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Chapter 1
US Army Special Forces (Delta) - Team Gulf Three
Major David Kincaid, Commanding
Manhattan, New York City, NY
15:00 Hours, August 3rd, 2015
We weren’t really there, of course. For starters, the team wore tactical gear with NYPD ESU, New York City Police Department Emergency Services Unit, the city’s anti-terrorism unit stenciled on the back. Which we weren't, but the cops had been told through Homeland Security that ‘someone’ was doing things in midtown and to stay out of the way. The NYPD were notoriously touchy about Federal Agencies and the military operating on their turf, but the word had been ‘nuke’ and they stepped back. We weren’t DHS either. We were working for the CIA this time, completely off the books. A lot of acronyms that didn’t really mean squat, we were American soldiers carrying out the mission of defending our country.
Sometimes we were called Delta, short for 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta. Lately the names had been Combat Application Group, Army Compartmentalized Unit, Task Force Green, whatever. We were better than SEAL Team 6 but we kept our mouths shut, the top tier of the military, and blacker than the darkest night. Point was, yeah, the four of us were Delta operators, about to do a ‘no knock’ raid, also known as an assassination, on a high-rise apartment overlooking Central Park in the middle of Manhattan. If that wouldn’t make a Constitutional lawyer shit himself, nothing would. I’m sure that somewhere, probably stuffed in our JAG officers’ desk, was a Presidential Executive Order making this OK. Let the Department of the Army and the Supreme Court fight it out; I was only concerned about the next few minutes.
One problem with operating this way was a severe lack of support. No tech unit surveilling the place for days ahead of time, no fiber optic cameras slipped through tiny holes in the wall, no lasers recording vibrations on windows. Two of us from G Squadron had trailed the money guy from the UAE to London to NYC and the other two in my little team had followed the scientist and his bodyguard from UC Davis to here. We were out of touch with Joint Special Operations Command, plausible deniability if we got caught. It wasn’t a nuke we were chasing, of course, but something potentially far worse. Doctor Joseph Lee was a Chinese American who was one of the top internet virus researchers in the US, and his contact / money guy / handler was People’s Liberation Army Senior Colonel Jiang Hai. Our intelligence people had supposed that the FBI was getting hot on Lee, and he had demanded a meeting with a senior PLA guy to talk about moving up a cyber attack on the US, probably economic. A warning shot over the latest trade war or something. I didn’t give a shit; we had our orders and as far as I was concerned, we were at war with China. That made them legit targets, and I’d pursue them anywhere, Posse Comitatus or not.
We stood around the corner, down the hallway. It was on the thirty-eighth floor and we had hot footed it up the stairs instead of getting caught in the elevator. An NYPD guy had made the manager clear the back alley, so we didn’t have to go in vanilla, in civies with pistols. Nope, body armor and suppressed MP-5’s. A 1940s era building, so steel and brick, no over penetration into other apartments.
I did have the floor plans of the unit from the NYPD SU files and we sat memorizing the layout. When everyone had it, I switched out with SFC Garcia, who did have one of our own fiber optic cameras low down on the edge of the hall. Same situation, two bodyguards chilling, but both alert. No guns visible, so they were being conscious of the fact that they were in a civilian building. Time to use our special weapon.
I gave Staff Sergeant Hollis the thumbs up. She nodded back and stripped off her NYPD jacket then the body armor. Underneath she wore jeans and a pretty tight T-shirt, the white in soft contrast to her coal black skin. Slipping her Glock into a holster clipped to the rear waistband of her pants and flipping her shirt down over it, she picked up the two boxes of pizza that we had brought with us. Damn that shit smelled good, it was great to be back in my hometown. You can’t get NY thin crust pizza anywhere but the city.
She walked back into the stairwell as our last man, Master Sergeant Clark, quietly opened the door for her. Down one floor, get on the elevator and then come back up. I heard her voice over the radio, “Set,” and my heart pounded. Calm cool professional my ass.
I watched the two men through the fiber optic, seeing their reaction when the elevator dinged. Both reached into their suit jackets, and my ass puckered. This was the hard part; they could tell her to fuck off or shoot her. I didn’t think she would be in any real danger; this wasn’t downtown Aden in the middle of the Yemeni civil war. Still, this is why we get the big bucks.
I could see her pretending to look at an order slip. “I’ve got a pizza delivery for Mister, uh, Lee?”
“No pizza,” grunted number one.
“Seriously? Goddammit. The phone number is…” and she reeled off Lee’s California cell phone number. “If I get fucked out on another scam delivery, I’m gonna get fired!” she whined. Hollis was a great actor, which is one of the reasons she was in G Squadron, our clandestine ops unit. I saw them look at each other, then one turned and slid a card key through the door reader. The pizza did smell really good.
“You wait,” grunted thug one, in heavily accented English. “We check.” When he said it, he leered at her, eyes just about chest height.
The door popped open and thug two turned to stick his head in to ask a question. I stepped around the corner and put three rounds in the face of the guy who was ogling Hollis. Garcia rolled out behind my right shoulder and put one shot in the head of the guy with his hand on the door, a spray of red blood erupting as it hit low at the base of his neck and blew through his throat. His second round took off the top of the guards’ skull and the body fell forward, blocking the door open.
Hollis dropped to one knee, simultaneously tossing the pizza boxes and drawing her Glock, firing in through the doorway. POP POP and I heard the thud of a body hitting the floor as a round intersected someone’s central nervous system, I followed Clark down the twenty feet of hallway and he went in first, weapon up and firing at something even as Hollis turned to cover the hallway and elevator. I was two feet from his back, weapon up, and we slow, smooth, fast went through the apartment, Garcia and I taking turns kicking in the doors while Clark bulldozed his way into the main room. There had been five total, the two bodyguards / soldiers, Lee, his girlfriend who was probably his controller and owned this place, and Colonel Hai. The girlfriend, I didn’t remember her name, lay just inside the door, a surprised look on her pretty face and a third eye square in the middle of her forehead. Hollis was a damn good shot and the other round had gone through an open, surprised mouth. Clark had put two in her chest just to make sure.
I heard Clark’s gun cough two more times and followed him into the living room of the apartment, seeing Doctor Lee tumble backwards onto the arm of the couch lifeless, roll over and fall to the floor. People who have had their brains paint a wall by a 9mm hollow point tend to do that. Colonel Hai immediately raised both hands but the look on his face was one of annoyance. There was no way an NYPD unit was going to pop a Chinese citizen in a swank apartment overlooking Central Park, and he probably thought he had the double protection of being a high ranking foreign military officer. To be honest, he looked more pissed about blood on his suit than scared.
“I’m assuming,” he said, in perfect Yale accented English, “that you really aren’t from the local police department. Do you mind if I call my Embassy? I can have a driver here in a few minutes, before your clean up team arrives.”
“You assume correctly. Major David Kincaid, United States Army, Delta. No need to call anyone, because we want you to take a message back to your bosses in the PLA.”
“Oh?” asked, “and what message would that be?” eyebrows raising slightly at my telling him my name and unit. I’m sure danger signs were going off in his brain at that, and to be honest, I did it to put some fear in the ice cold son of a bitch.
“No more fucking around on US soil. And you’re the message.” OK, kind of dramatic, and it broke one of my cardinal rules, no talking shit. Annoyed at myself, I pulled the trigger. One thing I liked about the MP5 is that it had very little barrel climb, so my second round impacted just a little over his hairline, about an inch above the first. Grey matter, blood and bone splattered across the brick wall and his arms flopped lifelessly down. I stepped forward and put another one in his face, then said fuck it and emptied the magazine one round at a time, starting with each eye and moving downward. Sending the message.
“Hey Major,” said Garcia, standing by the large plate glass window overlooking the park. He was stuffing a slice in his mouth. Never let NY pizza go to waste.
“What?” I half barked, pumped up as hell; even so I heard Hollis rummaging through luggage in one of the bedrooms. I’m sure Lee’s laptop would be interesting to the NSA.
“Just come check this out!” he urged, urgently waving me over. There was no time for fucking around, we needed to be out of here just as fast as we came in. Still, I trusted my men.
I stepped over and looked, then let my weapon fall in its sling. Far below us, right in the middle of Central Park, a black hole rimmed in purple fire was hovering over the baseball field, and there was a goddamned dragon spraying fire at running people, turning them into bright sparks that flared for a moment and then fell to the ground. Around it, black figures marched through in orderly rows, dropping the few feet to the ground like soldiers hitting an LZ from a helo and then fanning out.
So yeah, we were there when the Fae came. 




Chapter 2
From the war journals of Lord Thar Tavan, Head of House Tavor, Commander of the Third Army.
Our attack goes well, several hours in. The humans seem to have been caught by complete surprise. My fears of their ‘technology’ being a match for the power of the Way have proven unfounded. The humans fight hard and well, if not honorably, as I remember. Our casualties have been high among the Yrch slaves taken in the Winter War, but that is of no matter. With pride I send my son northward to press the pursuit and my daughter to seize the bridges to the east, where we expect the most initial military resistance. Soon I shall ride south myself on Orme to harry the enemy. Even as a commander, the slaughter and glory calls me. The return to Terra, or Earth as they now call it, has been a glorious day.
Tavan sat back, scratched out a line in his journal and rewrote the last sentence. It was a glorious day, and a beautiful summer one, but his nostrils were assaulted by the stench of hydrocarbons. It was an offense to everything natural.
“Father, I go.” It was a statement made with the self-assuredness of the rash young. His son was a veteran of the Winter War, commanding a company in combat against the rebel Yrch tribes, but he was also a hot head and, to be honest, not a very deep thinker. His path on the Way was the least of Koras’ interests; he wanted blood and glory.
“Remember your place. You command a Legion now, and someday this very Army, perhaps. I suspect this war will be a long one, and it will be foolish to throw your life away,” said his father. “Or the lives of your soldiers.” The last was a warning; there were only so many elven knights and archers to go around. The slaves, well ...
Though Koras was quivering with suppressed energy to be up and away, riding on the back of his dragon, he knew better than to rise from his kneeling position. Tavan looked at him long and hard, thinking of the Roman cohort that had slain his own father, driving them back with relentless slaughter. They had come so far in their exploration of the Way, living in exile, but so much was unknown. “Go,” he finally said, and Koras shot upward with excitement, backing away to the proper distance, saluting and then running towards his huddled group of subordinate commanders.
“Come, daughter,” he said to the slim, mail clad figure waiting patiently. Tavan gestured to a chair in front of him, little more than a stool compared to his field throne, but a high honor. She had been, and always would be, his favorite. “Is your mount ready to carry you to glory?”
Ellarissa smiled at the thought of Gault, raised by her since a cub. “More eager than I, I will admit. It will be hard to prevent him from the slaughter, once he tastes blood.”
“Let him. This is war, and the sooner the humans get the message, the less will suffer in the long run. Let the blood flow now so there is peace for future generations.”
“You say that, but … where is the peace for the Yrch? The Naughrim? The other races that exist no more?” She was always so serious, so like her mother.
At the thought of his dead wife his face hardened. “Were it not for your counsel, I would slaughter them all, with their technology and pestilence. She has been gone for four hundred years now, and yet every day is another painful memory.”
“Father, she was a warrior, as are you. There was no way to know that our scout teams would bring back this ‘smallpox’, and eventually our mages defeated it, no? Would she want you to be a hard, angry Elf?” She said it with an imploring smile.
“Would you rather I just walk in the woods with you and speak with animals? Wars need to be fought, honor satisfied, revenge taken. The humans denied us the world and exiled us to a place of harsh desolation. Never again. Though perhaps, when all is settled, I will take you … what was it you wanted to see?” And a small smile lit his face. He could never stay mad at her.
“Would you go, Father?” she laughed, clapping her hands together in delight. “I would want to see it all! Do you know they have trees in Cali-fornia that are almost three hundred feet tall? There are great beasts in the ocean that are as wise as Elves and who swim about eating and playing? I would see all of it, spend my time learning and at peace, not playing at war. Walking through the green dales of the mountains in … in … Virginia, yes, that is what it is called.”
“And this … this is why I trust you to lead the more important attack, east and south to seize the bridges. You understand that someday after war comes peace. Your hot blooded brother, on the other hand …” he trailed off, and they both laughed.
Ellarissa stood and then kneeled, drawing her war wand, and holding it point down, in the ritual way. “To a short, quick victory, Father, and then healing in our new home. Did you know that the Monarch butterfly travels thousands …”?
“ENOUGH!” he roared, but he smiled as he did. “Go!”
She flashed her perfect, delicate grin and stood, looked around at the blue sky far overhead, and took her leave.




Chapter 3
US Army Special Forces (Delta) - Team Gulf Three
TO: ALL US MILITARY FORCES
NCA MESSAGE FOLLOWS:
UNKNOWN INVADING FORCES HAVE INITIATED HOSTILITIES WITHIN CONUS AND WORLDWIDE. ALL FORCES ARE ORDERED TO DEFCON TWO. ALL RESERVISTS AND GUARD ARE ACTIVATED. REPORT TO YOUR NEAREST MILITARY INSTALLATION IF POSSIBLE. IF NOT POSSIBLE RENDER AID TO CIVIL AUTHORITIES AND DEFEND IN PLACE. ALL SUBSURFACE AND SURFACE WARFARE UNITS TO PUT TO SEA.
I looked at the text message on my phone as our feet pounded down the stairs. No shit, sherlock. We burst out of the back entrance into the alley, guns up, not knowing what we would find. The van was still there, a rental loaded with all our heavy shit from the safehouse in Queens. There was some kid trying to jimmy the lock, so I put a three round burst over his head. The dumbass actually drew down on us, probably scared as shit, pulling out a pistol from his saggy waistband and holding it sideways. I knew I should have left Garcia with the van, but this was Midtown, for Christ’s sake, not the South Bronx.
“Seriously? PUT IT DOWN!” I yelled. He was shit scared and we didn’t have time for this. Plus even the best operator can die from a bullet from the most incompetent dumbass. Master Sergeant Clark apparently agreed with me, because he kneecapped him, one shot. The kid fell to the ground, howling in pain and I kicked the pistol away from him.
Hollis knelt, whipping out a pressure bandage and wrapping it around the knee. Then she slapped him, hard across the face and told him to stop being a little bitch, it was as through and through and he’d be fine. While she did that the rest of us took off our NYPD outfits and went full tactical. We had no idea what was going on, but our radios were going apeshit. I ran up the satcom and managed to get through to operations back at Bragg, but he had no info for me. “All I know is we’re on Defcon Two, Major, and orders have come down from JSOC to have all individual units react to their local situation accordingly.” Great, that told me everything and nothing. Just short of nuclear war and jack shit for intel. I was in mid-conversation with him when there was a rush of air and something huge flew overhead. I caught the tail end, literally, of a dragon maneuvering between two buildings and all my coms went dead. The satcom was still lit up, so there was power, but no carrier wave, nothing. At the same time, the police scanner that Garcia was listening to as he donned heavy body armor blipped off.
“Gimme a comms check on the radios.” I ordered. Nothing. We tried the van radio, FM and AM, no stations. Okay then, we were dealing with an enemy who had jamming capability. A big deal, but we would adapt. First though we find out what the hell was going on, and for that, we had to get up close.
“OK, plans, people,” I said, taking out my own kit and strapping in. It was our C setup, heavy duty full spectrum war shit. The van was a rental but we had had everything else we needed shipped to the safe house from Bragg the minute we knew where the target might be headed. Call it overreaction on my part, but I have yet to be in a combat situation where overreacting was a bad thing.
“Go up?” said Garcia.
“Nope,” rejected Clark. “Don’t want to get stuck in a place we can’t retreat from.”
“Under?” asked Hollis, meaning the subway. She knew that wasn’t an answer, same problem. Not enough exits. She was just simply stating options.
“Hey, man, call me a goddamned ambulance!” whined the kid on the ground. “This shit hurts! I'm gonna sue you!”
We all ignored him and I said, “We’re gonna have to do this the hard way. Tunnels or maybe a water extraction once we decide to get out. BUT, and this is a big but, higher is going to be screaming for intel, and it’s gonna take the Army and Navy a few days to get their shit together.”
Shots sounded in the distance and a real NYPD SU Humvee went screaming past, an MK-19 grenade launcher on the top and tactical cops armed with M-4’s hanging out the open doors. “OK, let’s see how they do, and back them up if we can. Van stays here, and we rally here if we get separated. Secondary rally point is the safe house in Rosedale. If we need to, we can get a boat across to Connecticut and E & E from there.”
For the first time I saw some doubt in their eyes. Well, Garcia and Hollis. Clark was too experienced to even bother thinking much past the next half hour. His first taste of combat had come in the waning years of Apartheid in his homeland, and he knew the world was always one step away from madness. “Listen,” I said, “I have no idea what’s going on here. Alien invasion, maybe, but they’ve already given up the high ground by attacking directly on the surface, if that’s the case. We’ll beat them, but it might take a while. Our job is to do what we can and stay alive until the JSOC comes up with a mission for us.”
To punctuate my words we heard the muted THUMP THUMP THUMP of the 40mm automatic grenade launcher open up. The NYPD weren’t supposed to have heavy equipment like that, but it had been a running joke since 9-11. It was followed by a crackle of small arms fire that the towering buildings echoed all over the place. In response there was a strange, loud braying sound and some kind of roaring. “OK, time to go!” I said and we gathered up our weapons.
Before we could set out, the Humvee came roaring back, only three men on it now, all firing furiously back towards Central Park. The gunner up in the turret was actually on fire and another guy was seat belted in with a fucking arrow through his face. The back of their truck was peppered with them too, right through the fiberglass and aluminum. Even as we watched from the side alley a flight of them came whipping down the street to stick into the back deck and another cop fell out of the Humvee. His buddies didn't stop, just kept going, and the man lay on the ground, screaming with an arrow through his guts.
“COVERING FIRE!” I yelled, and ran out into the street, trusting the team to back me up. I heard them open up behind me as I dashed forward through a half dozen civilians who were running for their lives. I grabbed the cop by the Deadman’s strap on the back of his armor and started dragging him towards cover, turning to one hand dump a magazine into whatever was shooting those goddamned arrows. As I did, spraying just to keep their heads down, I saw what was approaching down the street and almost froze.
They moved in ordered rows, like some friggin Roman legionaries, their ranks filling the street and moving around cars and other obstacles. Maybe two hundred meters away, thirty or so across and blocks deep. It was one of the Manhattan cross streets, so not too wide, but I suspected they would fill Broadway if they marched down that. They were bulky, and wearing some kind of flat black armor, looking like football players, linebackers of all things. Big and muscular. Some had spears and some swords and as they advanced at a double time, they cut down any person in their way. Behind them I could see the archers, wearing bright silver armor, not shooting volley fire but picking targets, anything that might be a threat.
Which was, apparently me. Over the roar of crazed traffic, gunfire, explosions, I think I actually heard their squad leader shouting commands and a group of archers aimed their bows at me. Then I saw someone higher up, a chick or maybe a dude with long hair, riding something living and huge, and she pointed at me. From two hundred yards away I heard, clear as a bell in my head, the word “YIELD!” and I almost did. It was like a compulsion and I tore my eyes away, looking down at the dead man I was trying to drag. The realization that he actually was dead and the simultaneous crack of two flashbangs between me and the advancing whatever the hell they were snapped me out of it. I dropped the cop and hauled ass as a flight of arrows whipped out at me. Ahead was an open dumpster and I jumped into it, landing in a pile of cardboard. The sides rang and two arrows actually punched through the metal. Quicker than shit I vaulted out of there and slipped back into the alley. 




