wife is like you. Once she sets her mind on something, there’s no shaking her loose.” Her brown eyes shone sadly. “I knew you’d made a promise, and you aren’t the promise breakin’ type.”
“You are not, Little Warrior.” Durok reached out and placed O’Malley’s wedding ring and dog tag in Acevedo’s palm, then wrapped her hand closed around it.
“Now go. Join the column. Get back to your home and family. Live your life.”
“How can I?” Acevedo looked up. Her eyes were bright with tears. “Everyone I started this with is dead. My friends are dead. I’m the only one left. How can I go on?”
Reaching over, CJ grabbed both of Acevedo’s hands. “Listen, kiddo. They won the first round, but this ain’t over. Aren’t you from Philly?” Acevedo nodded, tears streaming down her face. CJ squeezed her hands tightly and smiled gently. “Well, did Rocky stay down when he was hit?”
“I don’t know,” Acevedo replied, her voice quavering. “I’ve never seen it.”
CJ rolled her eyes and laughed. “And you call yourself a Philadelphian.” She shook her clasped hands gently. “You’re going to get in that column over there. You’re going to do what it takes to get home. Then, you’re going to wash your face, get a good night’s sleep, and watch Rocky.” She released a hand, reached into a pocket, and pulled out a piece of paper. “Then, you’re gonna email me at this address, and we’re gonna go from there.”
“Go where?” Acevedo asked, taking the scrap of paper. She wiped her nose on her sleeve.
“Plan the insurgency, of course.” CJ grinned, “Was it over when the Alamo fell?”
“I don’t know.” Acevedo shook her head slowly. “Didn’t they all die?”
“Yes, but they inspired a nation! Their sacrifice galvanized the people to free Texas!” CJ looked at Durok. “Back me up here, big guy.”
“I know not of this battle,” Durok rumbled, “but I do know the sacrifices of the five war clans of the Americans will be sung about for millennia. Of the bravery of the sky soldiers and the stubborn resistance of the militia against overwhelming odds. Tales will be told of the daring of the knights of the air and the grim resistance of the gladiators in their steel war beasts.” He looked at Acevedo, his tone firm, “They will sing of how a group of their warriors destroyed a dragonship and killed the Lord of a Great House.” He gently patted her hand. “The legend of the humans and their warriors will never die.”
“See? He gets it.” CJ looked back at Acevedo. “Now scoot, darlin’. Me and the big fella got a few stops to make on our way back to Texas.” She grinned evilly and raised her eyebrows conspiratorially at Durok.
Acevedo looked at Durok for a long moment, then opened her mouth to speak. Durok smiled, his tusks gleaming. “No words, Little Warrior. We will see each other again, in this life or the next. Be it on the battlefield of tomorrow slaying elfkin, or in Ma’Krosh’s halls feasting for eternity, our time together is not finished.”
Acevedo smiled and climbed up on her knees, leaned over, and hugged the orc. He gently hugged back. After a long moment, he released her and tapped the starfield and stripes scratched into his battered armor. “E pluribus unum, Sergeant Olivia Acevedo.”
“Goodbye, Durok,” Acevedo replied. “Take care of yourself, and kill some elves for me.”
“A thousand times a thousand, Little Warrior.”
Sitting back in the front seat, she took a deep breath and put her hand on the door handle. She looked at CJ. The woman reached over, gripped Acevedo’s hand, and kissed the back of it, then pressed it to her cheek for a moment. She smiled and said gently, “Take care of yourself, babe.”