Chapter 4
We needed information, and a plan, and to get the hell out of there, fast. One hand signal from me and we were on our way to the van, peeling through, each man turning and providing covering fire as they reached the front of the line. It wasn’t needed; the main body merely passed the alley, a continuous stream of ranks filing past us on their way down the street. A group of armored … somethings split off and placed shields to cover the entrance to the alley, and our 9mm MP-5 rounds just sparked off the metal. I held up a hand to watch and the team immediately went to cover behind dumpsters and parked cars.
They were … alien, but recognizable, if that made any sense. Ranks of armor-clad, dark skinned creatures, maybe man height, hugely muscled and carrying melee weapons. I’m talking swords, shields, axes. Crossbows too. I did see one or two who carried what looked like blunderbusses, but maybe only one in a hundred. No special section of them, either; weapons seemed to be random. They didn’t exactly march in step, and I noticed that the sergeants at the end of the line occasionally smacked a laggard with the flat of a sword. I know, a sword, what the fuck, but armies are armies, all over the world and apparently off the world. Discipline mattered.
I counted maybe two hundred ranks before I saw the serious guys. Swordsmen in shining plate armor, each rank alternating with bowmen in scale and chainmail. Yeah, I’m a geek, I knew what all that stuff was. When you’re out on a long deployment you play games to pass the time, and one of my favorites was old school Dungeons and Dragons. Geek I’ll take, call me a nerd and I’ll kill you with my pinky. Delta Force, yo. Which made me shake my head a little bit. This next group was, I shit you not, Elves. Like, Tolkien Lord of the Rings Elves, or World of Warcraft shit. Good looking to the point of being inhuman, pointy ears, braids, all the gear. Even as I watched, there was an echoing crack, one I recognized as coming from an M-4 or AR-15, and one of the, fuck it, Elves they were, one of the elven swordsmen was knocked back with a CLANG! and a bright spark off his breastplate, what looked like circles of energy flowing off the impact site and dissipating. He staggered, then got back up, unhurt. Without even a blink, one rank of archers turned and fired at an angle, up into the air. I couldn’t see what they were shooting at, but there wasn’t any return gunfire.
OK, then. 5.56 not a good idea. Maybe a 7.62 or heavier, especially the way the shields of the orcs had shrugged off our 9mm. Mass and speed equals energy, right? Then I stopped thinking. The brigade commander or whatever she was hove into sight. Mother of God, she was gorgeous, a tall, white haired Elf, riding on a saddle, high up on the back of a fucking giant bear. I started to laugh, a hysterical giggle, and clapped my hand over my mouth. This was all too much. Major David Kincaid, United States Army, 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment (Delta), fourteen year veteran of an ongoing nonstop war, was looking at Elves, orcs and giant bears walking down the streets of Manhattan. Using magic and kicking the shit out of us. Maybe I was lying on the side of the road some place with my brains scrambled by an IED and I was bleeding out onto the pavement.
I slid down behind the dumpster, trying hard to get control of myself. “John,” I gasped out to Master Sergeant Clark, who had come up behind me, “take a peek and tell me what you see.”
Levering himself up cautiously, he looked for a moment, then crouched back down. He kind of had a thoughtful expression on his face for a moment then said, “I saw some really really weird shit. A huge bear, some hot ass woman with a staff riding it, and then a group of ugly bastards armed with swords and spears.” Thing was he didn’t seem that put out. I guess when you grow up in the middle of a civil war in South Africa, join their Special Forces and then join the US Army, you see some weird shit.
“OK then,” I muttered, “it’s real. Time for Plan X.”
“Do as much damage as we can then GTFO?” he asked. “High value target?”
“Yeah, but we gotta be quick, and I don’t think anything short of .50 is really going to bother those guys. What we’ve gotta do is pick a target and overwhelm them, causing enough confusion that we can make a hit. I want them to know that we hurt them.” I made a rally sign and pointed to the van, and we waited for a break in the passing troops. I’ve never seen ANY formation that managed to stay perfectly spaced while doing a forced march, and this was no different, but the Elves had discipline out the ass. After a minute and the passing of another full company, a gap appeared and we raced away for the van, hoping not to be noticed. A flurry of crossbow bolts followed us but none hit. I found out later that Orcs weren’t exactly the best shots.
“Take us south on whatever way works best,” I told Garcia, who had hopped in the driver’s seat. He floored it out of the alley and we exited onto 7th Avenue … into complete mayhem. It was the weekend but traffic was backed up and people were already running from their cars. They were all pointed towards the Queensboro Bridge, but I caught a glimpse of it down 57th and there was already a dragon sitting atop one of the buttresses spitting steam or acid or something.
“BAIL!” I shouted, and we ditched the van, hauling ass around a corner with three duffle bags full of bad shit. Know what? We don’t carry a ton of heavy ordnance around because it’s cool. We carry it because you never know what, in the Unit, you’ll get called on to do, and thank God for that. A block later I told Hollis to guard the weapons and slung the SCAR’s we had grabbed from the van. Across the street from us was the Museum of Modern Art, with a wide-open field of fire. Down Sixth Avenue I could see a column of enemy troops, whatever they were, forming to march south. Time to do some dirty work and see what could hurt them. Demo, most likely, and Clark came up with a plan.
Cars don’t blow up like they do in the movies. Even a frag grenade often won’t set one off, and you certainly won’t get a horrendous mushroom cloud explosion. What they will do is puncture gas tanks and cause it to leak all over. Well, maybe you might have one brew up because of sparks on the steel, but probably not. Clark and I each grabbed a couple grenades and started wedging them under tires, half pulling the pins and weaving a fishing line through them and securing it to a car axle. A good hard tug on the line would yank a half dozen pins out, the last one to a willie pete, and the fishing line is almost invisible on a grey concrete street. The white phosphorus would burn like a son of a bitch and the street would turn into a raging inferno. While we did it Garcia screamed at the few remaining civilians to get out of their cars and run, firing over their heads, which they did.
Once the grenades were set, we hustled down a block more to the Rockefeller Plaza subway station. It was a good defensible point with an easy exit into the tunnels. We pushed a car in front of the entrance even as a train went by underneath us, forming a perimeter and helping panicked civilians get down into the tunnels. Then we waited.
And waited.
And waited.
“So, Elves and orcs, huh?” said Hollis, voicing the very thoughts that had been on my mind a few short minutes ago. “How do I know we aren’t dead and in Hell or something?”
“Because, Staff Sergeant, this isn’t Hell, this is Heaven, '' answered Clark with a wink, “We’re on American soil, no Rules of Engagement, fighting things that we don’t have to worry about capturing or laws of war, AND most of our weapons are ineffective. So we are called upon to use all our ingenuity and wits to wage war to the fullest! It’s a soldier’s wet dream!”
“Hey old man, that’s sexual harassment. You can't say ‘wet dream’ in front of a woman,” said Garcia.
“Yeah, if you can say that I can say ‘suck my ass, cracker!’” put in Hollis.
“No, you can’t, that’s racist,” said the South African immigrant to the black girl raised in the ghetto while a former gang banger from L.A. laughed. Man, I loved the army. It was just bullshitting to ease tension, really. I started to wonder where the bad guys were when an intense rumbling could be felt more than heard. Then a flight of F-22’s came ripping up the avenue, freaking BELOW the building roof lines, and behind them what seemed like every single pane of glass in Manhattan came showering down.
“COVER!” yelled Clark, and we rolled under cars or dove under the roof of the subway stairs. Not for nothing, a twenty pound sheet of glass falling several hundred feet will kill you dead as shit. I crawled under the car, so I didn't see anything until one of the Lightnings plowed into the avenue at about six hundred knots. Nothing wrong - he wasn’t on fire or anything, just WHAM. I learned later that the Elven Mages could control the wind well enough to actually push the planes off their flight path. The resulting fireball made our little grenade ambush look like a firecracker. 




Chapter 5
We sat and waited as the fire burned, jet fuel a raging inferno and cars going up with flat whoomphs. As each one blew it pushed warm air down towards us and then a wind started to blow back up the avenue, feeding oxygen into the blaze.
“Should we head out?” asked Clark. He stood next to me, gazing at the devastation. Buildings on either side were starting to catch. “We might get flanked on either side of us, coming down the other avenues.”
I thought about that, balancing the need to DO something with the safety of the team. This was going to be a long war; I didn’t see the military dropping nukes on major American cities anytime soon, and as much as I thought NYC was the center of the world, I also didn’t think that this was the only beachhead.
“I still want to hurt these bastards. If they switch over to one of the other avenues to move south, we can …” and my words trailed off. The fire, five blocks north of us, froze. Not like turned to ice, or going out, I mean it just stopped moving. The flames were still there, but it was like a picture on a computer screen. I could see things moving around it, pieces of glass still falling, but there was one person that had been running out of flames, coated in fire, and he was still there, bathed in burning jet fuel. Just not moving.
“Madre de Dios!” whispered Garcia next me, slipping into his native Spanish.
Hollis spoke next, “Uh, Sir, I think this is a bit too big for even Delta.” There was a note of fear in her voice, and this was a woman who had ice in her veins.
Then through the flames came a dragon, and Clark muttered, “Shit.” Wings folded back, stepping over the flames. This fucker was bigger than Smaug, crushing cars underfoot. High on the beasts’ neck rode a figure in dark black armor.
“Garcia, Hollis, down in the subway. Clark, you’re the best sniper. Put one in his eye with the Barrett. You’re only going to get one shot.”
“You're going to do something stupid, aren’t you?” he stated rather than asked.
“Absolutely,” I answered, grabbing our only AT-4 anti-tank rocket. I didn’t know what the shaped charge would do to the beast, but it must have taken a shitload of power to manage those flames, and I was rolling the dice that whoever was on the dragon’s neck might be a bit worn down. “I’m going to take a shot at him with this, and when he’s distracted, shoot the dragon. Easier shot and losing a big beast like that is going to hurt them.” I look back now and scream at Clark in my mind to shoot Lord Tavan, but oh well.
“Check,” he answered, unfolding the big rifle’s bipod. No questions, just went to work. I slung the rocket over my back and took off running down West 48th towards 5th Avenue. Halfway down the block, I heard footsteps behind me and glanced back to see Garcia dogging my heels. His choice, and I guess I should have expected it. Delta troops were chosen for their ability to exercise individual initiative, and that was why he was on my team. He was watching my back, rifle slung and pistol in one hand as we ran.
We cut through the Rockefeller Center complex, hustling through the plaza with glass crunching underfoot. There were people wandering around, some injured, others just confused. One man in a dusty business suit tried to stop me, asking, “What the hell …” and Garcia knocked him down with an elbow to the face. As bad as it felt to be hitting Americans, there was no time to slow down.
We turned left on 51st street and moved to the corner. As I suspected, the dragon was big but slow, coming down the avenue with ponderous steps. We had about half a minute. “Just watch behind us,” I ordered, “make sure we have an evac route. If we get separated, back to the safe house in Queens. Got it?”
“No sweat, boss.” He holstered the pistol and lifted his SCAR, for all the good that would do against these guys, from what I had seen. I armed the AT-4 and waited, taking a knee behind a hotdog cart that had been tipped over, dirty dog water and pretzels scattered over the pavement. I looked back to see that Garcia was clear of the backblast and waited.
The AT-4 is a single shot rocket that can go through almost fifteen inches of steel armor. It’s not going to stop a main battle tank from the front, but it will punch through side armor on older Russian tanks and most armored vehicles. We had the HEDP 502 model, less penetration and more bang, because, let’s face it, we never expected to face armor in the US. The various arms caches that Delta had scattered around major cities for team use were mostly small arms for conducting counter-terrorism raids. This one was a fluke, and even then, this model was more BANG than PUNCH. Better than nothing, though. What I really wanted was the main gun of an M1 Abrams. Wish in one hand and shit in the other.
The head of the beast passed me, scooping up a woman who panicked and ran out of a doorway, long tongue flicking out and drawing her into a mouth the size of a large SUV. She screamed and then the teeth snapped down. I ignored it, because when shit is hitting the fan, you’re going to see things that would make your normal self go insane. The head moved past the street entrance, a long, sinewy scaled neck following, then the rider appeared.
He wore shiny black chrome armor and was looking away from us, aiming some kind of staff down the opposite direction of the street and yelling something. I centered the front sight post on the neck just in front of the rider and pulled the trigger. With a WHOOSH CRACK the rocket leapt out and hit, exploding just before it touched the skin. There was a mixture of red and orange flame that belled out around an invisible shield and the same blue light formed a wall that flashed and then weakened, I was momentarily deafened by the proximity of the explosion; it had detonated only about twenty meters from me. I didn’t hear the boom of the Barrett echoing down the concrete canyon but the dragon went ape shit, flinging itself about like a snake that had just taken a shovel to its head. I had been right; the amount of energy to maintain the shield integrity against the warhead effects had allowed Clark to punch a hole in the dragon’s head. That’s what you get for using armor without infantry support, dickhead.
The beast crashed into the side of the building across the street, smashing brick and steel, and the rider was thrown to the ground, landing on his back. With one final spasm, the huge trunk landed between us and him, blocking our view.
“Time to jump!” yelled Garcia, but I ran out into the street, around the side of the still twitching head and found myself facing the rider, who was slowly getting to his feet. The staff was gone but something had kept the dust off him and his armor gleamed. He stood, then nodded at me. The dude was tall, with red gold hair in braids, and - I shit you not - pointed ears. Around his head was a band of gold with a diamond set in the middle. High rank, I figured.
“Well played, warrior, well played,” he said in accented and melodic English. I shot the shit out of him, emptying a full magazine of 7.62. He staggered back, and I swear I saw several rounds spark off the armor through the wash of blue energy that erupted. Then he stood upright again, muttered the words, “Dishonorable scum,” or something like that, and raised his left hand towards me, light gathering.
I raced to change magazines, but it was a race I was going to lose. The light shot out at me just as Garcia hit me from the side, knocking me down and sending my rifle flying. I landed on the concrete with a thump as my NCO was transected by a beam of white light, shattering into pieces as his momentum carried him into the side of the building. I mean, he literally shattered, like a piece of crystal hit with a hammer.
Lying on my back I drew my pistol from the cross-draw holster on my chest and fired but the .45 caliber slugs did nothing, howling away into the distance. The Elf walked over to me and kicked the pistol out of my hand, then sucker punched me in the head with an armored fist and the world went black. 




Chapter 6
From the war journals of Lord Thar Tavan, Head of House Tavor, Commander of the Third Army.
Their flying machines could, if given a chance, be effective in a war. I have made note of it with our mages, and they work to extend the reach of our spells. They move far higher than any dragon can reach, but it shall not be a problem. Good commanders adapt to the enemy. It is amazing how far they have progressed in the three centuries since our last foray into this world, and I had scoffed at the reports from the Fae who have infiltrated here. They seemed too incredible to believe, but the Way will be enough. It must be. 
I grieve to write that Orme is dead, slain by a competent foe. I give respect to his victory, though it was from a distance with a coward’s weapon. They are learning that there are limits to our power, and I confess that I was unprepared for such an attack, growing used to the ease of which we advanced. There was one enemy soldier in particular who thought to challenge me in single combat, and I left him for the feast.
Tavan stood with his sword out, touching the throat of the unconscious human. One little push, to end a life. Quick, painless, the warrior way. The “bullets”, as he had come to know them, had used up the last of his strength, the last of his energy, and he felt weak. Perhaps this one would make a good slave. Or a sacrifice on Orme’s pyre.
Looking around he saw a group of orcs standing and staring at the dead dragon. There were more than a dozen, Uruks, all wearing the mark of the Red Arrow, and no Elves about. He stood sword in hand and waited for them to come at him. This was what happened when he let the joy of battle take him and he got too far ahead of his retainers. They would catch up, eventually, maybe even in minutes, but that would be too late. He looked to his right; blocks away he saw his advanced guard in a furious battle around a subway entrance.
“Not so fucking high and mighty now, are you mate?” growled one of the Yrch. “That human did yer dragon, and I’m guessing your Way is drained. GET HIM, BROT-” and Tavan’s sabre whipped across to cut the words short with a slashed throat.
It was his armor, forged from the best dwarven steel and spell soaked, that kept him alive for the next ten heartbeats. The inferior blades of the Yrch skittered across angled plate, seeking the vulnerable joints. What finally brought him down after slaying five was a wounded one wrapping its hairy arms around his legs and a warhammer smashing into his shoulder. Lord Tavan fell to the pavement, almost landing atop the still unconscious human. There was a bray of laughter, a deep rumbling shout of glee and the remaining half dozen drew short skinning knives. Then an instant flash of blinding light backlit them and an enormous animal, all thick fur, slashing claws and rending teeth, bounded into their midst. A short wand whipped back and forth, the lightning of a summer evening crashing into any that remained standing.
Ellarissa slid down off the back of her bear and helped her father to his feet. “Someday, my Lord, I will not be there to rescue you. Then who will I go see the redwoods with?”
Shaking off dust, he looked at her and said coldly, “The question is who is leading your troops while you are here? Deserting from your duty is an offense punishable by death, Lady Ellarissa.” There was a time for humor and a time for seriousness, and his daughter was ever one thinking about things far away that might get her killed in the here and now. “Focus. I was in no real danger; my guard would have been here momentarily.”
Her tone was as cold in reply. “Yes, my Lord.” As she said it, a half dozen of his knights arrived, their own riding beasts breathing heavily. They had not been able to keep up with Tavan on Orme and had gotten distracted by looting a jewelry store.
Tavan leaned deep down inside him for one last well of strength for the Way, held up his hand, and turned his guard commander to stone. Then, in his anger, for he had considered the Elf, if not a friend, for he had none, at least a companion, he picked up the heavy Yrch war hammer and smashed the statue to pieces. Turning to his daughter he said, “GO! Do not ever become separated from your troops again. For all we know this, “and he gestured to the shattered remains, “was a plot from one of the other houses to remove me. The rest of you,” he directed, “report to my son and tell him you are to lead the next assault against one of these human ‘machine guns’. Maybe you will redeem your honor in death.”
With that he watched his Ellarissa head south and the exiled guard turn north. Sending a message of thought to Artuian, his Chief of Staff, Tavan asked for a priest to mourn Orme. Many dragons were broken to service, but he had raised this one from an egg, and they had been together for five hundred years. Then he mounted the fallen guard commander’s steed, the unconscious human forgotten in the battle.
Moving back up the avenue, controlling the new beast with blows and curses, he passed a group of White Hand orcs escorting human prisoners back towards central park. The humans were dressed in mostly what he knew to be called “business attire”, the equivalent of the robes he wore out of his armor when meeting with subordinates. “Stop,” he ordered flatly, and dismounted. “Make them kneel.” He had no fear of the White Hand orcs, their tribes had been broken to the Elves’ will centuries before. The lead orc yanked downward on the chain and the dozen prisoners fell to their knees. Tavan then proceeded to assuage his anger at the death of his dragon by beheading six of them at random, his blade whipping through the air to cut cleanly through the neck. He drank in the fear and terror of the humans, hearing their screams and laughing at their struggles.
“You may eat the rest, alive. Let one go to tell the other humans.” Then he remounted the small, flightless dragon and headed back towards his headquarters.




Chapter 7
US Army Special Forces (Delta) Team Gulf Three
When I awoke I lay still, unmoving, not opening my eyes. In the distance gunfire crackled, echoed by what I would later come to recognize as the whip crack of spellfire. My head hurt as I lay there, not moving, trying to listen and assess where I was and what was going on around me. I heard chopping sounds close by, the sound a heavy butcher’s knife makes when it hacks into a carcass. I’d heard it often enough when I was in the Middle East, a farmer slaughtering a goat or a cow. Crackling flames, gunfire that was blocks away. Also the thud and boom of heavy ordnance being used by someone, but that was a long way off. Kilometers by the difference in the vibration in the ground versus the sounds I heard.
One of my eyes was glued shut by blood but I slowly opened the other and the night was a sullen red light around me. Power was out but fires still burned, leaving a glow that reflected off a low, smoky sky. I heard the thud of helo blades, the echoes of a chain gun, and the scream of what I assumed was a dragon or some other animal in its death throes. Well, that was good.
Heavy footsteps sounded, jogging past me on a double time. I knew the sound of that, a squad of troops moving out to combat. Their harness jingled in a metallic way that meant they weren’t humans. We used nylon and plastic, even the Guard with their older equipment. I closed my eyes and held as still as I could, smelling their animal sweat as they passed by. Their sergeant told them to MOVE! and I knew that word no matter what language it was in. I waited until they were long gone before moving my hand slightly around, feeling for my pistol. It was dummy corded to my vest, so I found the line first and slowly worked my fingers down to the weapon. Which was, of course, gone. Shit.
I was thinking what to do next when I felt an iron grip on my ankle and something started to drag me across the concrete. Then I was lifted in the air and flung a dozen feet, crashing into what I immediately knew from the stink was a pile of bodies. I lay there, as loose as I could, hearing the ragged breath of a dying person in my ear and felt wet tears on my face as it pressed up against another person.
There was an exchange of harsh language, an argument between several whatevers, and the body next to me was jerked away. “Oh please God, no!” screamed the woman, who had obviously been playing dead too. I opened my eyes onto a scene from Dante’s Inferno and immediately wished I hadn’t.
The dragon that we had killed was surrounded by candles and half a dozen well, Elves I guess, were kneeling in front of it and chanting. Directly in front of me human torsos hung from butchering racks, arms hanging down and throats slit to allow blood to drain. Behind that were fires with meat turning on a spit, and the chopping sound I had heard was limbs being cut off roasted bodies and being handed to a line of the apelike troops. As I watched the woman that was screaming had a rope thrown around her legs and she was hauled into the air, hair hanging down. She was pretty, wearing some kind of business suit, and terrified. Her captors swung a short knife and blood splashed out on the ground, leaving eyes to lock with mine as her life slowly drained out. Harsh laughter sounded at her screams, a red rage washed over me and I fought the urge to charge them. Instead I rolled to my left, got to my feet and ran like a son of a bitch.
Behind me a hunting horn sounded and I dove to one side as arrows ripped at me, headed for the shadows of Rockefeller Plaza. There was more laughter and then the horn brayed again, and I looked back. Two of the Elves, young guys dressed in beautiful armor with some serious jewelry, came jogging towards me, putting their bows away. The look on their faces was feral and I guess the hunt was on now. OK, fuckers, this was my town. Bring it. I kept running and then slipped into an alley, dodging into the deep darkness, wishing I had some night vision goggles. And a 240-Bravo. And a mechanized infantry company.
I crouched down behind a dumpster and picked up a two by four that my hands found, a stout piece of wood about three feet long. Running my hand down the length of it I found a couple of bent nails on the end. Even better, time to show some down and dirty. I could probably have outrun these yahoos, but I was mad as shit after seeing what happened to the woman. A light appeared at the end of the alley and I yelled, “In here, shitbags!”
The light stopped, a sort of will-o-wisp that hovered in the air, and the two Elves stepped into the alley. One, smaller and probably younger, drew his sword and advanced forward towards me with a shit-eating grin on his face. I stood there and held the piece of lumber in one hand, out like a fencing foil. The other I held back behind me, parodying a fencer, looking for all the world like an inept scared shithead who was challenging him to a duel. With a laugh, the Elf stepped forward and took a lazy swing to knock the two by four out of my hands. I figured I was stronger than him, so I took the hit, letting the wood get knocked aside, and bum rushed him. The snub nosed .357 magnum hidden in my right hand came out from behind my back as he lazily reversed the blades’ direction and I stepped inside his reach. The gun came up and I placed the barrel less than an inch from his face and fired two rounds, bang bang. My hideout gun wasn’t good for much further than ten yards, but I was taking a bet that a contact hit would push past any kind of shield they had. I saw the light go out of his eyes and I shoved him back, rolling myself around the clanging, falling armor. I had three shots left and the other Elf stood there, a look of surprise in his eyes. He began to draw his own sword with one hand and raised his other, light starting to swell in his palm. I fired the last three rounds, two of them sparking off his magic and the third, higher up with recoil, glancing off his helmet, stunning him, and the Elf fell to his knees. Picking up the other sword I stabbed him through the throat, screaming like an animal. Again and again, until his face was a ruin. “Yippie Ky yay, motherfucker!!” I screamed and spit on him. “Welcome to New York!”
I stood there, panting, and looked up. In front of me was an orc, because fuck it, that’s what I was going to call them, squad. Four of them, the sergeant I guess and three troopers, watching me. I pointed the empty gun out at them and he barked an order. Two of the privates lifted small crossbows and aimed them at me. I held the pistol straight out, my arm rock steady, and I had to hand it to the creature, he didn’t blink. The orc had just seen what I did to two armored Elves, and for all he knew, I could just blow his head off. He raised his arm, and I knew that when he dropped it, I’d be punctured by those crossbows, no joke.
Instead, he grunted some command, and the bows lowered. Then he looked back down the street to where the feast or whatever it was going on, looked at me, and started rumbling a low, deep laugh, followed by a left hand clenched in a fist over his heart. Then the sergeant barked another order and turned, leading the squad back towards Sixth Avenue. I waited until they couldn’t see me, lowered my pistol and sank to my knees, covered in sweat, not noticing the puddle of blood on the street that soaked through my jeans. 




Chapter 8
The thing about Manhattan is that it’s an island. Easy to lock down if you wanted to and had enough troops to control the choke points, and I needed to get off as fast as possible. It looked from the stars to be around three in the morning, I was assuming the same night. I had been out for quite a while and my head hurt like a son of a bitch. That and I was hungry and pretty much unarmed. I couldn’t do anything about being hungry, not yet, but I could arm myself. Plus I needed the intel.
The sword was light, of some kind of steel that had a beautiful pattern on it. I didn’t think I could just walk the streets with an elven sword, but there was a matching dagger, a poniard, that was about eighteen inches long and wickedly sharp. That I slid down inside my pants leg, pulling my shirt over the handle. Before I did so, though, I knelt down and cut off one of the Elves’ fingers, one that held a nice ring. I slipped off the ring and put it in one pocket, then wrapped the finger in a piece of the dead Elf’s cloak and put it in another. I was already thinking far ahead, this was going to be a long war, and if we could do some bioweapon shit with their DNA, all the better. If they even had DNA as we knew it. My plate carrier came off, I dropped all the ammo pouches then put it back on and slid my t-shirt over it. I suspected that anyone who was geared up would be considered a combatant and fair game, but I wasn’t ready to ditch all my protection just yet. There were humans that were just as dangerous as magic Elves.
I started when I heard a noise that I knew from Afghanistan. Heavy jets, dozens of them, medium altitude. Subsonic, a rumble over the city that portended very bad things. For a moment I stood there, stunned that they would actually do it, bomb the city. Then I ran like hell. Central Park had to be their target, but you never made a bet that there wouldn’t be a short round, even with guided munitions. Bolts of light started reaching into the sky, and I caught glimpse of them, B-52’s and B-1’s, maybe thirty of them that I could see. One by one they exploded in midair, transected by the lightning. It was a slaughter in bright flashing light, bomb bay doors open, dumb bombs dropping away. You couldn’t land a JDAM in Central Park, for the most part, without knocking down the buildings around it, and they were going for a straight Arc Light run. It was time to get the hell out of there so I ran south, across the rubble and broken glass, avoiding dead bodies, until I came to a cross street. Just then the first bombs started, muted crumps that I felt through my feet. I turned left, heading east. Whomever was running this clusterfuck bombing would want a damage report, and for that I would have to get high up.
I was almost at 7th Avenue when I heard something else I expected, the whine of turbojet engines clawing through the air as Tomahawk missiles darted through the canyons, doing a side run while the bombers occupied the Elves’ attention. Yeah, we were going to hurt them, but the Air Force was screwed. They should have led with the Tommys and then done a bomb run, worn out the magic users, but what did they know? The US had enjoyed air superiority for so long, I think they might have been panicking. Some four star general in a bunker in Colorado being asked to do the impossible, and things must have been popping off all over if they were trying to stop it right here in Central Park, but the funny thing was, there were no ground units to support such an action. A limited invasion would have been met outside urban areas, allowing maneuver units to assemble and engage their main force after being softened up by the Air Force. If those portals were everywhere, though…
I made a snap decision right then. If we just threw away a hundred billion dollars’ worth of aircraft on a gamble, then I’m pretty sure the US was screwed, unless we started throwing nukes. THAT wasn’t going to happen in any major cities, so I was safe enough for a while. First things first, though, food. I was running on nervous energy, maybe had a concussion and sure as shit I was going to wake up bruised all over from duking it out. I was thirty three years old, not nineteen, and had been running and gunning, first as a Ranger, then in Delta, for fifteen years. That crap adds up.
Less than a mile away explosions started all over Central Park. I couldn't see them, but I sure as shit could feel them through the soles of my feet. Time to get someplace where I could do some battle damage assessment in the morning. How I would pass the info on, who knew, but it might give me an idea of what we were up against. Yeah, we were screwed, but I had sworn an oath and didn’t know the meaning of quit. The area around me was deserted except for some assholes clearing out a jewelry shop a block away. I ignored them and they ignored me as I cautiously passed by on my way back to Sixth Avenue. First, see if there were any indication if Hollis and Clark had survived. Then, find a decent OP and get some rest, and I had a pretty good idea of where I could find an open apartment with a good view. Along the way I passed a news stand, shuttered and locked, but the dagger popped the padlock and I grabbed a few bottles of water and half a dozen candy bars. As I did, I tried the dagger edge on the aluminum of the wall, and it cut through easily. I suspected it would do a number on steel, too, and it did, shaving a bit off the chain. Damn, I would have to hang onto this, but it made me wonder about the metallurgy of the people we were up against, never mind the magic shit.
I came up to Sixth again and the broad avenue was deserted, not a soul in sight. Quite a few bodies, though, mostly human civilians cut down by swords and arrows or burned, tons of cars too. A few blocks north was an anthill of activity as the last Tomahawks hammered into their targets, and even as I looked, purple domes of light flickered and faded out, the need for protective shields done. Mother of God, right now would be the perfect time to hit the beachhead, or whatever you called it, with the First Armored Division. Shit in one hand, wish in the other, see what fills up first. A glance over my shoulder, southward, showed more fires burning, obscuring the view. Taking a deep, smoke-tinged breath, I ran across the avenue and slid in behind a parked car, dagger up and waiting to stab.
There was nothing except a dozen orc bodies and one Elf, stripped of his weapons and armor. The entrance to the subway was glazed over with some kind of web, grey strands blocking any entrance or exit. OK, so the bad guys weren’t stupid then. I had hoped that maybe we could use the tunnels to move around, get behind them, but hope was not, as my cadre in Ranger School once pounded into me, a plan. I didn’t see any human bodies, which was good, although they could have been down in the entrance or been carried off to be eaten. What I DID see was a shitload of brass casings, first behind a car, then at the entrance. 7.62, and a couple of .50 caliber from the Barrett. My hands also found a small, sticky puddle which my nose instantly recognized as blood. Someone was hit, hopefully not too badly. Nothing I could do about it, so I put it away. Then I saw in the dim reflected firelight three .50 casings, in a line as if someone had placed them there. Crouching down I looked along the line and saw nothing one way, then the other way a bus shelter, one of those two walled and roofed plastic things with a bench inside. Knife out, I slowly made my way over to find … nothing. Dammit, but that would have been too easy. This wasn’t Call of Duty, with weapons and loot crates lying around, and the only reason they would have abandoned the sniper rifle was if they couldn’t carry it due to wounds.
I jumped up and caught the edge of the shelter, about eight feet up, and exhaustedly pulled myself on top of it. Yep, there it was. The bipod was bent and there was a score along the barrel, but otherwise it looked OK. Over to one side, as if thrown separately, was a magazine. I gently lowered it down, hoping not to hit the sight and knock it out of alignment any worse than it was, and followed it down to the ground. Now what to do with it? The whole thing weighed almost thirty pounds, heavy as a 240 machine gun, and was pretty much useless to me right now. I put it over my shoulder and proceeded down the side street, heading towards Seventh Avenue. I passed an alley and cut down it, finding a parked car, a Toyota Camry, I think. Using the pommel of the knife I hammered out the driver’s side window, reached in and opened the door as the alarm wailed. Then I popped the trunk lever and dropped the Barrett into it, slamming it shut. I’m pretty sure the car wasn’t going anywhere soon, but I slit all four tires to make sure and disconnected the battery, easily cutting through the negative cable. Then I headed out into the night, northward, towards the bad guys, through a weirdly empty, darkened Manhattan. Back to where it all started, less than a day ago.
As I walked, I thought a bit about the unreality of what the last few hours had brought. Alien creatures, looking like something from Earth’s myths and fantasy fiction, had invaded New York City, and by extension, the United States. I was calling them orcs and Elves, but that was just a place holder so my mind could grapple with the unreality. The magic, well, any technology far in advance of ours was magic, so to speak, and it seemed to rely on energy. Apply enough force to it, and it would bend or break, or wear out. Problem was, outside of nuclear weapons, I wasn’t sure all the military on Earth had enough force. I had seen an F-22 swatted from the sky and lightning destroy high tech stealth bombers. True, we had killed a dragon, but I supposed that Mister Badass riding had been low on whatever magic tech power he had. And I had gotten lucky with those two Elves. They had been noobs, for sure; Lord Badass wouldn’t have walked into that alley, just blasted the fuck out of it. Another thing was the ‘orcs’. They were eating humans but left me alone after I killed some Elves. I had recognized respect from one veteran soldier to another in that laugh, and whatever their working relationship, he hadn’t given a shit about the Elves I had killed, once he knew they could get away with it.
These thoughts ran through my mind as I carefully made my way through shadows and back alleys, at one point hiding under a stopped city bus as a patrol went past. One part of me was in the here and now, responding to threats. The other was in the past, collating information for use later. There was no use thinking of the absurdity of it all. I was a member of the most elite unit in the U.S. military, and there was a mission in front of me. First, survive, then assess, then act.
I made it without incident, just as dawn was breaking, to the back door of the luxury apartment building that this had all started from, what seemed like a lifetime ago. No sign of the kid Hollis had shot and the fire door was still slightly ajar, so I slipped into the darkened stairwell and started upwards. 