Acevedo opened the door and stepped out into the bright sunlight. The battered SUV pulled around in a tight turn, heading back the way they’d came. One of CJ’s arms waved cheerily out the window as they drove off. In a few moments they were gone, and she was alone.
Acevedo turned around and walked slowly towards the stream of people walking down the road, her mind blank. The only things she had left of her equipment were her ID tags, boots, and the small pouch full of recovered dog tags O’Malley had carried since those horrible early days.
Ahead of her she could hear murmuring, then someone said, “Here it comes again. Listen.” About 10 feet in front of her, she could see a silver Subaru pulled off to the side of the road. The hatch was open, and a small TV was playing. Curious, she stepped up and watched as the seal of the United States displayed.
After a few seconds, a calm voice announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, the president of the United States.”
A figure stepped to the podium. The familiar sharp suit, perfect haircut, and smooth walk made him instantly recognizable: it was the president of the United States. He spoke, his even baritone soothing and compassionate at the same time.
“My fellow Americans. It is with a heavy heart that I appear before you today. Our nation has suffered a tragedy the likes of which we have never before seen in human history. Our mighty nation has been tested, tried, and found wanting. The servicemen of the Army and Navy, Air Force and Marines have fought valiantly. They gave everything we asked, and more, but this is not a battle that can be won. It is in this light that in order to spare our people and our country further death and destruction, in my capacity as commander in chief, I have declared a ceasefire for all armed forces of the United States. Furthermore, I have directed the secretary of state to open negotiations with the Council of Lords to determine our future as we move from this disastrous war to healing and peace in cooperation with the Elven Imperium….”
A deep surge of anger washed over Acevedo, and she turned and walked rapidly, shouldering people aside. The president continued speaking, but she ignored it. Walking quickly, she saw the lines of people converging on a building. A sign nearby read ‘Refugee Relocation Center’, with an arrow pointing to a nearby Marriott Hotel. Another sign read ‘Service Members’, with a sign pointing to a smaller hotel across the street. Hesitating, she considered for a moment, then sighed. It wasn’t like her DNA and fingerprints weren’t on file with the Army anyway—she might as well come clean. She followed the sign towards the smaller hotel across the street. Several Humvees were parked out front, and several larger trucks were lined up in the side parking lot.
Walking in the front door, she saw a folding table set up. A specialist with dark bags under her eyes was sitting there. A major with his arm in a sling stood behind her, speaking to a staff sergeant. Both were looking at a clipboard.
The specialist looked up. “Soldier?”
“Yeah,” Acevedo replied. “Do I check in here?”
“Yeah. Name, rank, and last four.” The soldier looked back down at her form.
“Acevedo, Olivia, sergeant, 2269.”
“How many in your unit?” The specialist was missing her name tape, Acevedo noted distractedly.
“Just me,” she replied flatly.
“Any weapons?” the specialist asked, not looking up from her clipboard.
“Nope.” The anger inside her was bubbling over as the specialist continued.
“Unit of assignment?”
The anger burst from Acevedo like a dam breaking and she erupted, “First of all, you little shit, I am a goddamn NCO. When you address me, it will be ‘Sergeant Acevedo’, ‘Yes, Sergeant’, or ‘No, Sergeant’. We might not have won, but you are an American soldier, and you will damn well start acting like it!”