Chapter 9
From the war journals of Lord Thar Tavan, Head of House Tavor, Commander of the Third Legion.
The air attack before dawn was almost our undoing and delayed the conquest of this island by at least a day. I had not anticipated the amount of sheer energy we would have to deal with, and though our defenses held our mages were exhausted. Farn of the Minor House Utha was so set upon while walking the Way that his heart burst asunder. I have given his son a last name, ‘Aiwenor’ in the low tongue.
The culling goes well, and we have begun to send slaves as tribute to the King of Summer. Fighting has moved north, to the “Bronx”, (such uncouth names) and my son is as ever in the forefront. We are ignoring the south for now aside from sending dragons to harass the fleeing civilians. I am aware of the gathering of their forces to the East and do not begrudge them the time. The stronger the foe, the more the glory.
“To the air, then,” muttered Tavan to himself. He stood from the table, done issuing commands to his staff. “If the enemy can use it, then so shall I. Hurte, prepare a war dragon, a Red, please.” His flunky ran from the tent to give his own orders, power and bullshit running downhill.
Tavan closed his eyes focused on his daughter and an image sprang to mind. She stood high in the shoulders of her bear, watching her troops push slowly towards the center of resistance by the local militia. They were pushing into a maze of streets south of a broad avenue and taking a lot of casualties trying to cross it. Then as he watched a human stepped out into the street. He was an older man with strange eyes and bronze skin, and Tavan felt a sense of danger flood through him. This human … was … dangerous, in a way that he had not felt in centuries. “THAT ONE!” his mind screamed, and he saw Ellarissa turn her head. She smiled and pointed her wand, unleashing a bolt of pure energy.
It shot out across Canal Street and struck the old man, who had raised and crossed his arms. To Tavan’s amazement the spell bolt splashed around him, leaving the human unharmed. He started to raise his own hands in Ellarissa’s direction, cold red flames dancing in his palms, and Tavan made a mental scream, a shout so loud it caused all the Elves in that area to feel it in their heads. He needn't have bothered, Ellarissa smiled and whipped her hands around, making her own shield, and the ball of fire that erupted out of the man’s hands winked out on contact. “TAKE HIM!” she yelled, and half a dozen orcs charged across the street towards the old man. There was a burst of pyrotechnics and smoke and the human disappeared. Their commander cursed and turned her attention back to the main fight as Type 82 assault rifle fire crashed into the orc ranks. The Triad members, veterans of vicious gang fighting, charged forward with swords and pistols, to be met with a roar of approval by the orcs and flashing blades.
“So,” hissed Tavan. “There are some humans who still use the Way. I shall have to talk to Frastan. Later.” He entered the dragon stable and climbed on the Red that was being held by five stewards. The dragon hissed and eyed him malevolently; this one had not been trained, only broken. He called on the Way, forcing his will onto it, and the eyes went dull as he climbed into the saddle. Some riders eschewed strapping in, but Tavan hadn’t reached his great age by being a fool and he expertly buckled into the harness.
*****
Just south of Staten Island the USS Anzio was keeping station, its powerful phased radar scanning the skies over the City. She had slipped in at night to try and get some intel on the situation. The Air Force has blown it yesterday but there HAD to be something they could do.
“Sir, CIC reports a large air contact, moving at about seventy knots, heading south. Range twelve kilometers. We can engage at any time.”
“ID?” asked the XO. They had no idea what was going on, but the memory of the Vincennes shooting down an Iranian airliner.
“Unknown, but no IFF,” came the reply.
Captain Joan Haverstrom sat in her chair, pondering the ships’ next move. SATCOM had stopped the moment the ship had entered the Lower Bay, cutting them off from higher, but the radar was still functioning. Boats of all descriptions had been passing them by, some ferrying people off Staten Island and others headed out to sea. She could see traffic jams on the roads, fires burning. A faint smell of smoke hovered in the air and tension filled the Bridge.
“Ahead one quarter, bring us around the edge of the island. Let's see what’s going on in the Narrows. Weapons hold on the SAMS and spin up the CIWS.”
*****
The wind whistled through the wings of the Red and Tavan felt alive, as he always did when flying. He passed over the south end of the island, drinking in the screams and fear echoing up from the crowd of refugees fleeing over the bridges. Gunfire rattled and spell bursts flashed as he pulled on the reins, curving downward and over two large ships that were crowded with people.
“Ellarissa,” he called from his mind.
“Yes, father?” she answered, her thoughts sounding tired, and he swore to himself that as soon as the humans were subdued, he would dismiss her from the army. For now, though, she was too powerful a user of the Way to spare.
“You have done enough today. Have your troops hold at that cross street you are on. Let the human refugees pass through your lines, they will be a burden on the defenders.”
“Yes, Father,” and he let her go about her business.
Over the water now he wrestled the beast downward until the wings formed a cushion of air above the waves, greatly increasing his speed. Past a giant statue of a woman holding a torch high in the air, aiming a ship riding at anchor in the bay. With a fierce cry he spoke a word and the dragon grew warm under him, the fire building, and the fire burst out in a long thin line.
******
“Speed increased to 150 kph, altitude JESUS, ON THE DECK!” shouted the young radar operator.
“Weapons free,” ordered the Captain, who had come down into the CIC.
*****
The line of fire intersected the Liquid Gas Carrier BW Volans on the port side, easily slicing through the hull plates and into the quarter full tanks. The Volans had been unloading when the invasion had started and her crew had moved her out of the Bayonne Terminal as a safety measure, then promptly fled to shore. When the dragon fire breached the tanks the liquid gas erupted in an explosion equivalent to a ten-kiloton bomb, an enormous fireball that billowed up above the New Jersey skyline.
Tavan shouted with joy and rode the burning thermals high in the air, the dragon almost uncontrollable as it soaked in the flames. As he rose he saw a long grey shape moving up through the water, a deep wake behind it. Then from the front of the ship there was a spark and a projectile rushed towards him at incredible speed. Tavan used all his will to twist the dragon, staggering in midair and then folding its wings, diving forward into the rapidly fading flames. The projectile exploded just past him and metal ripped through the air, several punching through the membranes of the dragons’ wings.
Fear and excitement shot through Tavan and he aimed the dragon at the ship. This was what he had been seeking, an enemy worthy of him. He screamed his war cry even as the cruiser erupted in a blaze of fire, a ripsaw buzzing that threw a wildly waving lance of fire at him. His war wand was in his hand and he threw an illusion of himself high into the sky, diving even lower until the dragon’s wingtips touched the water with each beat. To his amazement the waving line of fire tracked lower, ignoring the illusion. Then it stopped chasing him, passing just over his head and he drove the dragon straight at the bow of the wildly maneuvering ship. Up and over and he pulled on the reins. The dragon’s neck arched back and then forward, spitting out a lance of fire that crashed into the slab of the forward superstructure then poured over the 5” gun as it swiveled toward him.
The dragon fire heated the steel cherry red and melted the aluminum components of the superstructure, burning right through and into the ship compartments. The ready rounds in the 5’ detonated, firecrackers next to a roaring inferno, but the crewmen inside were already dead. Throughout the ship alarms raged and lighting failed while crewmen scrambled through the smoke and fear to reach exit hatches.
Tavan laughed; this was better than slaying one of the great wild drakes of the far north. He guided the beast down the side of the ship, running fire along the length and leaving it a blazing hulk. As he flew away, the missiles in their vertical launch containers blew, shattering the hull and driving the ship down to the bottom of the shallow bay. A pall of smoke and steam hung over the water and Tavan yelled in exaltation. To celebrate his victory, he turned his dragon towards the small boats that were trying to flee the scene and started setting them on fire, each one flaring like matches next to a blazing inferno. 




Chapter 10
US Army Special Forces (Delta) - Team Gulf Three
The two bodyguards were still lying in the hallway in pools of blood, flies buzzing around their wounds. I searched them and took two Glock 22 pistols and a total of six magazines of .40 caliber pistol rounds. Not my favorite choice, as I preferred a .45, but it would do.
The girl lay there, her face pale and starting to bloat, the surprised look still under the extra eye. She had been young, mid-twenties, probably all excited to be in the game, not really understanding the consequences of losing. She had a 5.82mm QSZ-92 in a holster strapped to her leg, under her dress. Little idiot, that was a dumb ass place to put a full-sized pistol, uncomfortable, hard to get at and way overpowered for any situation she might find herself in. Plus a dead giveaway if she had been stopped by the cops in NYC. I grimaced as I pulled it out because she had shit and pissed herself when she died. There’s no dignity in death, and she was probably going to lay here a very long time. I didn’t care about the bodyguards; they both looked like bruisers who had been in the business for a while. This, though … I sighed and found a towel in the kitchen, draping it across those pretty eyes. I would have closed them but rigor had set in. What a frigging waste, but then war was a cruel god that demanded sacrifice of the young.
The colonel and the professor I ignored, slumped together on the couch. The stink of their death was in the air, but I was used to it - far too used to it. I pulled the bodyguards and the woman into the first bedroom and then covered the other two in a blanket. Locking the front door, I tested the shower and found the water lukewarm, which was better than I expected. The next ten minutes were spent scrubbing the filth of combat off me while my jeans and socks soaked in the kitchen sink. Then I devoured some ramen noodles that I found in a cabinet in the kitchen, thankful the gas was still on and I had a lighter on me. As I had supposed, the apartment was a Chinese safe house, and the neighbors had other things on their minds right now.
*****
I woke with a start, gun raised, when I heard voices outside the bedroom. I had been dreaming of the dead girl, telling her, “Hey, I’m not the one who killed you!” while she sat there in a kitchen chair, smoking a nasty Chinese cigarette, bleeding from her forehead.
I listened before I opened the door, trying to make out what was being said, and relaxed a little. Power was back on and apparently it was some kind of newscast, one of those slick anchors talking. The Chinese probably had it tuned to Fox News or something while they were conversing to hide bugs. Stepping out, I cleared the place anyway, the two huddled figures under the sheets kinda creepy. I sat next to them and flipped through the TV but every channel was showing the same thing. A man, looking exhausted and like he was reading off a script with a gun to his head, kept repeating the same statement.
“If you yield, you live. The Lords,” and he said it with a capital L, trust me, “have no desire for more bloodshed and only wish to bring peace to our lands. Show your hands in the air to the nearest,” and here he used a word which I would come later to recognize as retainer, “and pledge fealty. Then you will be allowed to return to your regular lives.”
He said that over and over, not a repeat clip though, until his voice was a croak. Then right in front of the camera, an ax flashed out and split his skull. A struggling woman who I recognized as an anchor for a national news outlet based in Atlanta was shoved into his still warm seat and she started repeating the same words, terror in her eyes. OK then, I thought, this is nationwide. I turned it off before she got the literal ax.
Late afternoon sun spilled into through the doors to the balcony and I figured it was around four or so on a mid-August day. The power hummed through the fridge and lights blinked on the microwave. Great, maybe I could take a hot shower soon. I cautiously snaked my way out on the balcony and put my face to where I could see a narrow view of Central Park stretched out in front of me. I was careful not to get too close to the openings in the railing; I had no desire to get my head blown off by a sniper watching the buildings around the beachhead.
When I finally settled down what I saw was a scene from Hell. Long lines of human prisoners stripped naked, mostly young women and men in good shape. No kids, thank God, though I didn’t want to think of what their alternative fate was. They were being escorted into smaller portals from holding pens, and I strained to see what was on the other side, no, couldn’t, nothing but darkness. Each one just stepped in and vanished, but the orcs escorting them did too, so at least it wasn’t an oven. Slavery for sure, and I thought hard about the Barrett a couple of blocks away.
Instead I went back inside and found a pen, but nothing to write until I dug a bloodstained notebook out of the professor’s suit jacket. The first couple of pages were filled with mathematical equations and code, and I mused at how irrelevant that had become. Then a thought hit me, and fuck me, now that power was back on, maybe the internet was still connected. No way to access it now; my cell phone had no coverage, which I checked just to be sure. Nope. That could wait. I had no hope of being able to log into any laptop that the Chinese might have carried. if there even was one. I guessed it would have to wait until I could get someplace with an unencrypted laptop. Maybe I could steal one from a neighbor. Still more work to do.
This being New York of course there was a telescope on the balcony. Real convenient, but to be honest, I expected one. Those of you who aren’t from a big, crowded city might not understand, but to people living in tall buildings spying in others windows was a pretty popular past time. It was a cheap one on a small tripod, almost like a kid’s toy, but better than nothing. I grabbed a pillow for my elbows, crawled back out and got to work. Information is the key to defeating an enemy, and I had spent days on end doing the same thing before a fifteen minute op. As Sun Tzu said, know yourself and your enemy, and you will never be defeated, or something like that, and we didn’t know crap about these people.
First thing was numbers. How many troops? What were they doing? What was the command structure like? Of course, I had no idea how many had come out during the last twenty four hours. Thousands, from what I saw, but ten thousand? A hundred thousand? No clue. What I did see was a rough guesstimate of about ten thousand gathered on the Great Lawn. Call it a short division. There were tents scattered through the wooded areas of the park, everything from circular yurt style ones, maybe a half dozen capacity, up to one huge circus like thing over by the theater. After watching closely for a while, I figured those were for the Elves, who apparently were the people in charge. The bigger ones flew banners with distinctive insignia, five in all. The largest flew outside the biggest tent, a silver dragon on a black background. OK, so call that four division commanders with an overall head motherfucker in charge. That was between eighty and a hundred thousand troops in the field, just here in New York. Shit.
Next, assets. I had seen the dragons before, and now I made a count. The short ones, maybe twenty feet long, flew fast as hell. There were a lot of them, and they apparently acted as scouts and couriers because they were darting all over the place. Then bigger ones, maybe three dozen, many sleeping after what I guess had been a tough ass day and several bore bloody wounds. The biggest I saw was over a hundred feet long, all gold scale, wings and teeth. They were being fed, I didn’t want to guess what, but they would snap and fight with each other, and I noticed that some, though not all, had chains and collars around their neck and were spiked to the ground. I saw one that wasn’t chained having what appeared to be a conversation with an Elf in bright red armor. Then the dude got in its neck and took off in the direction of Harlem. Matter of fact, a lot of the traffic seemed to be heading north, which is kinda what I figured. If the military was going to make a fight of it, it would be somewhere above Manhattan where there were plenty of interstates and higher ground. As if to confirm a horn blew and the troops started falling into formation. That took about twenty minutes for all the ranks to form up and then they started filing out of the north end of the park. Each section of infantry was accompanied by what looked like a company of wingless dragons, maybe forty each, with riders. They moved deceptively fast, most of the time being held back by their riders. I saw one spit something, a huge glob of glowing liquid, and it frigging ATE the corner of a building half a mile away. Ok then, that was their armor.
One thing I think we had on them was speed, though. Infantry couldn’t keep up with Bradleys and Abrams moving cross country in an attack, and I don’t give a shit how powerful your magic is, you ain’t stopping a depleted uranium sabot round. As far I could remember, though, the nearest tank unit was probably at Fort Riley in Kansas or at Fort Stewart in Georgia. Not going to get here anytime soon. That left it up to the 10th Mountain and the local Guard and Reserve units to put up a fight, and they were going to get slaughtered if the Air Force couldn’t support them.
Speaking of which, I started looking at the effect of the bombing last night / early this morning. There were craters on either side of the lawn and one section of the A train tunnel on the west side of the park looked to have caved in for half a dozen blocks. Four or five buildings were down, and there were the remains of a B-52 sticking out of one of the buildings to the north, the structure still burning furiously. Inside the limits of the park … nothing. No crater holes, no bodies from Tomahawk bomblets, no dead dragons or burned out tents.
Yeah, we were screwed. The Air Force had thrown their best at them, and nothing. Maybe we’d have some tactical success, but unless we started slinging nukes, we were done. It was time for me to get off this island.
I took a warmer shower, stripped and reassembled all the guns, slipped the Chinese pistol with the armor piercing rounds into my pocket. The rest went into a backpack I found in the other bedroom, probably the professor’s travelling bag. Then on top of that as much non-perishable food as I could find, a couple cans of soup, some ramen, a bag of cheese doodles, a spoon, and I emptied a gallon milk jug and filled it with water. I rifled through the medicine cabinet, finding candy goodness in the form of a bottle of Motrin and downed a few. Darkness was settling over the town and even as I opened the door, the power went out again. That was fine - I was at home in the darkness - unless, of course, the bad guys could see in the dark. Who knew? But I wanted to find out. That and snatch a prisoner to question, but off the island first. 




Chapter 11
Manhattan is riddled with tunnels. I once saw a drawing of what it would look like if the island was torn up by the roots and there were thousands of subway tunnels, water mains, electrical conduits, messenger tunnels, hell even pneumatic postal delivery lines. Of course that didn’t mean that I wanted to crawl through one of the smaller ones; hell I don't think a human being could carry enough ammo to kill everything living in them. There were, however, ten different subway connections between Brooklyn or Queens and Manhattan. It was either that or one of the bridges, but I wasn’t going to chance those just yet. I had no real intel on what was happening outside the immediate few blocks I could see, but that dragon was still sitting on top of the Queensboro Bridge.
Being a native New Yorker, well, really Long Islander, but same thing, I was aware of some of the ways to get into a subway without using the regular platforms. There were quite a few abandoned stations and tunnels, plus the maintenance access. Normally they were chained and guarded, but I didn’t think anyone would give a crap right now. The closest that I knew of was a private line that ran under the Waldorf Astoria delivering celebrities to the hotel in secrecy, but I wasn’t going to go hunting for it and get trapped in the building. If you knew where to look, there were regular maintenance access points, usually a block or so from a station. I just needed a key.
I stepped out into the twilight, looking around carefully, but the streets were deserted. I didn’t know it then but the Elves were herding civilians towards the southern end of the island, clearing out Manhattan. The ones they missed I guess were just hunkering down in their homes, which made sense. I was a highly trained soldier and I was scared, which is what any sane person should be. Drawing the QSZ and holding it down by my leg I moved slowly down the service alley and kept my head on a swivel. I had a theory about the Orcs and Elves, what abilities their armor and defensive capabilities were. I kinda suspected the orcs maybe just got regular old shit armor and might be expendable; I hadn’t seen any of them use magic. Maybe the armor piercing rounds might be useful but I wasn’t going to count on it. Hardened angled steel plate backed by leather might be enough to stop a round and they looked like tough bastards, but energy was expensive. Energy, magic, whatever. Maybe someone at DARPA would figure it out. But I was betting that only the Elves had the magic shield protection stuff.
A patrol passed by, just enough moonlight and glow for me to see them before they saw me. I melted back into the shadows and held perfectly still, only shaking on the inside. Two Elves, one a swordsman and the other with a bow, and four orcs. A pattern, a squad. Noted.
When they had passed I waited ten more minutes as best I could figure, trying to ignore the screams of a woman and the harsh curses of a man, cut short by a death shriek. Not my business right now. I moved south one block and headed east towards Grand Central Station where a ton of rail and subway lines met. There had to be a million entrances to get in there, and once in, I knew my way around enough to find the IRT line and the Steinway tunnel. I had taken a small mag light from one of the bodyguards, and it would be a comfort in the tunnel, but I was seriously wishing for some night vision. There were sets back in the van, but that was way deep in enemy territory and probably looted by now.
I made my way the few blocks and spent some time just watching the entrances to Grand Central. The fact that the streets were completely empty in the City That Never Sleeps was really disconcerting; I had counted on some activity to screen my movements and slip in through one of the street level stores, and then make my way in through their back service entrances. Instead, I would stand out like a sore thumb. By staying to side streets, I managed to recon most of the main entrances to the station. What most people think of when they picture Grand Central is the huge vaulted main concourse, but there are more than a dozen entrances and exits to various streets, some going directly to the tracks. I would have to use one of those if I couldn’t find a maintenance access point. What I really needed was a store that was on ground level that also had a facade facing the station. I found two on 42nd Street, Banana Republic and Vineyard Vines, a wine shop. That one was out, too many bottles and broken glass, too much noise.
The problem was that there were three of the orcs standing guard at the terminal entrance between the shops. Rock solid. I didn’t think they would go for any distraction, even if it were almost right in their faces. I knelt in the shadows, thinking hard about what to do. Maybe I could get all three down, but I’d have to do it on the run, in the semi-dark, and if I missed …
“Hey buddy, I know what you’re thinking, but that’s suicide,” said a voice behind me, and I spun, raising the pistol. I found myself staring at the barrel of a 12 gauge, pointed at my face. Behind it was the shrouded, dirty face of a NYPD cop.
I safed and lowered my pistol and said, “Major David Kincaid, U.S. Army. And I don’t plan to commit suicide. I’m going to reach into my pocket and get my ID.”
She thought about it, then lowered her own gun. Behind her were three other cops, one with an M-4, another with a shotgun and the last unarmed with his shoulder bandaged, blood showing black in the darkness. “No need,” she answered. “I’m with the SU, I saw the DHS email about some op going on up here and to stay the hell away. Lemme ask you, did Homeland Security have anything to do with this shit? Someone at DARPA fuck up and open up some weird interdimensional crap?”
“Uh, no. My team was here to, um, arrest a terrorist cell.” Ah, screw it, didn't matter anymore. “Check that, I’m Special Forces, and we were here to pop a Chinese colonel and one of his sources. This is as much of a surprise to me as it was to you.”
“Uh huh,” she said with that New York cop attitude of ‘I don’t believe you but I don’t give a crap either,’ tone of voice. “So, you were just going to charge into the pig faces and get down into the tunnels and get the hell out of here?”
“Something like that.” I could do it, too, but there were too many variables to ensure a one hundred percent outcome. “And what are you all doing up here, officer...”
“Sergeant O'Neill. Protecting and serving the people of the City of New York, major. What else would we be doing on a night like tonight? Plus a shitload of overtime!” There was a grim round of laughter from the men behind her.
“Actually I think you had the same idea I had, getting the hell off the island,” I answered. She seemed like a tough character, I liked her.
“Yeah, but we ain’t as dumb as you. We brought a key.” And the guy behind her held out a set of bolt cutters. “And we thought when we saw you that, well, maybe you might want to come with us. Protect and serve.”
“Sounds like a plan, but once we get in there, let me lead, OK? This is kind of my thing.” It was, and she knew it. The Special Unit guys of the NYPD were no joke, I’d trained with them, but my experience was light years beyond theirs.
“Hey, super trooper, no killing anything until we try to arrest them first,” she said. “Miranda rights and all that.”
“You’re serious?” I asked incredulously.
She laughed and so did the guys behind her. “No, dumbass. Everyone we see down there is resisting arrest.”
“Got it,” I answered, relieved. This WAS New York, after all. “Is your first name Brit by any chance?” I asked, seeing a strand of blonde hair poking out from under her NYPD ball cap.
“No, Shannon, and why the hell does everyone ask me that? If you’re done flirting, stud, I suggest we move out before the bad guys move in. Times a wastin!”
“Good point,” I conceded, and we moved through the darkness, paralleling Lexington Avenue. After half a block we stopped and one of the guys shone a flashlight down a stairwell, hooding it with his hands. It highlighted a chained door with the Metropolitan Transit Authority logo on it. Piled in front of the door were two bloated corpses, and we all recoiled from the smell.
Stepping gingerly over them, the guy with bolt cutters made quick work of the chain on the door, then O'Neill stepped forward and actually unlocked it. There was a small landing and steps that led down into the darkness. “I’ve been here before,” she said, “Two flights and then a corridor that runs to Grand Central proper one way, south the other.”
“Good thing you just happened to know this,” I said.
“Hey, Captain America, if the Special Unit didn’t know all the ways in and out of a major transportation node and prime terrorist target, we wouldn’t be doing our jobs, would we?”
“Point taken. For now, you lead.”
She made a “gather on me motion” and then said, “Listen, I don’t remember your names, but as of right now we’re a unit. Once we get to Queens, you all can ditch, I know you have families you want to check on. Just don’t forget your jobs too. Report to the nearest precinct house as soon as you can. We’re going to follow the Four line down to the IRT and hopefully take the tunnel over to Long Island City. From there, it’s every man for themselves. Repeat back to me.”
Damn, I liked this woman. Competent, no shit, to the point smart ass. Reminded me a lot of Hollis, and then I wondered where she and Clark were. Hopefully at the safe house in Queens.
“Major, can you watch our back until we get to the main tunnel?” she asked. I don’t think she was too sure of me just yet.
“No problem. It’s your town,” I affirmed. “But once we get to the main line, I’d like to take point. That’s probably where we’ll run into trouble, a main north - south transit corridor.”
She flashed a pretty smile through the grime and said, “If we ain’t dead before we get there, sure!” 