Stunned, the specialist looked up at her with wide eyes, then burst into tears. The major behind the soldier looked up at this outburst, then patted the specialist on the shoulder. “Take a break, Lewis.”
He lowered himself into the chair, wincing as he did. “Sorry about that, Sergeant. Specialist Lewis had it rough.”
“She ain’t the only one, sir,” Acevedo replied angrily, “but we’ve got to keep our shit together.”
“I guess,” the officer replied. “It doesn’t matter a lot right now. Word is, once they count noses, the elves are sending us all home.”
Stunned, Acevedo stared at the man for a few seconds, then asked, “What?”
“Yeah. They say they don’t want any more trouble, and we’re all allowed to go home. The Army isn’t disbanded entirely, but it’s going to be scaled back and used for internal security until we stabilize things. They’re asking for volunteers to help find lost soldiers.” He looked at the glass doors. In the distance, an elven officer led a platoon of black-armored orc soldiers by at a fast march. The major lowered his voice and added, “Between you and me, there’s no way in hell I’m working for those pointy-eared little fucks.”
Ripping off the bottom of the sheet, the major handed it to her. In a business-like tone, he said, “This is a transportation chit. The trucks to Philly leave on the hour. Hit the casualty affairs office, then get on the next one. Once you’re there, you’ll be out-processed.”
Slowly reaching out and taking the paper, she shook her head and said to herself, “It can’t be over…”
The major, overhearing this, replied, “For now, it is. Maybe someday…” He glanced up at the doors again and cautiously amended, “Well. Maybe someday.” He pointed to the hall to the left. “Casualty affairs is through there; buses are to the left. If you need a meal, the Red Cross is set up in the ballroom.”
Nodding wearily, she followed the signs for casualty affairs. The room was lined with laptop computers set on folding tables. Cables snaked up into the ceiling.
As she stepped into the room, a plump female staff sergeant with silver hair who looked like she was about 50 looked up from her computer. Her name tape read ‘Kenny’.
She said in a friendly voice, “Have a seat, soldier.” Acevedo did as she was told, sitting in front of the nearest computer.
The staff sergeant gave instructions in a clear, kind voice. “What you do is you put in the name, rank, and as much info as you have about any soldiers you know are dead or wounded. It goes into a database, so we have something to go off of later.” She tapped a key and added, “You have anyone to report?”
Silently, Acevedo held out the pouch full of dog tags. The sergeant took it and looked inside. After a second, she looked back up. Her face was somber. “Dead?”
“Yeah.”
The woman looked down again, then zipped the pouch. “I can put these in for you. Why don’t you go get something to eat from the Red Cross?”
“I want to look someone up first,” Acevedo replied.
“Take all the time you need.” Kenny replied.
Nodding silently, Acevedo tapped the name entry and typed ‘O’Malley, Zachary’ and hit enter. Seeing three names pop up, she leaned closer and squinted at the screen. One was a private in the Air Force, the other a Department of the Army civilian. The third…O’Malley, Zachary Thomas, CPT, MEDCOM. With a sigh, she clicked on the name. The screen loaded, and a series of info displayed.
NAME: O’MALLEY, ZACHARY THOMAS
BRANCH/COMPO: USAR/TPU
RANK: CPT
GRADE: O3
DODID: 4458656552
DUTY STATUS: WIA
UNIT ASSIGNMENT: 652 MEDLOG, 338 MED BRIGADE, 3rd MEDCOM
BRIEF REPORT: RECOVERED BY MORTUARY AFFAIRS TEAM; ALIVE BUT CRITICAL. TRANSFERRED LEVEL 1 TO UMPC MERCY (Pittsburg) FOR TRAUMA CARE.