Chapter 12
Darkness enveloped us, something deeper than anything you would see outside at night. We felt our way down the stairs, one step at a time, and my hand ran along the wall, keeping me on the right side and following the twists. We would risk a light when we got to the access tunnel, but not without listening first.
It was quiet down there, quiet as a tomb. Ordinarily when you’re in the NY subway system there was always sound. Thousands of people going about their day, the rush of air as it was pushed through the tunnels by trains, the trains themselves, street musicians, announcements over the PA system. Now, though, the silence was literally deafening. My ears are pretty shot after more than a decade of combat, but it even felt quiet. Nothing through the soles of my boots. O'Neill risked a light, shining it down one direction, then the other. Everything was clear and the tunnel looked clean and well used. I knew there were many corridors that went parallel to train tunnels for maintenance and access, but we needed to get into the main tunnels. It would be easy as hell to get lost down here and come back up under Central Park. That would be great for gathering intel, shitty for staying alive. We went about a hundred meters when the corridor turned to the left and down again. Another flight of stairs, deeper into the earth. “There’s gonna be an access door coming up,” said one of the guys. “I’ve been down here before, chasing a drunk. Not fun.”
“Hey buddy, how you doing?” I asked the guy who was wearing a bandage.
He grunted and cursed. “Been shot twice, once in Iraq and once in Brooklyn. Never thought I’d get hit by a frigging arrow. Hurts like a son of a bitch.” His voice was kinda slurred and I knew he must have been in an incredible amount of pain, but he was tough. I clicked on my light and checked his bandage; it was soaked with fresh blood and the stub of the arrow stuck out of his chest, just below his shoulder.
“You’ll be OK but try not to move it much. Think of the pension!” I was trying to do some morale building stuff, but he just grinned and said, “No shit.”
“If you two are done holding hands, can we get on with it?” hissed O'Neill. Yeah, she was joking around, but underneath was a nerve-racking tension that we were all suffering from. Plus I suspected that I had had more sleep than any of them in the last twenty four hours.
“OK, this door leads to the main tunnel. I got no idea what’s waiting for us, so major, maybe you can do some of your sneaky peaky shit,” said the cop who had chased the drunk down here.
I nodded and said, “Lights off, and I’m going to wait sixty seconds for my vision to adapt. Keep them off, I don’t want to be silhouetted going through the door. And I’d like to borrow that shotgun if I could.” I held out one of the Glocks in exchange.
“Only got three rounds, and it ain’t gonna work against the pointies,” said O'Neill.
I grinned, took the shotgun, checked that there was a shell in the chamber and said, “I’m not worried about them, this is for the rats. Three knocks means come out. A shit load of knocks means let me the fuck back in.”
The minute passed in darkness and silence, and although I knew my eyes were adjusting, I still couldn’t see anything. I leaned against the push bar of the door and felt it give slightly with a groan that seemed like booming thunder. A little further and I waited, seeing if there was any reaction from outside. With a start, I realized that I actually COULD see; there was a faint light coming from the tunnel. Maybe the tracks were still electrified and there was some subway train way down throwing some illumination. Leading with the barrel of the shotty I slowly shoved the door open, seeing nothing off to the right, south in the direction that we wanted to go in. The illumination was a bluish green light coming from what looked like splatters of paint on the walls, nothing man made. I pushed the door open further and slipped out, letting it close softly behind me.
In front of me, slightly off to my left, was a subway train, stretching back down northward. It was filled with people, hundreds of them packed in like sardines. All of them turned bone white, like marble statues. The refugees must have been fleeing southward sometime during the night and the Elves had caught up with them. They stood and stared at me, almost seeming to move in the tricky shadows of the magic light. Faces gaped in horror and silent screams, arms raised, pleading, tearing at each other to get away from approaching death. It was more horrible than any pile of bodies that I had seen.
There was nothing else around, so I turned back to the door and knocked three times, softly. One by one the cops slipped out and I gave the shotgun back to O'Neill. We stepped slowly down the tunnel, keeping to the side of the wall as it made a slow curve, all of us avoiding looking at the horror on the train. Every ten meters or so I held up my hand to signal stop and we listened. I heard it the third time we stopped, a soft clinking, tapping sound from far up ahead. Could be anything, but then I heard … singing.
It could have been Germanic, harsh and guttural, long words strung together in a mindless tune. There were several voices, actually harmonizing. “What the hell is that?” whispered O'Neill in my ear, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. All of my attention had been focused forward to where I could barely make out the next station.
“I dunno, but let’s go check it out. On the way anyway. Stay tight and be ready to run like hell back the way we came.” Hell no I didn’t want a fight in this tunnel.
We moved steadily forward and the songs grew louder, accompanied by tools clinking and hammering. Nothing powered, just hand tools. I motioned for the rest of the guys to stay back, and O'Neill and I crept slowly forward to the edge of the platform. I took out my phone and started the camera, making sure to minimize the light as much as possible, and held it up over the edge, repeatedly pressing the shutter button. Then I brought it back down and we squeezed as close as we could under the ledge while we looked at the pictures. They were grainy, but they showed a half dozen squat, bearded figures working on sealing up the stairway to the street. Two were hammering bricks from the station wall, two more were passing them along in a chain, the rest were laying brick at an incredible pace. Half a row between one picture and the next. Then the final picture showed one of them stopping and approaching the platform edge. Crap.
I looked up just as a stream of dwarf piss arched over the edge and splattered in front of us, splashing us with little drops. O'Neill started to get up and I slapped my hand across her mouth before she yelled, forcing the barrel of the shotgun down with my other hand. The piss stopped and we waited breathlessly. Then a voice above us said, “We heard ye comin a league away, but we have no conflict with ye, humans. Be on your way and the gods be with ye.” It was a deep basso rumbling and it faded slightly as the speaker backed away from the edge.
“Holy shit, they speak English!” I whispered.
“The fuck they do!”” shot back O'Neill. There was anger in her voice, and fear. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“He said he had no problem with us and to be on our way. Didn’t you hear that?” I asked. It had been plain as day.
“No!” she said, exasperated.
“Go back to the guys and give me five minutes. If I don’t come back, I’m dead and you're on your own.”
“I’ll kill you myself, crazy bastard,” she said, but started back up the tunnel.
I waited until she was gone and then slowly raised my head above the platform edge, expecting an arrow through the eye. Instead I saw all six of them standing by where they had been laying bricks, still as statues as they watched me. “I want to talk,” I said simply, and one of them, I assumed their leader, nodded and strode forward.
“Speak your piece, human. We have no war with ye,” he rumbled. “I am unarmed.”
I had a thousand questions, but the first one that came out was, “You speak English?’ Duh, obviously he did.
He made a gesture, pointing at my left hand. “If an Elf catches ye wearing that ring, he will cut your hand off and then your wee head. I’m not speaking English. I have not much time, so ask your questions.”
“Who are you? What are you doing here?” I said bluntly.
“Closing up yer bolt holes. Fine brick you have here, but we love stone more. We are … once we were a free people. Now, like you all will eventually be, we are but slaves to our masters.” He said it with a bitterness that had an untold age of servitude behind it.
I made an instant decision and said, “Come with us. Humanity hasn’t even started to fight yet.”
“Ah, humans. I’ve heard the legends, but even ye failed in the end in the old world. This one will be the same. Go now while you can and leave a dying people in peace.” And he turned his back on me, returning to laying brick. Before he did, though, he said over his shoulder, “Be careful the further you go down the tunnels.” 




Chapter 13
I came back and told the guys what had just happened and they shook their heads in collective disbelief.
“So this alien was speaking English? Yeah freaking right!” said one.
“I think it has to do with this,” I said, holding up my left hand. The ring was small for me, so it was on my pinky, which felt kind of weird. “I took it off an Elf I killed. The dwarf flat out told me he wasn’t speaking English. Then told me they had no beef with us. I could have smoked all of them while I was standing there talking to them.”
They had no answer to that; the cops were scared and tired, probably hungry too. “Listen up, before we continue, I’ve got some water and food. Can’t give you any sleep, but share out and then let’s get this done.”
You gotta hand it to the cops. They were tough, used to policing a city which had gotten rougher and rougher over the years. Gangs, guns, drugs, they battled it all, and although there was a lot of weirdness going on, they really didn’t bat an eye. Maybe tomorrow they would think about it, but right now was right now. It was the only way soldiers could deal with it and they were soldiers in a war now, like it or not.
I stepped carefully past the platform, and one of the dwarves, a younger one, eyed us as we walked past. Then he raised his right arm in what I recognized as some sort of salute, hand curled in a fist, and I returned it. “LIVE FREE OR DIE!” I shouted. He nodded and then returned back to breaking bricks out of the wall.
As we moved south, the tunnel angled a bit downward, then levelled out. We had a few more stations to pass before we turned left and the tunnel went down to go under the East River. Each one we passed was completely deserted, though at one point we heard echoes of a gunfight going on overhead, the heavy thumps of a Ma Deuce or a chain gun. Good, the National Guard was getting into the fight. I wanted to charge up the stairs and actually thought about it, but the gunfire abruptly stopped and a wash of heat rolled down the stairs from up above. Then there were screams, sporadic shots, and the roar of something gigantic. Those guys were getting murdered. I started to pull myself up on the platform, and a hand grabbed my arm. “Don’t,” said O'Neill, a pleading look on her face. “There’s nothing you can do.”
“To hell with that, if I come up out of the station I can catch them from the side or behind,” I shot back. Those were soldiers dying up there, my people.
“There’s nothing you can do, major, this fight is lost. We gotta get out of here and regroup. You ain’t stupid, you know this. The intel we can bring back ...” It was a solid classic Irish face, dirt smeared and bloody with intense green eyes, and she was right. Hearing the roar of battle, I had, for an instant, thrown away the discipline that had carried me through many tight situations.
“You’re right. Sorry,” I said simply. And she was. No matter how highly trained I was, I wouldn’t make a difference up there.
She squeezed my arm, and said, “Come on, we got a long way to go, and I’m tired as hell.”
“OK. Everything is just getting weirder and weirder.” And it was. Dragons, dwarves, orcs, Elves.
She smiled and said, “It ain’t weird, it’s the City!” And she made an ‘after you’ gesture.
Just before we were to start the long turn to go east, the glowing lights seemed to disappear into nothingness. Not go out, just fade, and we all tensed up. “Weird shit,” said O'Neill, and I agreed with her. Then the last man screamed like a hot poker had been shoved up his ass. I turned to see him lifted off the floor, run through by a nightmare. It was a cross between a spider and a scorpion, with long ass legs, bulbous eyes, and stinger that had arched over its back and stabbed him right through his vest. Bigger than a subway car, almost filling the tunnel, all legs, teeth and stinger. The tail lifted him up and drew him, still screaming, to a pincered mouth and popped off his head. The sound cut off short and the thing tossed the body aside, lashing the tail out and spearing another man through the throat.
O'Neill’s shotgun boomed the same time my pistol fired. I went for the eyes, three rounds in each, and I was rewarded with a splash of blood and a scream that tore at my eardrums. The rest of the magazine went into the torso, then I dove aside as the tail whipped towards me. Drawing sparks off the metal, the stinger hit the rail next to me. And then I saw the bravest thing I’ve ever seen in all my years of combat. O'Neill was swatted aside by a leg, hitting her head on the edge of the platform, and then the remaining cop grabbed the damn tail in his arms and wrapped his body around it, holding on for dear life.
I dropped the QZ and drew the Glock in one motion, emptying that magazine, trying to be careful of the cop bouncing up and down in front of me. It was a heroic thing he did, but it only bought us a little time. In his struggle he got too close to the thing’s mouth, blocking my shots, and it ripped his spine out. Frigging brave bastard dropped to the floor, and the monster turned to where O'Neill was crawling away, trying to talk into her radio. Yeah, head injury. The spider thing was hurting, one eye dead and lifeless, and blood coming out of its mouth. The rest of it, though, must have been armored like a tank, because there were long scores where my bullets had skipped off, though I saw a few bloody holes from the armor piercing rounds. One leg dangled, that must have been the shotgun.
Screw it, time for something else. Hopeless, I drew the long knife out of my belt, and held it in a high guard, point downward, the tail came stabbing forward towards O'Neill, ignoring me; I think I was on its blind side, and I stepped into it, whipping the knife across and down, stabbing through the flesh. The elven knife went into it like a hot knife into butter, and the screech this time was louder than before, blanking my ears out like the howl of a subway car braking. The spider / scorpion thing swatted at me wildly, the knife was torn from my hands and I was knocked on my ass. I scrambled frantically for the remaining Glock, but it was in my backpack, up on my shoulders, a few inches and a trillion miles away. The blood splattered face descended towards me, and I saw a cruel intelligence in those eyes, well the one that was still working. Then the features twisted and reformed into a hideously beautiful blue and pointed ear visage, and low laughter bubbled out from misshapen lips. “Surrender, human, and I will make it quick!” it hissed, whatever the hell it was.
“Kiss my ass!” I shouted back, but inside I was terrified. My hand scrambled for a rock or something to hit it with, but the ground was only smooth packed earth. A long, scaly tongue slipped out and caressed my face, licking at the dirt and dried blood. Then a meaty THUD, and a heavy pickaxe appeared, buried to the handle in the remaining eye socket. The creature screamed and hissed, rolling around like a spider that has been swatted, but not hard enough. A pair of rough, powerful hands grabbed me and dragged me out of the reach of the flailing limbs. Ignoring my new ally, I dug out Glock and ran up to the spider thing, ducked under the blindly flailing limbs and placed the barrel in the hideous face and pulled the trigger, letting the sight drop after each shot. By the last round there was nothing left of the head and the body twitched in slight spasms that slowly died away.
I turned to my rescuer and held out my hand, breathing heavily and the young dwarf took it in an enormously powerful grasp. “What ye said to us, ‘live free or die’, do ye truly mean it? If ye do, I be coming with you.”
“It’s kind of a thing here in America, this country you’re in, so yes, I meant it. Glad to have you aboard.”




Chapter 14
O'Neill was hurt, bad. The back of her head was bloody and as we came up to her she kept squeezing the shoulder mounted microphone for her radio. “Ten Thirteen Zulu, Sierra Uniform!” over and over. “Plainclothes officer needs assistance, Special Unit.” Her eyes were closed as I gently took the mic away from her. A quick look with the flashlight showed one pupil full on dilated and unresponsive and the back of her head where the wound was felt soft, like the bones had been crushed. Even as I checked her out her words turned to babble and a thin stream of blood started out of her nose.
“Yer soldier is in a bad way,” said the dwarf, crouching next to me, a look of concern on his rough features.
“No shit, Gimli,” I said sharply, and laid her gently back down on the packed dirt. Then I walked over to the still twitching monster and found the elven knife embedded in the tail. Being careful to avoid the foot long stinger, still dripping some kind of clear fluid, I pulled it out, wiped it off and then washed it with a little bit of water from my container. Even with what I was going to do, I didn’t want that filth on it.
Coming back to where O'Neill lay, I checked her again. There was more blood, out of both nostrils now, and she was choking a bit on it. Kneeling down on the opposite side of the jugular vein, I said a quick version of the Lords’ Prayer, laid the knife on her neck, and then felt a powerful, gnarled hand close over mine. I doubt that I could have moved the knife even if I wanted to.
“No,” the dwarf said simply, “no.” And then he pushed my hand away with irresistible strength, rocking me back onto my heels, and cradled the dying woman’s head in his lap. Then he placed his hand on her forehead, the other on her mouth.
“Hey!” I shouted, “Hands off!” No friggin way I was going to let one of these damned aliens, friendly or not, dying or not, kill another human. The look he gave me in return managed to mix a command of SHUT UP, exasperation, exhaustion and kindness into it. He closed his eyes and a soft glow began to spread from his fingertips, seeming to soak into O'Neill’s head. This lasted for maybe ten seconds, then stopped.
He gently set her back down on the dirt and, with an exhausted look, said, “Ye might want to make sure she doesn't have any weapons on her, and step back a wee bit.”
No idea what was happening, I did a quick search and found a five shot .38 special in an ankle holster and a wickedly sharp six inch tanto knife behind her belt. She was breathing softy, barely, and felt incredibly hot to the touch. Then I did what the dwarf asked, joining him about twenty feet away. “What now?” I asked, but he just made a shushing motion with his hand, a tired smile on his face.
About ten seconds later the Special Unit officer literally jumped off the ground, like a cat with its tail caught in a rocking chair. Swear to God, every muscle in her body spasmed and she bounced three feet up and onto her feet, throwing punches at nothing, martial arts strikes that told me she was trained in something, screaming at the top of her lungs. Then she ran past us like her hair was on fire yelling, “COME ON YOU BASTARDS! COME AND DIE!”, with her voice fading out as she disappeared in the darkness.
I started to go after her, but again the iron grip on my arm stopped me. The dwarf lit an actual match and then stuffed it into a pipe, bringing it to a rosy glow and expelling a satisfied smoke ring. “That, lad, is always a good entertainment, but it’s best not to get too close.”
I shone the flashlight down the tunnel as I heard footsteps coming back, low as not to blind her, and saw O'Neill slowly walking towards us. I hurried over and asked, “Are you OK?”
She shook her bloodstained head and said, “Uh yeah, I feel fucking fantastic. Like I just had the best orgasm in my life and did a line of coke at the same time! And what the fuck is THAT doing here?”
The dwarf just smoked his pipe and said, “That’s a fine thank you, lass, for someone who just saved your life. It’s not something we usually do outside our own people.”
She looked befuddled, and I remembered that she didn’t understand what he was saying. “That’s a new friend, and he saved your life,” I told her.
“I … I was dead?” she said in a daze. “I mean, I WAS! I was dead. I knew it, and something … I can’t remember. It’s fading out.”
“Nay, ye weren’t dead,” he rumbled, “I’m not a miracle worker, just have some of the old magic in me. Not many of us do anymore. Too long a slave people crushed under the lash, I suppose.”
“I think … I think I pissed myself,” said the cop.
I laughed to cover her embarrassment and said, “You aren’t the first and you won’t be the last.”
Then she turned and grabbed the flashlight from me, shining it on the dead creature. “My men! The other guys!”
I gently took the light from her and said, “Gone. Time to move.”
She took a deep breath and immediately started to gag. The scorpion thing smelled to high heaven, and the stench was filling up the tunnel. That and eviscerated human bodies never smell good either. Whatever was in her stomach came up forcefully, and when she was done I handed her my water jug. This entire episode happened with my Glock still in my hand, watching for threats, but nothing emerged out of the gloom.
I helped her over to where the dwarf sat patiently smoking his pipe. “What about the rest of your crew?” I asked him. He was younger than the one I had spoken to before, no grey on his long beard and fewer lines on his squat face.
“They'll tell the masters that I was killed by the Watcher. Happens often enough. But I heard what you said, live free or die. ‘Tis time we made a choice, human. Not another world of slavery for us, not again.”
“I’ve got a lot of questions for you, but that can wait.” This guy was going to be an intelligence gold mine. “But first thank you for saving my life, and Sergeant O'Neill’s. You didn’t have to.”
“Aye, but I did. It’s the honorable thing to do. Some still live by the old ways, you know.”
While this was going on, O'Neill stood, checking the weapons I had handed back to her. Then she came over and placed both hands on the dwarf’s shoulders and said, “Thuill tú mo bhuíochas, duine uasail. Shannon, teaghlach O'Neill.”
He smiled and said back to her, in what I heard as plain English, “Ye be welcome, Shannon of Clan O'Neill, and I’m no gentleman!”
“Uh,” I said intelligently, “what the hell was that?”
“She was speaking a bit of one of the old languages, but her accent be a murderous thing,” said the dwarf.
I turned to her and she raised her shoulders in a shrug and a wicked grin. “I’m not just a dumb ass beat cop, you know, major. Masters in Celtic languages, Columbia University. Whatever he’s saying I can sort of make it out, it sounds like an early Cimbri, late Indo-European dialect. Old, though, really old.”
“Well you two can play Hansel and Gretel later, we have to get out of here.” I was, honestly, a bit put off. He was MY dwarf buddy. “By the way, do you have a name?” I asked. “Major David Kincaid, United States Army. “
“I don’t know if you can pronounce my true name,” he said, putting the pipe away and cleaning off the pickaxe. “But you can call me Tor Ironhand.”
“Did you roll for that name, or did your Dungeon Master give it to you?” I said snarkily, I was coming down from the combat rush and feeling shaky.
A look of confusion came over him. “Ironhand is my clan’s name, and Tor is the name I chose for myself on my name day. What do ye mean, is there another master of these tunnels?”
“Never mind,” I said, ignoring the shit eating grin that O'Neill had on her face. “We’ve screwed around here for too long. Let’s gather supplies and move out.” We did, taking whatever ammo and guns we could find on the dead cops. It was pretty gross, but luckily they were all carrying department issue Glocks that I could use their magazines from. O'Neill looked ruefully at the shotgun but the stock was smashed and we didn’t have any rounds for it. Then we walked forward into the darkness, the floor angling downward to go under the East River. 




Chapter 15
The tunnel was a slaughterhouse, to the point where we stepped on bodies for want of space. There were dead orcs, and occasional Elves, with massive bullet wounds in them and the distinctive shrapnel marks of a MK-19 grenade launcher. I wanted to loot weapons but we needed to move on. At one point we came up to a barricade, a couple of burned out Humvees parked nose to nose across the tracks. with mounds of dead orcs piled in front. I carefully made my way around it, avoiding the third rail, no idea if it was hot or not. Behind the mound was a dead soldier and a civilian, the soldier a young black kid with a cold hand on the butterfly trigger and the civilian an old guy with multiple arrows in his chest. He had a half dozen linked rounds in his gnarled hands and a look of grim determination on his face. As I stepped past the corpse, the old guy wheezed and dropped the ammo, coughing up blood.
I knelt down in front of him, but there was nothing I could do. “Hey soldier, I’m Major Kincaid, what happened here?” I asked.
“Goddamned officers, always asking … stupid questions …” he half laughed, half wheezed. “Killed a shitload of gooks. Fucking Charley all over the place. That kid should … should get the Medal.”
“He will,” I promised, but the light had already gone out of his eyes. I closed them and found a wallet in his pants pocket, slipped it into an ammo pouch on my vest. Then I rolled the kid over, ignoring the axe blade wound across his face and the staring eye. He had dog tags around his neck, and I pulled them out, breaking the chain and removing one, leaving the other. We would be back someday, and he deserved a military funeral.
I stood up and looked around at the defensive position. There were far more human bodies than enemy, and a few of them in uniform, some facing the direction of the tunnel exit. About a platoon’s worth, maybe less. I learned later that they were from the local finance detachment, and they had fought so damned hard the Elves had withdrawn from the tunnel and put the scorpion / spider thing in there to cover it. There was a hand on my shoulder, and O'Neill said simply, “Let’s go.”
“In a minute.” I fished around until I found a battered but functional M-4 and half a dozen magazines, a couple of grenades, and she started arming herself also. Tor picked up an axe from a dead orc, a big two-handed thing, and tossed the pick aside.
We followed the tracks as they angled upward, dawn light filtering in far far ahead around a bend. We went another couple hundred meters and a bright light suddenly switched on, blinding all of us. A speaker amplified voice boomed “HALT!” and echoed past us.
“NYPD coming in!” yelled O'Neill, and I added, “US ARMY!” We were both careful to not move, and Tor stepped behind us. He wasn’t stupid.
“Step forward slowly, hands up, and any magic shit we’re gonna shove an AT-4 up your ass.” The woman on the other end sounded competent but nervous.
As we walked up, light still blinding us, we started the hear, and feel, the thump and bang of battle outside. The light clicked off, in front of us was a Stryker gun vehicle with a 105mm cannon pointed just over our heads.
“Identify yourselves!” shouted the voice as the spotlight flicked off. Two soldiers, both carrying M-14’s, advanced towards us, guns up.
“ON THE GROUND! NOW!” one shouted, and we hastily complied, even Tor. “You too, midget!”
“That ain’t politically correct,” said O'Neill, which earned her a ‘SHUT THE FUCK UP!” from one.
I said as calm as I could, “My name is Major David Kincaid, I’m with Special Forces. My ID is in my pocket.”
Rough hands searched me, pulling out my wallet, then I was rolled over and a bright light shone in my face. “Yeah, that’s him!” said the man, and the light clicked off. “Word came down to expect you, if anyone. The colonel wants to see you, ASAP. We’re blowing this tunnel in about fifteen mikes, so I suggest you get the hell out of here, sir.”
“What do we do about this thing?” asked the other soldier, his rifle still trained on Tor.
Before I spoke, I wondered if the ring translated everything I said, or only just when I was speaking directly to him. Didn’t really matter, I guessed. “He’s a defector and an intelligence asset, and belongs to Special Operations Command, meaning me.” The specialist shot me a look; he was haggard and had a small bandage over his face, with blisters pocking his skin. A veteran after only a day of fighting, but he stepped back.
“I have to get in contact with my unit, and Sergeant O'Neill needs to get to the closest NYPD HQ. We’ll need transportation and I’ll need access to a landline or satcom.” I was in Officer go mode now; even though it wasn’t my unit or my troops, I acted like I was in charge.
The corporal who had been shining a light in my face made a motion, and the gun barrel of the Stryker swung slightly away, to my relief. He saw that and said bitterly, “Doesn’t really matter, we don’t have any ammo for the gun. This one was flown into JFK last night with three others, before the air got too hot, but no one packed any rounds for it. It’s a fucking mess.”
As we walked we passed a squad of engineers who were rigging what I recognized as construction grade high explosives around key points of the tunnel. The woman with the loudspeaker met us and sent the two soldiers back on their picket duty. “Captain Beck, A Company, 152 Engineers.” she said. No salute, all business. “We were given a heads up by two of your soldiers that you might be doing an escape and evasion through the tunnels.” She didn’t ask about Sergeant Garcia, probably just assumed he didn’t make it. I was glad as hell that Clark and Hollis were alive though.
“What’s the tactical situation?” I asked.
“Beats the shit out of me.” I could tell she was exhausted and bitter. “Coms are down except for hardwired landline; every signal device that relies on radio is out. I can get you an internet connection, but that’s iffy.” She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. The captain was talking to me as we walked but keeping an eye on her people rigging the explosives. Good officer.
She continued on in a combat monotone. “Manhattan is gone, everything north of Fourteenth Street, at least that’s what I heard. The opposition is pushing refugees down the avenues, and we’re trying to evac them across the Brooklyn Bridge and the tunnels on the south end. They tried the tunnels up here, and we pushed them back, hard. Fucking finance pogues.” And there were tears in her eyes.
“I saw,” I said simply, but let her continue talking.
“That was around midnight. It’s been quiet since then, but anyone we send on a recon disappears. There’s something really fucking scary down there. Same with the Queens- Midtown and all the other ones we don’t control the entrances to. Higher thinks they’re gathering for a big push, but I think they just wrote the tunnels off for now. No goddamned dragons for support. Tenth Mountain got here early this morning and they’re holding the bridges up north. Every time we try to blow one, some shithead with a staff takes out the demo equipment. Just sets it off before we can emplace it. We lost a lot of guys until we gave up.”
“They can be killed, you know,” I said, “I took out a big one with an AT-4, but I was really close, and one of my team hammered the rider with .50 cal at the same time.” I looked for a reaction, but there was none. She was definitely on the edge.
“Doesn’t matter, there’s too many of them. The Air Force tried some shit yesterday, but it didn’t seem to make a difference. So we’re just holding, as best we can, to get people out. Though who the hell knows where they’re going to go.”
“What do you mean?” I had been so concerned with immediate survival that I hadn’t thought about the rest of the country.
“It isn’t just here, Major. LA, Chicago, Dallas, Philly, Boston, Denver, Seattle, almost every major city in the country, and most of our military bases too. Around the world. Got at least that much before our coms were cut, and what we heard afterwards.”
“Jesus Christ” swore O'Neill behind us. I had forgotten about her.
“Yeah, officer, Jesus Christ is gonna have to come down from heaven to stop this shit, honestly. You’ve seen their magic, or whatever the hell it is, right?” Beck shook her head. “We don’t have a chance.” She had said it loudly, a bit of hysteria in her voice. Around us the work stopped as if someone had pulled a plug.
“Listen up!” I said loudly, “and listen good. Yeah, we got sucker punched, and we might be knocked back on our ass, but I think they bit off more than they can chew. You all do your jobs, seal this tunnel up, then you go fight someplace else. You keep fighting, and then keep fighting some more. Because trust me, it’s either that or become slaves. So it’s either live free or die,” I continued, echoing the words I said earlier, “and a shit load of us have died already rather than become slaves. We might have allies, and the Elves aren't invincible. I’ve killed a dragon, a couple of Elves in CQB, and you saw that the orcs can be killed by heavy weapons. You just do your jobs and blow to hell anything you’re told to.” Nice speech, but it didn’t get any hurrahs. Just tired soldiers going back to work, maybe with a little bit more determination. Sometimes that’s all you can do.
I took Captain Beck’s arm and guided her over to where we couldn’t really be heard. “Listen, you need to get some sleep. When this is blown, find someplace to rack out, even if it’s an hour or two. This is going to be a very long war, and we’re going to need all the competent leadership we can get. Understood?”
She nodded and seemed to deflate a little. “There’s a Humvee parked at the entrance, A-6, my driver will take you to the Brigade TOC, it’s set up over in the railyards east of here.”
“You can do this, Captain,” I said one more time, and then I walked out into the sunrise, followed by O'Neill and Tor. 




Chapter 16
HQ, 1 Battalion 69th Infantry, New York Army National Guard
Long Island City
LTC Flynn was, in regular times, the commander of the 1st Battalion, 69th Infantry Regiment. Now he sat in a swirling storm of staff officers and runners, trying to organize the defense of multiple avenues of approach while addressing refugee transit out of New York City. The fact that he actually took five minutes to talk to me was a miracle.
“Major, I know what unit you work for. Master Sergeant Clark and Staff Sergeant Hollis are at the Williamsburg Bridge, providing sniper fire directed at C2 elements of the enemy. When you get a chance I want you to give my intel people a fifteen minute brief on everything you’ve learned from inside the occupied zone, then you're on your way to defend the Brooklyn Bridge. Have you ever commanded a line company?” He was blunt and to the point, which I appreciated.
“If you’re asking, sir, CAN I command a line company, yes. What have you got?” I sipped gratefully at a cup of extremely hot coffee.
“A platoon of Bravo of the 69th and two companies of the First Brooklyn Volunteers. I can give you a heavy weapons squad, but we’re low on ammunition. The Air Force has lost air superiority and we can’t get anything in that way. There’s some trucks coming with supplies from Fort Drum, but I suspect the 10th Mountain is going to grab all that. They have two brigades here covering the north end of Manhattan and the GWB; most pulled in late last night, and we’re about to lose the Triboro.”
“Um, excuse me, sir, but what the hell is the First Brooklyn Volunteers?” I think I had a good idea, but I was scared to know.
He smiled and said, “You’ll find out. Hold for twelve hours, Major, more if you can. Use whatever civilian assets you can get your hands on.” As he said it someone else handed him a piece of paper. He read it, then said, “Scratch the intel brief. You need to move now. Dismissed.”
I had ten thousand questions and felt completely lost. Fortunately a goddamned archangel appeared in the form of a gruff Command Sergeant Major who said simply, “Please follow me, sir. Your platoon is about to roll out, and I’ve detailed a Humvee for you and a liaison with the local government authorities.”
“Something I have to take care of first, Sergeant Major.” I said and looked around for Tor and O'Neill. Neither were in evidence. “Where are the people who came in with me?”
“Ah, the cop said that she would see you later, and the little guy, um, I guess he took off. Weirdo, if you ask me.”
“Dammit,” I sighed. We needed Tor and his information. “If you see him, take him into custody, but gently. He’s a potential friend.” Fat chance of that; ex-slaves have a way of hiding, especially in war zones.
“I need access to email, ASAP, gotta check in with my unit,” I told him, and he grimaced. “Yeah, I know, but this is a priority. Doesn’t matter if it’s SIPR or NIPR. Gmail is fine.”
“OK,” he said, “we got wifi set up in the TOC. Follow me.” We ducked into a subway car that had been rigged as an operations center, with a generator running and a landline connection. I stepped inside into controlled chaos and the SGM kicked someone off a terminal. “Leave your CAC card in!” he growled and the kid unassed the seat.
I logged into, of course totally unsecure, but sometimes hiding in plain sight was the best. We went a lot of places in the world where access to a CAC card reader wasn’t exactly around the corner. Amidst all the spam there was one message, from a randomly generated email in the NSA servers. It was dated at 04:32 this morning, and simply said:
ROMULUS AUGUSTUS BLACK
A chill ran down my spine. Romulus Augustus was the last emperor of the Western Roman Empire, being deposed in 476 AD. It meant that my chain of command thought that we were facing an enemy that would defeat us. I felt a fear that I had never known in all my years of combat, and thought of my family, my brothers and sister living around the country and my parents in Florida.
“You OK, sir? You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Bad news?” The Sergeant Major looked at me, but I could tell he was anxious to get moving.
I shook my head and stood up, resisting the urge to bring up a news site, making sure the browser history was deleted and I was logged out of Gmail. Old habits die hard. “I’m alright. Just, well, interesting times we’re living in.”
“The ancient curse. Come on, sir, your guys are ready to roll.”
While we walked, I thought about the second part of the message. Go Black. Disappear. Don’t return to base. Go underground. It didn’t necessarily mean that I was alone; instead I was to operate as I saw fit until things could be sorted out.
We stepped into the rising sunlight into a world of quiet. The dawn had brought a stillness to the fight, and I wondered if the opposition fought better at night. Maybe, but there seemed to be some differences between them and “historical” Fae. Iron didn’t seem to bother them; the orc and Elf weapons and armor I had seen had been good quality steel. Tor would have been great for this, but then again, Big Army Intel might have grabbed him up and waterboarded him. Scratch might, insert probably. I put that problem aside for now. Right now I had to plan a defense of an urban center against a highly mobile, determined and heavily armored force. Oh, and don’t forget the local air superiority thing.
2nd Platoon, Bravo Company, 1 Battalion 69th Infantry Regiment consisted of four up armored Humvees crammed with probably twenty five troops. They were busy, doing last minute pre-combat checks and inspections overseen by their NCO’s. I wasn’t worried about the quality of the guys and girls in the platoon. Most of the sergeants, and quite a few of the enlisted, wore combat patches. On top of that they were fighting for their homes, so I fully expected them to stand fast in the traditions of the Irish Brigade.
“Platoon Sergeant! Platoon leader! On me!” I shouted as I jogged over, the sergeant major pointing them out. There was little time to screw around, and he had gone to get the two guys from the volunteers.
A baby-faced kid and a Staff Sergeant detached themselves from the group and met me before I got to the trucks. The LT started to salute, even though I wasn’t wearing a uniform, just my plate carrier with some rank stuck on it, and the NCO slapped his hand down. “Jesus, Billy, this is combat, not drill weekend.”
“Sorry, sir,” the officer apologized to me. “I’m actually just an ROTC cadet. Captain Gertz told me I’m an LT now and gave me this rank.”
Jesus Christ. OK, well, lemons and lemonade. “Good, Third Lieutenant Wells, then you don’t have any bad habits yet. Staff Sergeant Kolowski, he IS an officer, so no abuse in front of the troops.” He had on jump wings and a highly unauthorized 1st Marine Division combat patch. “Fallujah?” I asked him.
“That and much more,” he grinned. “Ooh rah!”
“OK, well, take all that bullshit you went through and multiply it by five thousand. I want you to come up with the dirtiest shit you can to stop a combined arms force for as long as possible. How are your squad leaders?”
“It’s the Guard, sir. The best and the worst, but they’ll do,” he answered, which pretty much summed up everything.
“Give me your two smartest NCO’s Staff Sergeant, they’re going to act as liaisons with the volunteers. I also want the two fastest runners who will be glued to me, and your best driver. The platoon is going to be my QRF, and I expect a heavy weapons squad. Your NCOs are going to set the volunteers in static positions. We have very little time.”
The LT, geez, he looked about twelve years old, asked, “Can they be beat, major? We got hit on our way in, and we lost half our strength to one, uh, one dragon, crisped two five tons on the Belt Parkway.”
“Yes,” I said, with a confidence that I didn’t feel. “I killed a big assed dragon with an AT-4.”
“No shit!” they both said simultaneously.
“Shit!” I answered back, and grinned. “We’re probably all going to die, but they’ll write songs about us, and if you live, every piece of ass from here to Montauk will be yours forever.”