NOK NOTIFICATION: YES
RTD DATE: Indeterminate.
Overwhelmed, Acevedo lay her head down on the desk and closed her eyes. A few seconds later, she smelled something and looked up. The chubby staff sergeant stood next to her uncertainly with a plate. It was loaded with a chicken sandwich, biscuits, and salad. In her other hand, she held a Styrofoam cup. Sheepishly, she looked at the food. “We got plenty, so I went and got you a plate. We expected a lot more soldiers than we got, so there’s extra. This is from a local place here in Gettysburg. Been around since the Civil War, one of them said.” She laughed nervously and set the plate down. “Anyway. Here you go.”
Unable to remember her last meal, Acevedo picked up the sandwich and took a bite. The taste of the fresh bread and perfectly grilled chicken hit her taste buds, and suddenly she was ravenous. Sergeant Kenny sat next to her and watched her eat.
After a moment, the woman asked, “You saw the fightin’?”
Acevedo nodded and swallowed. She looked down at herself. She was filthy. Her hands had dirt and blood caked all over them, and the civilian clothes she wore were stained and dirty. Her issued boots were torn and battered, stained with ash, blood, and dirt. On her forearms were dark bruises from the elven soldiers who had held her down, and she could feel the scrapes on her knees. She shook her head silently and took another bite.
The sergeant continued, staring at nothing, “I got three boys. They were in the Guard, too. I haven’t heard nothing from them.” She was silent for a long time. “Maybe I will, maybe I won’t.” She patted Acevedo on the shoulder. “But I’m glad you’re here, and I’m glad you’re going home. Go hug your momma.” She blinked rapidly several times, then muttering an apology, the woman rushed away, wiping her cheeks. Acevedo was alone in the makeshift computer lab. She sat staring at the door the woman had left through for a long time, then sighed, picked up the sandwich, and continued to eat.
***
Six hours later, Acevedo climbed slowly off the back of the truck she’d been riding in and numbly followed the other soldiers. She looked up and saw the imposing bulk of the Philadelphia Convention Center ahead of her. From the windows on the third floor hung the now familiar crimson banners with the three-headed dragon, the sigil for House T’Mar. Apart from the soldiers at the convention center, the city seemed almost normal. There were police cars patrolling the streets, pedestrians walking to and from work, and food carts back in their normal places on the corners. The only thing that stood out was the constant, quiet presence of elven soldiers in their gleaming armor, and the dull, black hulks of the occasional orcish infantry patrol that could be seen in the distance.
At the convention center, it was a different story. Long, silent lines of bedraggled men and women in tattered uniforms snaked around the sides of the building and disappeared. A worn-out looking sergeant wearing a bright red armband with a clipboard stood nearby. He worked his way down the line. Here and there, other marked soldiers could be seen, their red bands standing out in the field of dirty green and gray camouflage uniforms like splashes of drying blood.
Somewhere, a violin was slowly playing, the music indistinct, but cutting through the noise of the trucks and the quiet murmur of hundreds of soldiers.
“Name, rank, and number.” A hard-faced major followed by a staff sergeant had stopped next to her. Acevedo stared at the man. His uniform was clean, and he wore one of the red armbands on his right arm. On it was a circular logo with a three-headed dragon. Acevedo noted there was no American flag on his right shoulder. “We don’t have all day, soldier. Name, rank, and number.”
Startled, Acevedo answered reflexively. “Acevedo, Olivia, sergeant, 2269.”
The major wrote it down without looking at her. “MOS?”
“68G. Medical admin.” Acevedo looked around at the hundreds of other soldiers. Here and there, elven soldiers in pristine battle armor could be seen, watching over the masses of defeated Americans with bored looks on their faces.
“See any combat?” the major asked, not looking at her as he spoke.
“Yeah. Lots.” Acevedo could hear the violin again. It was clearer this time, and the music seemed familiar…
“Room 315.” The officer tore off a piece of paper and handed it to her. “You’ll get an ID and a job if you need one from there.”
Accepting the paper, Acevedo looked at it for a moment, then at the major. “Why are you working for them?”
The major finally looked at her for a moment, opened his mouth, then shook his head silently and walked away. The staff sergeant pointed at a nearby door and walked away without a word. Numbly, she walked towards the door.
The music grew clearer over the noise of the city. A lean black man with a large beard was playing the violin. Next to him was another man, of indeterminate age, with a guitar and microphone. His voice was a pure, clear tenor, and he swayed slightly as he sang, his eyes tightly shut.
Acevedo stopped, listening to the men play.
She recognized the music now. The familiar notes of ‘The Battle Hymn of the Republic’ hit her, and a surge of emotion threatened to overwhelm her.
“With a glory in his bosom that transfigures you and me
As he died to make men holy, let us die to make men free,
His truth is marching on!
Glory, Glory hallelujah
Glory, Glory hallelujah
His Truth is marching on.”
The tears she’d bottled up for so long began to flow. With the tears streaming down her face, she stood, listening to the two men play. After what seemed like an eternity, the song ended.