Chapter 17
The heavy weapons guys showed up a few minutes later, two M-240B machine guns and an M-2 on a tripod mount. Better than nothing. We also have half a dozen AT-4’s and one MK-19 with maybe forty grenades. About five of the guys had M-203 grenade launchers, but I didn’t expect them to really get in the fight. Not a single stinger surface to air missile in sight, and I didn’t know then how effective they were anyway. It was five guys piled into a civilian pickup truck, and I told them to get in the back of the convoy.
Then our volunteers showed up, or their reps anyway. Two men approached me, one in civilian clothes with old Vietnam style load bearing equipment and an M16-A1 slung over his shoulder. He introduced himself as Rabbi Friedman, and although he had more than a few grey hairs, his grip was solid. “My people are ready; the woman and children have been evacuated to our relatives upstate.”
“I’m assuming that there’s no need to ask about your combat experience?” I asked.
The rabbi grinned and said, “No, we’re well prepared. Never again! I have seventy three effectives, as well as some heavy weaponry. Older, yes, but an RPG is an RPG, yes?”
I felt a huge weight fall off my shoulders, and not so alone anymore. “Where did you get a permit for all that stuff in New York State, never mind the city?” I laughed.
“I sold it to him,” said the other man in a gravelly voice. He had an AK-109, the most up to date version of the venerable AK-47 and urban camo, a bald head and a scared face. “Cheap used shit, but then what do you expect me to sell to Jews.”
I recognized the accent: Serbian. I had done a few ops in that area. I narrowed my eyes and looked at him. “Is there going to be a problem?”
He laughed and said, “No, the Jews are great at slaughtering Muslims. I love them.”
Sighing, I said, “We don’t have time for crap like that, Mister ...”
With a cruel grin he said, “Major Sasha Zivcovic, Serbian Parachute Regiment. No problem, this is America, we all love each other. I bring forty two of my men. We are well armed.”
“With what?” I asked. I felt like Roosevelt getting in bed with Stalin.
“Barrett rifles, Javelin Anti-tank missiles, RPG-32 system, anti-tank mines. I have much more in my warehouse but there is not much time.”
“Holy shit. I … I’m not going to ask.” I knew guys like this, arms dealers who dealt in death and didn’t care who they sold to. Hell, I had done my fair share of business with them. “I’m assigning one NCO to each of your companies. This is going to be straight up urban fighting, but my objective is to hold them from crossing the bridge for as long as possible. There are civilians that are still evacuating.”
“Sheep,” muttered Zivcovic. I knew guys like this. War was their life, and he was probably fairly high up with the Russian mob over at Brighton Beach. Whatever, I would take what I could get.
“You both understand what we’re dealing with, right? Magic, Elves, orcs, trolls, dragons, plenty more weird shit that I don’t know. This is going to be a tough fight, and I expect to eventually lose. We only have to hold for twelve hours, and then we can pull back. A lot of your guys are going to die, and victory will only be a delay. Maybe the regular army can put a stop to them when they get going, but the tactical situation here in the City is pretty damn grim. Too much to do and not enough to do it with.”
Friedman nodded and said, “It doesn’t matter who we fight. God is on our side and evil is evil. Maybe it will be the thing that finally brings humanity together, eh?”
The Serb laughed and said, “People are shit, and if the Elves win, I’ll deal with them. But I love a good fight, and America has been good to me.” I wasn’t sure I actually liked this guy, but if he fought, that was all I gave a shit about. The weapons were going to be a great help, and for them I’d put up with him.
“Can your guys operate those systems?” I asked him, and he made a dismissing motion. OK then, jerk. “I wish we had more time, and all I’m going to do is ask your people to hold the buildings on either side of the off ramps. My NCO’s will show you where, and I’ll give you whatever support I can.”
“Why aren’t you blowing the bridge?” asked Zivcovic.
“The engineers have tried, and every time anyone gets close, something sets off the explosives. We’ve lost a lot of good men that way, but I think we’ll get the tunnels.” As if to punctuate my words there was a vibration in the ground and seconds later a cloud of dust shot out of the train tunnels.
“Damn, there goes billions of dollars down the drain,” laughed Zivcovic. He seemed almost gleeful. Yeah, he was a war addict. Fine, I could use that.
“Let’s roll, then. I’ll have two Humvees, then your people, Zivcovic. You will be Foxtrot Company, Rabbi, you’re Golf company, I don’t want to get you confused with the 69th people. I’ll mix our Humvees into the convoy to provide some air cover, and the assembly area will be Cadman Park. Charlie Company of the 69th will be covering the Manhattan Bridge to our right, and we’re the end of the line on the left. Refugees are being evaced across the Verrazano, so expect a shitload of traffic behind us. If someone gets in our way, push them off the road.”
Zivcovic smirked again, and I banged my hand on the hood of the truck. “I know what you’re thinking, and if I find out that you killed any civilians, I’ll shoot you myself. Is that clear?”
He looked at me for a long moment, and then nodded. “You’re like me, Major. A killer. We understand each other.”
“Enough of the bullshit, let’s go while the enemy is resting,” said Friedman. I agreed and we each left for our separate commands.
*****
The convoy to the park was only about three miles, and the first two were pretty easy. The streets were empty except for the occasional military vehicle and cars fleeing eastward, packed to the gills with belongings. Our first snag was when we hit a line of empty, stalled cars three blocks from a gas station. When I reached the station in the lead Humvee, I saw a half dozen men in ski masks, heavily armed with assault rifles, emptying the underground tanks with hand pumps. There wasn’t a civilian to be seen. I slapped the gunner on the leg and yelled up at him to fire some .50 over their heads, into the building. One burst and they scattered, taking off down the block. Lt. Wells, in the seat behind me, asked me why, and I told him. “If the Mafia or Jews see them doing that, they would have just lit them up.” He nodded in agreement, and I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I just wanted to avoid having a firefight and an inferno blazing at our backs.
Refugees started appearing after that. People pushing shopping carts and dragging luggage. The road was completely blocked to them, a line of stalled cars leading to the approaches of the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway. The people were going east, ones who had ignored yesterdays’ evacuation order. I had seen it before, columns of refugees fleeing from war, but goddammit, this was MY county, and MY City. Yeah, a lot of New Yorkers were obnoxious assholes, but there were plenty of good, decent ones too. The majority, in fact. I had fought half my life fighting to keep something like this from happening here. I had been home on leave on 9-11, and the smoke rising over the buildings to the west brought me back there. My anger grew and grew as we moved up the ramp, guided by several soldiers manning a checkpoint and looking scared shitless.
As we passed by the last of the civilians one old woman stood, eyes brimming with tears and a look of sorrow on her face. Beside her stood a child, maybe her grandkid, and he stood there, ramrod straight. When he saw my truck he saluted and yelled, “GO KICK THEIR ASS!”
I saluted back and vowed to do so. If we could, but we’d make them pay. Hell yes we would. My eyes watched the sky, looking for more dragons, or even our own air cover, but nothing was to be seen. There was still gunfire coming from the west, across the river, but it was desultory, not like any coordinated resistance. Had Manhattan completely fallen? I hoped not; every minute they could give me would make a difference. 




Chapter 18
From the war journals of Lord Thar Tavan, Head of House Tavor, Commander of the Third Legion.
I go to meet with their commander. Perhaps the humans will come to their senses and yield. Some do, and we already have several “officials” who have offered their services, including the leader of the city, their “Mayor”. In any case, the assault on the bridges is ready, Ellarissa has her troops keyed up to a fever pitch, and I am proud of her. She hates the job she does, I know this, but deep inside her, as in all our people, is the spirit of revenge.
They crowded the barricade on the western approach to the Brooklyn Bridge, small entities against the backdrop of the skyscrapers around them. Cop cars and fire trucks, two army Humvees, piled together, a handful of defenders wielding everything from service pistols to M-4’s to makeshift clubs.
Ellarissa Tavor stood on the roof of Pace University and watched them for a while, then looked at the bridge they guarded. She marveled at the engineering work and wondered if there might be a better way. A partnership, without all the killing. Then she thought about the reports the scouts had brought back. They were concerned with the strength of the human’s military, their “technology” and how to defeat it, but she had read other scrolls and asked for other impressions. The humans were raping this world, this beautiful green blue gift, so welcoming compared to the Elves’ place of exile. The thought of it drove away any sympathy she may have had, though she still had no taste for war.
She veiled herself and leaned over the edge, being conscious of their “sniper rifles’, which had come as a nasty surprise. With a flick of her wrist, she aimed her wand at the barricade and concentrated. The stone spell was hard and not her forte, but it was her father’s favorite and she wanted to impress him. If anyone had sat her down and done a psych eval, there would be “Daddy issues” scrawled all over the report, but the Elves didn’t really go for a lot of introspection. Since her mother had died she had stepped into her role as advisor and put her own pursuits aside in preparation for this war.
The spell, sent by her will and concentrated through her war wand, lanced out and then spread as it got close to the barrier. It washed over the defenders as a gentle wave, her will a reflection of her personality.
It didn’t matter to the men and women below. They tried to flee but couldn’t move, felt their flesh harden and pain screamed through nerves that slowly shut down, tried to turn their eyes and their view locked on one thing. Maybe the water, maybe a building, maybe a piece of road. Some managed to close their eyes to only see blackness before the spell finished, and they were cut off from all sensory input. Those were the ones who went insane first. 




Chapter 19
First Brooklyn Volunteers
Eastern Approaches to the Brooklyn Bridge
As we unassed the trucks at the park I gathered the leadership, every sergeant, and the civilians that Friedman and Zivcovic brought with them. Standing on the hood of the uparmored I got their attention and explained my plan.
“Listen up. My intent is to bring the lead elements into an ambush on the eastern deck of the bridge. We have two problems; first, that the superstructure provides cover from direct fire all the way past the east tower. Second, the middle walkway and subway tracks are somewhat lower in places than the roadbed, giving the enemy a direct path down the bridge. While this lull lasts, we’ve going to block the bridge as best we can, including multiple barricades dropping down to the off ramps. Master Sergeant Haskell from the engineers will direct that. Does anyone here know how to hot-wire a car?”
There was a ripple of laughter from the Russians, and every single one raised their hand. “Great, give me twenty men, see the Master Sergeant. He’s your boss for now. Next, here’s how the ambush is going to happen …” and I launched into my plan.
On either side of the off ramps were several tall buildings that overlooked the approaches to the bridge. I put Fox company in the north one and Gulf in the south. Their only job was to shoot every single damn thing that made its way into the kill zone.
“What about amphibious attack?” said a grizzled man from Friedman’s’ contingent. “The river isn’t much wider than the Suez, and the Egyptians breached that easily.”
“We’ve seen no capability of that yet, but keep an eye out,” I answered. “There’s only so many things we can prepare for. Now, let’s get to work, and use the time wisely.”
At that moment, a Jeep Cherokee pulled up, followed by an NYPD cop car, lights flashing. Two figures jumped out and a broad smile appeared on my face. Master Sergeant Clark and Staff Sergeant Hollis came jogging over, Hollis unwounded but Clark with a large bandage across one eye. I upped our chances from nothing to next to nothing. The other person that stepped out of the cop car was a cleaned up Sergeant O'Neill, in NYPD SU tactical gear.
She came up as I was giving Hollis a bear hug. “What are you doing here?” I asked, kinda at a loss.
“I’m your liaison with any city services you need,” she said, giving a Hollis a look. “You know this guy? He thinks he’s Superman.”
“It’s my job to remind him he’s not,” said Hollis bluntly.
O'Neill grinned and said, “I like you.”
“You two can kiss later. Right now, Shannon, I need someone who can drive a truck. Here’s my plan…” and I outlined my final defense.
She at first looked shocked, then grinned. “Well, if that’s what you want, I’ll see what I can do. Peace out, Army bitches!” And she jumped back in the squad car, leaving a trail of burnt rubber.
Hollis smiled and said, “You disappear, and a green-eyed redhead with a foul mouth reappears with you. It’s Poland all over again.”
“She was blond, and no, this is different!” I protested.
Then Clark looked around and asked, “Where’s Emilio?” I shook my head and he sighed. “Well, dammit.”
“Yeah, and we’ve got a lot of work to do. You two are going to be my company commanders. Hollis, you take the Hasidim, and Clark, you get the Russians.”
“The what?” both said at the same time.
“First Brooklyn volunteers,” and I quickly filled them in.
We were interrupted by Lt. Wells, who came over yelling my name, braking to a stop and starting to throw a salute, then dropping it. “Sir, there’s a … there’s a column coming across the bridge with a white flag at the head.”
I left him standing there and jumped in the Humvee, with Clark and Hollis beside me. It felt good to be back with my team again, even if we were going to be separated soon enough, and Hollis hammered on the gas. The guy up in the turret had no idea what was going on but he traversed the gun and racked a round.
We went up the off ramp to the barricade that was being constructed. As far as I knew, we still had forces on the south end of Manhattan, and in fact I could see the Staten Island Ferry just pulling out of the terminal, the deck jammed with refugees. It was just past the bow of a destroyer or frigate that was sticking up out of the water, a gigantic oil slick around it. My tired eyes thought I could see people in the water around the ferry terminal, and I realized that they were trying to swim for it. Jesus.
Apparently we still held the far end of the bridge, because I could see a group of Humvees and NYPD cars blocking it off. Then I saw that none of the figures around them were moving. They were in combat positions, but stock still. Instead a column of people, civilians and soldiers, were slowly walking down the roadway. At their head was a score of orcs, a half dozen Elves, several other creatures that I couldn’t identify, and the same asshole that had knocked me the hell out last night. Or was it two nights ago? It was getting hazy.
About a hundred feet in front walked a small figure carrying a white cloth on a stick. Gnome? Goblin? No frigging idea. The column stopped and the creature walked forward, waving the white flag. I ripped a piece of paper out of the -10 maintenance manual that was sitting on the radio, closest thing I could find that was white and stepped out of the truck.
“Are you out of your freaking mind?” said Hollis, teeth clenched.
I had a hunch that I would be safe while they were under the white flag. “If I get smoked, or suddenly stand very still, shoot that motherfucker in the fancy armor. As many times as you can while you GTFO.”
“Got it,” said Clark, “I know who he is.” He took his Barrett and climbed up on the roof, lying down next to the .50 gunner.
I walked forward until I was about thirty feet from the emissary and said, “Say your piece.”
“I speak English,” it said.
“I see that. Relay this to your master. You are to all lay down arms and surrender and you will be treated to all terms of the Geneva Convention while reparations are negotiated. Then you will leave this world.” Go big or go home.
“Are you the military commander of the forces that defend this city? You wear the gold oak leaf of a major, so I assume not. Tell YOUR master that my Lord wishes to discuss your surrender terms. To show our goodwill we are willing to release these prisoners. You have one hour to produce your master to affirm these terms. We guarantee safe passage of one flying machine.”
I was so-o-o-o-o tempted to tell him to kiss my ass, but this really wasn’t my call. It was LTC Flynn’s, or someone higher than him. “One hour, understood. Meanwhile, send your prisoners over the bridge.”
“I think not. Here is something to give impetus to your surrender. Every five minutes we will throw a prisoner off this bridge.” There was a little bit of glee in his voice.
“If one kid is hurt, mouth, I’m going to kill you. Maybe not now, but someday, when you least expect it.” I meant it, too.
In response he held up his right hand, one claw-like finger extended. Far behind us a woman screamed and started to struggle as two orcs grabbed her and threw her over the railing.
“YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I yelled and started to raise my rifle, then dropped it. I’d be dead about .5 seconds after I shot him, if it even worked.
The goblin lowered his hand and said, “You have fifty nine minutes, Major. Go get your commander.”
“Remember what I said. Do you have a name?” I asked coldly.
“You may call me … Grimalt of Foran. Who are you?” he replied in the same tone.
“David Kincaid, of Clan Kincaid. From the City of New York.”
“Ah,” he grinned, showing shark teeth, “so this is personal!”
“Bet your ass it is. Start counting your days, shithead.” With that I turned and jogged back to the Humvee. Clark climbed down and I leaned in to talk to Hollis.
“Get to the 69th TOC and tell Flynn that they want to talk to him about terms. They want us to surrender or they start slaughtering prisoners. He can take a helo or whatever, he’s got no time.” To punctuate my words there was another scream, this time a man, and then a splash far below.
“NOW!” I barked, and she put it in gear, spinning the truck around.
Clark stood next to me, idly holding the Barrett. “Want me to pop the little shit?” he asked casually.
“No, he’s mine. Dunno when, but I’ll get him.”
And we waited. 