The man playing the violin smiled at her and said something to the man next to him. The man with the microphone opened his eyes and smiled. The violin player struck up another tune. The jaunty notes of the violin began to play, and the man’s clear voice sang.
“When Johnny comes marching home again…”
The soft crooning of the violin and the familiar notes of the song and the men’s kind smiles broke through her grief. She wiped her eyes, walked to the door, and pulled it open.
“The men will cheer and the boys will shout,
The ladies, they will all turn out…
And we’ll all feel gay
When Johnny comes marching home again…”
The thick glass door swung shut, blocking out the music. In front of her was an open double door. Inside were three men sitting at a folding table loaded with old desktop computers and piled high with papers. Off to the side, another man was working a portable ID card printing machine. She joined the line, wiping her nose on her sleeve. A woman came up to her and looked her up and down with a practiced eye, then asked, “Small?”
Acevedo replied with a wordless nod. The woman handed her a neatly folded bundle of clothing tied with twine.
“Next,” the man at the end of the table called. He was staring at his computer, barely glancing up. “Name, rank, and DoD ID number.” The man sounded bored and slightly annoyed.
Robotically, Acevedo repeated it back to the man.
He tapped it into the computer, then asked, “Did you see combat?”
“Yes.”
Hesitating for a moment, Acevedo then added, “I thought everyone did.”
“Not as many as you might think. It was over before a lot of units mustered,” the man replied, still not looking at her, his eyes focused on the screen.
Acevedo shook her head. “I guess. I was in the whole thing.”
The man continued tapping at the keyboard, then said, “I see you’re an admin specialist.” He finally looked up. Acevedo noticed how thick his glasses were and wondered how he could see anything.
“We need trained typists and secretaries in the lord mayor’s office.”
“But I’m a medical admin…”
“Ah, dammit.” Reaching for a piece of paper, the man had knocked a mug of pencils onto the floor. He looked at Acevedo. “You mind?”
“Not at all.” Acevedo knelt and picked up pencils. She reached for one that had rolled under the table, closer to the man’s foot, then stopped. The way the man was sitting made his pant leg ride up, and she could see a tattoo on his calf. It was a pair of crossed arrows over a dagger pointing up. Underneath it was a scroll with letters inside. Starting, she snatched the pencil and stood. She handed it back to the man, who looked back calmly. For a split second, she saw him smile. A tight, tiny smile that was gone almost as fast as it had appeared, leaving Acevedo wondering if she’d seen it at all.
“Here’s your ID and a ration card,” the man said, his voice again bureaucratically efficient. He handed the ID card to her, still warm from the printer, and continued, “This paper here is a number for you to call to update your living accommodations in our files when you figure out where you’ll be staying. If you don’t have a place, the Elven Authority will provide lodging for you.” He handed her a card and said, “Call this number to get started on inprocessing you for your job in the lord mayor’s office.”
He tapped a few final keys, then added, “Someone from our office will be in touch.” There was a slight emphasis on the word ‘our’.
He added, “Welcome to the Imperial Protectorate of Philadelphia.”
Acevedo opened her mouth to thank the man, but he cut her off, “Next, please.”
He returned to his computer, apparently having already forgotten her.
Her mind spinning, Acevedo walked out the door. The band was now playing a cheery rendition of ‘Yankee Doodle’ to a half dozen numb, vacant-eyed soldiers standing around. The man playing the violin winked at her as he worked the bow over the strings. He flicked his eyes to the open violin case. Curious, Acevedo looked at it. There were a few quarters and a couple of crumpled up dollar bills. She turned to leave, but then stopped and looked closer. In tiny gold letters in the bottom of the case, she saw the same words she’d seen tattooed on the leg of the man inside. Straightening up, she smiled at the man, who winked at her again without missing a note on the violin. Acevedo walked away with the words she’d seen echoing in her mind: ‘De oppresso liber’.
For a few moments, she walked in a daze. She stopped and looked at the card in her hand, then looked up. She saw a bread delivery truck with a black woman at the wheel yelling cheerfully at a young man unloading bread. The newly painted side of the truck read ‘Revolutionary Breads: Est: 2016’, with a colonial-era Betsy Ross flag under it.
A large police sergeant across the street was arguing loudly with a man who wore the uniform of the City Works Department. The police officer had a small yellow Gadsden Flag patch on his bulletproof vest. The public works employee had an American flag bandanna stuffed in a pocket, barely visible. A bicycle messenger came whipping by, a balaclava covering his face, but his t-shirt clearly visible with the Punisher skull in the familiar alternating red and white stripes of the flag.
Sergeant Olivia Acevedo folded the pile of papers and stuffed them into her pocket thoughtfully. After a moment, she walked calmly into the warm summer afternoon with a strange, determined smile on her face, and a feeling of hope in her heart.




Epilogue
Fifteen Months Later
Olivia sat in the Starbucks down the block from City Hall and scowled at her laptop. She’d gotten an email from the shipping department again. The problems with the North American supply system from the war were mostly smoothed out and functioning again, but there were still delays for some items. This one was a long, rambling email about office supplies, asking the Office of the Lord Mayor to conserve ballpoint pens. With an annoyed sigh, she snapped the laptop shut and picked up her latte. Taking a sip, she let her mind wander, idly watching the local news on the TV over the counter. Suddenly she stopped, her eyes glued to the screen.
The newscaster was speaking in polished, professional tones. “In other news, the terrorist known as Anra’o Navi, or ‘The Black Widow’, struck again today, this time in Houston. We should warn you, the video is disturbing.”
The perfectly made-up anchor disappeared, and the image of a man appeared. He was gagged and tied to a chair, with an American Flag draped behind him.
A woman’s voice said, in a clear, familiar tone, “Captain Ellis James Kinley, formerly of the United States Air Force. You have been found guilty of the following crimes. Charge One: Operating in cohort with the Elven Military Authority against the people of the United States. Charge Two: Operating a drone and utilizing it in surveillance against the peoples of the United States. Charge Three: Taking part in and ordering drone strikes on American citizens, depriving them of their natural rights to a trial by jury. Charge Four: Breaking your oath to the United States Constitution, the United States Air Force, and breaking faith with the people of the United States. You pled ‘not guilty’ but were convicted by a jury of your peers of the aforementioned crimes against your nation and your people.”
A slim woman stepped in front of the camera. Her face was covered with a bright red bandana and her brown eyes shone intensely as she said, “As we are a nation of laws, you have been sentenced in accordance with those laws. Unfortunately, as your peers were not unanimous on the punishment, we cannot apply the death penalty.” The relief in the bound man’s eyes was palpable.
The woman continued in a grim, satisfied tone, “However, we cannot let these crimes against your people and government go unpunished. You have broken faith with your country, your fellow Americans, and the founding principles of this nation.” She turned and faced the man. “In the name of the United States of America, the Texan State Government in Exile and the Houston Chapter of the Sons of Liberty, I hereby sentence you to branding for later retrial under the laws of the reformed United States Government, when that body returns to session.” A sudden surge of terror filled the bound man’s eyes, and he began to struggle.
The woman looked off camera and said calmly, “Sergeant at Arms, you may carry out the sentence.” There was a brief glimpse of a massive figure stepping into the view of the camera with a glowing poker in his hand. The scene froze for a moment, the poker shining bright red in the middle of the screen, then the screen went black.
The image of the news anchor returned. “As you can see, the terrorists continue to harm law abiding citizens of the Elven Protectorates. If anyone has any information on the identity or whereabouts of the terrorist known as the ‘Black Widow’, you are urged to contact local law enforcement or the regional Elven Authority.”
The camera angle shifted, and the anchor looked into the new camera and continued smoothly, “In other news, the longshoremen’s strike here in Philadelphia has continued into a third week, as talks between the Delaware River Port Authority and the Union officials have broken down over whether orcish bondsmen who have completed their military service should be allowed employment as longshoremen, and if they are, whether they will be allowed to be full due-paying members of the union. For more on that story, we go to our local reporter, Destiny Johnson, who is reporting live from the strike at the Navy Yard. Destiny?”
Sitting back in her chair, Olivia Acevedo smiled slightly as she sipped her latte and thought to herself, CJ, you ruthless bitch. God, I miss you. Her email chimed, and she opened the laptop. She had a new email from the office.
The email header read ‘Update: Packages coming in tonight’.
Olivia,

Please let the lord mayor’s staff know that there will be a shipment of office supplies coming in tonight. It will be there at 7:30, but someone from upstairs will have to sign for it. Should be enough for everyone for a couple of weeks. Also, the Phils are playing the Sox this week. I have a spare ticket. Last home game before we miss the playoffs (again!) Interested?

Jay

Jay Carello,

Operations Director

Receiving and Shipping Department

Office of the Lord Mayor, Elven Protectorate of Philadelphia

With a smile, she hit ‘reply’ and typed,
Jay,

Someone will be at the loading dock at 7:30 to sign for it. Thank you so much!

As for the Phils tickets, yes. I’ll bet you a drink they hit a home run this game. It’s a great time of year for some baseball—and we do so love sending a message to our friends in Boston. I’ll call you later.

Olivia

Olivia Acevedo

Assistant to Chief of Staff,

Office of the Lord Mayor, Elven Protectorate of Philadelphia

As she read the email, a man walked by her table. Without pausing, he set down a folded newspaper beside her, and without breaking his stride or looking at her, left the cafe.
After a few moments, she took a napkin and set it down over the paper. A few minutes later she picked it up, opened it and examined what was concealed there. Then, taking out a pen and stationery from her bag, she wrote freehand.
To the Honorable Ladies and Gentlemen of the Committee of Correspondence of Greater Boston,

Dear Sirs and Madams,

It has been decided by a 14-3 vote of the Philadelphia committee to join your proposed body. This letter shall be accompanied by a Mr. Jay Carello, who is known to this committee and nominated by them to serve as the initial voting delegate from the city of Philadelphia. He shall be joined by a Mrs. Ida Lopez of Allentown and Mr. Endo Idoke of Harrisburg, who represent the interests of certain parties related to the former Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. They are empowered to vote, in conjunction with the representatives of the body, as they see best for the city of Philadelphia and the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.

It is the hope of the committee that the Third Continental Congress shall convene on or around March 15 of the coming year, and we are working with our compatriots in the other states to ensure this goal is met. As always, remember to keep the faith.

With deepest respect,

Ms. Olivia Acevedo,

General Secretary and voting member of the Committee of Correspondence of the City of Philadelphia.

Setting the pen down, she folded the paper, replaced it in the newspaper, and set it beside her. She closed her laptop and put her cell phone and pen in her purse. She picked up her laptop just as the waiter came over to bus the table. As she walked away, from the corner of her eye, she saw the lean young man with the double nose piercing and bright green hair sweep the paper up smoothly, fold it, and deposit it in his apron pocket.
As she exited the warm coffee shop, she shivered in the biting fall wind and scrunched deeper into her coat. She thought about the baseball game later that week and smiled. Jay was cute, fun to hang out with, and most importantly, he knew people. People who took what she learned in the Lord Mayor’s office and used it. People who were already hard at work, planning and preparing. People who, like Sergeant Olivia Acevedo, had never surrendered.
The End  … and The Beginning.




Don’t forget to check out Volume One if you haven’t yet!
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Nurse Captain Elizabeth Suarez and Combat Medic Sergeant Brian
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survive. Overhead, the 17th Spacebomne drop in and start mayhem
only paratroopers can cause, and the Second Armored Cav
counterattacks, their heavy tanks rolling hot info enemy lines. As
word spreads of the destruction of the hospital, "Remember the
Valkyries!" becomes a cry of vengeance for the Earth troopers.
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