Chapter 20
Flynn was, for a National Guard officer, pretty damned experienced. A couple of tours in the Mideast as an infantry officer will do that to you, and he knew the city like the back of his hand. Still, I thought command of the overall situation would have been given to a full bird colonel or even a one star. I didn’t know it then but dragons had hit the 42nd Infantry TOC as it set up in the Bronx, torching everyone inside. He was the highest ranking combat officer left in the city, with the 10th Mountain HQ gone to defend Boston.
He got there in about thirty minutes. True to Grimalt’s word, a dozen prisoners had been thrown over the side. Each one’s screams had been another black mark on my soul. Flynn said nothing, just got out with his personal security detail and started walking across the bridge, making a motion for me to follow. Behind us a sergeant carried a case with a long pole sticking out of one end. When we got close enough, Grimalt and the Elf lord, or whatever he was, stepped forward, accompanied by some seriously big ass knights and one immense … thing, carrying a mace the size of a tree trunk. Behind them I recognized the woman who was riding the bear down 48th St.
“I am Lord Tavan of Foran,” said big shithead. Little shithead, Grimalt, said nothing. Big shithead wore plate mail with some kind of tunic over it, and one of the knights carried a banner, the same one I had seen outside the big tent in Central Park. So, corps commander. Same guy who had been riding the big ass dragon and who had kicked me in the head.
Flynn commented, “You speak English.”
“Languages are simple to a master of the Ways. Now, I will have your surrender and your people may live. You can conduct your commerce as before, acknowledging us as your masters. Give it not, and the city burns.”
“What about the safety of civilians trapped in Manhattan?”
Tavan shrugged. “You need not concern yourself with my slaves.”
“And if we fight?” asked Flynn.
The Elf said nothing, but the big troll turned and swung his club. Three of the prisoners were hammered down into the pavement, bones crunching, without even a chance to scream.
“You know, I saw assholes like you in Iraq,” replied Flynn with contempt in his voice. “Drunk on power, not really having a clue about the actual meaning of leadership and governance. Thinking that might makes right. Regardless, I don’t have the authority to turn over the city to you. Sure, I could surrender my command, but somehow I don’t think they would listen to me. We’re a stubborn bunch, us New Yorkers.” He turned to me and said, “Would you, Major?”
“Surrender? Fuck no. Never.”
Flynn turned back to Lord Shithead. “So you see, Tavan, or whoever the hell you are, you'll have to fight and it’s gonna hurt. A lot. Remember that rulers who throw away their subjects' lives tend to eventually lose their heads, and Americans have NEVER bent the knee. So póg mo thóin.”
“The old language!” smirked the Elf. “We have fought your people before, Celt, and we will do it again, and this time triumph. The People are far more powerful than you can dream. Prepare as best you can, and pray to your gods, if they haven’t completely deserted you over these thousands of years.”
I had no idea what the hell that was about, but he had his answer. Behind us the green and gold of the 69th Regimental flag unfurled at the top of the eastern bridge caisson, under the Stars and Stripes. Tavan bowed, Flynn ignored him, and we started to make our way back to the waiting Humvees. That’s when the prisoners started screaming. I went to turn and I felt an iron grip on my arm, Flynn stopping me from looking back.
“It’s what they want, the satisfaction of seeing us be weak. There’s nothing we can do for the civilians now, Major Kincaid. Just fight like hell until we can get the rest of the city evacuated. You have your orders, and make sure you get that fight on video. This is going to be a long war.” He left me at the Humvee, and I didn't see him again, ever.
*****
They waited until the sun was setting, backlighting the Manhattan skyline. Everyone was as set as they could be and given the extra time I shifted some platoons around to other buildings. Later in the day we did see one aircraft, an F-22 very high up, probably thirty thousand feet or so. It was merely a speck leaving a contrail, but lances of fire reached up into the sky, pencil thin and creating a woven net in the air, impossible to avoid. There was a flash and then the jet arched down towards the Bronx, the pilot riding it down. There was no chute.
That was the only presence of outside military assistance we saw that day. I was later to learn that the battle for Washington, DC, was in full swing, the 3rd Infantry Division making a hard push to take back the capitol. We lost three aircraft carriers that day; New York City was just a sideshow.
“You know,” said Clark, peering through his binoculars, “this is going to set us back a thousand years, no matter what happens. How the hell are we going to beat these guys?”
“I’ve been thinking about that,” said Hollis. “Let me see that magic ring of yours, Major.”
I slid it off my finger and handed it over. She looked at it and then slipped it on, then she played a video on her phone. One of the first things we had done was to rig up a generator to charge our phones. Pictures and videos, even if we couldn’t transmit, were still of intelligence value.
“OK, so I can’t understand shit of what they’re saying.” She turned the screen to me, and it showed a scene from their fight at the subway entrance. Screams and battle cries could be heard, and that beautiful female Elf shouting things from atop her bear. I didn’t understand them either. Hollis said, “Now, wearing the ring, I can tell he’s just shouting orders. Flank, attack, charge, all that shit.”
“We already knew that, the ring translates,” I said.
“Yes and no. It doesn’t translate a speaker’s words, like a human interpreter. It translates everything in audible distance, but only for the wearer. So it’s an area effect object.”
“What’s your point?” Clark asked, still watching, taking notes on ranges.
She sighed loudly and said, “The point is, old man, that we are going to need to focus on their technology, or whatever you want to call it. Obviously some of it is innate, but other things, like this ring, we can use, or figure out how they're made. If we capture one of their higher ups, we can force him to make these things for us.”
“I wish that dwarf was here. He could tell us a hell of a lot.” I did wish he was; I liked his pragmatic attitude.
“Wish in one hand, shit in the other,” replied Clark.
The sun went down and across the river a noise started. Drums, big thunderous things that reminded me of those huge Japanese war drums. BOOM-BOOM, BOOM-BOOM, on and on. “They’re coming,” said Clark flatly, and Hollis started the truck. As I watched through binoculars from the hood of my Humvee, the first troops appeared on the bridge, rows on rows of orcs, led by orcs riding on wolves, I shit you not.
“OK, hit it,” I signaled by flag to one of the sergeants at our small command post. He flipped several switches and spotlights glared down from the rooftops, full in the face of the enemy. We had stolen them from MCU park where the Brooklyn Cyclones played baseball. One smaller one shone on the two flags waving in the summer breeze. Then another switch, and the pipes started playing, the March of Cambreadth, booming from loudspeakers. Fuck them, we could play psychological warfare too.
“Let’s go!” I shouted, and Hollis stepped on the gas. We charged forward into the teeth of the enemy cavalry.
As bolts of fire whipped out at us, I wondered if this actually WAS a good plan. An uparmored Humvee isn’t exactly a race car and can’t really turn on a dime. Or a quarter. Or even a dollar. As the commander, I wasn’t exactly supposed to be doing stupid shit like this either, but I had to, because I couldn’t trust anyone but the three of us to execute it. I trusted Hollis as driver and Clark had replaced the kid on the .50 caliber. Off to our right struggled a five ton, shifting through the gears, one soldier driving. As we got closer I heard Clark open up, the hot brass raining down occasionally into the truck as Hollis swerved to avoid incoming fire. I didn’t have shit to do for the present, and that was the worst part of it. Instead I kept my eye on the driver of the other truck. She had a death grip on the steering wheel, the heavily loaded truck struggling to keep up with ours, her face looking like a skull as she gritted her teeth.
I had thought hard about the engineers who had been killed by the Elves detonating their own explosives on them as they tried to wire the bridges. Apparently it had been done by someone on a dragon keeping an eye on them from a distance. I was counting on the chaos of our approach to allow us to get closer than that. Still, I saw the motion of wings rising up from the buildings on the far side of the bridge, and yelled, “NOW!”
Hollis stood on the brakes, eliciting a grunt from Clark, and the other truck swung in front of us. The driver’s door flew open and she felt out, rolling across the pavement as the truck continued towards the approaching enemy. I saw her arm splay at an awkward angle and heard her scream over the roar of the engines. Slamming the door open I ran to grab her as arrows showered down around us. Before I went half the distance one plunged down and pinned her to the tarmac, cutting off her scream. I grabbed her harness anyway and pulled, but she was completely dead weight, literally. Letting her go I hauled ass to the waiting truck even as the LMTV caught fire from some magic shit. I dove into the open door, my helmet smacking into the radio mount, and almost fell out again as Hollis spun the wheel and gunned it. When she straightened out the door slammed shut on my leg and I cursed in pain as I tried to maneuver it shut.
With a gigantic WHOOMP and a rush of heat that I could feel wash over me, the two thousand gallons of gasoline, soap and Styrofoam mixture exploded as an RPG from the barricade crashed into the five ton. It wasn’t to take down the bridge, or even really damage the roadway and make it impassible. Instead the pursuing cavalry was caught square in the middle of it, turning them into so many match heads. The first ranks of the following infantry, too, were showered with sticky globs of makeshift napalm and the fire burned merrily in the evening gloom.
“WHAT DO YOU KNOW!” shouted Clark, “STICKS TO KIDS AND ORCS!”
We wove back through the barricades and men drove and pushed cars and trucks across the roadway, blocking it completely. Jumping out as we pulled up in front of the building that housed our temporary CP, what I expected happened. The fires froze solid, just as they had done south of Central Park. Too late for the little guys, but I suspected that their commander, Lord Tavan the shithead, couldn’t care less about his minions.
Winning a battle, or a war, or a negotiation, whatever, is only done by knowing your enemy. I had been cataloguing information about these guys for the last two days straight, and thought I had some things figured out. One, he was an arrogant little shit. Two, there were limits to his power, and if we sapped enough of it, then we might be able to get through his magic juju. So I had laid out a defense that encouraged him to step out early. Two thousand gallons of napalm put out some serious energy and the explosion had spread it across both lanes of the bridge. If he wanted his troops to cross it, he had to put it out.
A dragon rose from the top of one of the buildings, accompanied by half a dozen others, and I waited to give my orders. Along with all the other crap that Zivcovic had brought, he had three ‘Verba’ SA-25 Man Portable Surface to Air Missiles. They were just fielded last year to the Russian Army, front line units in Donbass. How the hell he got them, I didn’t ask, and I hoped this would work.
I took a second to look over the Manhattan Bridge, to where Charlie Company from the 69th was fighting their own fight. Tracers arched across and flashes of light were followed an instant later by cracks and booms. Not my problem, and I looked back to see the frozen flames sparkle and shatter to blow away in the wind.
“NOW!” I yelled, and a red flag ran up our makeshift line. Half a dozen high powered rifles barked and three fifty caliber machine guns hammered out, all aiming for the biggest dragon. Blue sparks flew off in concentric circles from the hits, not a ton, but enough I hoped. When I saw them start to dim, I ordered the red flag lowered.
From the tops of three taller buildings behind me there were puffs of smoke as rocket motors ignited, slow flames at first that whipped forward toward the dragons. A smaller creature dove in front of the large one, figuring out what was happening, but the first missile blew him out of the sky, no flash of magic at all. The second two detonated CRACK CRACK, right on target. A great wash of blue, almost blindingly bright, then the animal wobbled down onto the bridge deck and collapsed. I watched through binos as Lord Shithead fell and landed a hundred feet below in the East River. I laughed. Drown in that fancy armor, fucker.
Then the real attack began, thousands of orcs pushing across the bridge, down both roadways and the pedestrian path. I wasn’t too worried yet; the orcs’ armor was good, but against .50’s and 240B’s? Just kill enough of them and they would block the way, plus we had some surprises waiting for them. We could ignore them until they got within hand to hand. It was the archers and the magic dudes I was worried about. I’d kill for an MLRS right now, magic shields or no. Far behind came the magic users, and they started throwing bolts of fire that arched down onto the buildings with the machine guns. One got a direct hit on the firing slit of a gun and I heard the screams, the 240 falling silent.
The roar of the orcs charging was nothing compared to the concentrated fire of the machine guns but … we only had so much ammo, and they seemed limitless, and the MG positions would be hit, one by one. The archers were protected by even better armor, and I saw some get knocked down by heavy rounds and get back up. They were approaching the barricades and still only our machine guns fired. The dragons and their riders held back, though, perhaps afraid now that their big dude was out of the action.
Another flag ran up, and the MG’s stopped, their crews unassing the buildings and hauling the guns to secondary positions. There was a roar and the orcs charged forward, covered by flights of arrows. They spilled down across the barricade, hundreds of them, and I personally slapped the firing board of the twenty claymores we had strung in an L shaped ambush. I had been taking a chance on that, since somehow the Elves had been setting off demo charges as the engineers placed them on the bridges, but these were set back from the actual bridge, right where the ramp reached up from the land. The detonation of the directional mines was like a huge multiple thunderclap that echoed off the tall buildings.
The orcs broke, well, the ones that were behind the first companies, which had pretty much disintegrated. They piled backwards into the elven archers, cutting them down with swords and axes until one of the trolls bellowed and cleared them out.
“Got more than a hundred!” shouted Hollis with glee. I was a lot more sober in my assessment, seeing how quickly the Elves reestablished control. They formed up behind the eastern tower and my snipers opened up again, trying to hit anyone who looked important. We had gained some time, but that was it.
I glanced over at the Manhattan Bridge and saw that the fighting had progressed down towards the off ramps. Even if we held here, we might get flanked. Not my problem right now. “OK, you two head over to your companies. You know the plan.”
Clark simply nodded, but Hollis stopped. “Dave,” she said, holding out her hand, “been a pleasure serving with you.”
I took her hand and then pulled her into a quick hug then stood back. “Same. Hold as long as you can until you think it’s unreasonable. This is going to be a long war, and people like us are going to be in high demand.”
Clark grinned and said, “You really think we can win?”
“Not right now. Maybe a long time from now, maybe generations. But they fucked with the wrong people. Remember what I said to the dwarf? Live free...”
They both answered, “… or die.”
I wished them both Godspeed then turned to the kid with the MP-3 player hooked to the speakers. “Got any Dropkick Murphys?” I asked him.
“Of fucking course, Sir. But I can do you one better. Demon of Carbonium, Celtica version.”
I nodded and said, “Just keep ‘em coming, specialist. No matter what.”




Chapter 21
From the war journals of Lord Thar Tavan, Head of House Tavor, Commander of the Third Legion.
The arrogance of these humans! But then I remember fighting the Romans and the wild Celts. Madmen who never knew when they were defeated. Our first push, as expected, was stopped, but those were mostly Yrch of the Red Arrow. We will merely bring in more from the slave pens. More concerning was the loss of several of our dragons.
Tavan thought for a moment about adding a line about falling into the East River, but this was a historical record. No need to embarrass himself, things happen in combat. The guided projectiles had been a surprise, but he had brought in servants of the Way from up north to keep watch and attack those positions.
We are ready now for the next attack. Ellarissa has advised me to push the “Manhattan” bridge and flank the defenders of this one, but this smaller one seems to have some symbolic value. They have staked their ancient symbol of the Harp above a tower, which means the Celts are here. I cannot avoid that challenge. I have given her permission to lead the attack, though.
It was a bitter fight between he and his daughter. His son would have knelt and obeyed his orders without question. flinging himself headlong into the fight, but she had always had greater wisdom and more caution than he. Still, the challenge of the flag couldn’t be ignored. Sometimes war was that way, and if they could, no, WHEN they did crush the defenders of this bridge, the way to millions of slaves and the whole of “Long Island”, which he had promised to her as an estate.
He set the quill down and stepped out of the now windowless ground floor of the building just off the approaches to the bridge, stepping up onto the saddle of his newest mount to stand above the troops gathering there.
In the front, of course, were the Yrch of the Red Arrow. They stood sullenly, their enthusiasm for the fight not as evident now after taking so many casualties. He was tempted to order them slain for their failure, but what was about to happen was tantamount to the same thing. Instead he turned to the troops of the White Hand. For four centuries they had been his personal shock troops, bread for ferocity if not for cunning. He raised his hand they all fell still. Behind them the retainers of his house, the bowmen and knights of his own lands, stood rock steady and disciplined.
“You have done so far, in the face of unexpected and terrible weapons, and I am proud of you.” He spoke to the Yrch as if they were children, and in a way they were. “Once we break through this final barrier, you are free to advance one league forward and destroy everything in your path. TONIGHT YOU WILL FEAST ON HUMAN FLESH!” There was a roar from the slaves; they had little else to live for than war and the occasional spoils.
Across from him his daughter sat atop her mount and listened to his words, face set in a stony mask. Her people followed her out of love, even the slaves. She treated them well, better than he would have, and he often warned her of how the weak hand would eventually get bitten. It had been a long standing disagreement between them, one that he tolerated out of love for her.
He sat down in the saddle and the troops passed in review. First the slaves, the Red Arrow Yrch walking grimly forward to their probable deaths. They carried long stabbing sword and spears with heavy shields but that would do no good until they closed with the enemy. Then more slaves, these prouder, the White Hand, throwing insults at their brothers in front of them. Tavan had often played the clans against each other to keep both subservient. If they ever united…
Next the bowmen of his fief. Two thousand commoner Elves who had spent centuries honing their craft, their arrows imbued with magic and their bows spell enchanted. Behind them, ready for the final slaughter, were the men at arms and knights of his house, five hundred in all. Almost a third of his remaining available strength, more than half away north with his son, most of his mages there too. A token force at the next bridge to press the defenders, btu this was his main push. For now.
Ellarissa passed him by, following her host. His daughter looked at him with a stony glare; she thought this was a mistake. He agreed with her tactically; the Manhattan bridge could easily be taken and the defenders flanked. Her voice sounded in his head, expressing her displeasure. “How many will die for a glorious fight, Father? They are prepared in fixed defenses, and although we shall triumph, how many will never see their fields again or hear the song sung?”
He gave no answer. There were some things that she just didn’t understand. The People lived on those tales of victory, the harder the better, and they had carried them through all the long years of exile. The Humans needed to understand that they were defeated. If some gave up their lives to do so, well, such is war. His son should be here instead, he would understand.
Even though he didn’t voice it, she felt his rebuke and turned her eyes forward. They would talk afterwards, and he knew that she would be delighted to walk the beaches of her new fiefdom.




Chapter 22
First Brooklyn Volunteers
At that moment the radio broke into frantic calls and screams for help. I ignored it, the plan was set and, if anything, it told me that the big guns were being broken out for a push. Only so much magic to go around, I supposed. Then it cut out again. Oh well.
My big concern was the Manhattan Bridge; the off ramps emptied out behind our position. I had talked to the company commander there and he came off as a pompous ass who dismissed everything I had to say. Not outright, but a roll of the eyes. In my haste to organize our defense, I had to trust that they would hold their position, and I had dismissed their fight from my mind while we were engaged.
“Sergeant, send a runner over to B Company, see how their defense is going. If he can’t make it, well, we’re screwed anyway.” The kid left even before I finished saying it. Our CP was on the third floor of a building with a good view of the approaches and the bridge deck itself. I would kill for a drone, but there was no way for them to transmit, even if we had some. I moved down to where we had set up the one MK-19 automatic grenade launcher and some 240-B’s. The Javelins I had left with the Russians, and had a plan, if we could work it. The MK-19 was for the ambush I wanted to spring. I crouched down next to the young sergeant who was commanding the heavy weapons team from Delta Company.
“Son, the minute they step into this fire sack, I want you to pour down hell on them, got it?” I asked.
“Hey sir, nobody steps on a church in my town,” he said, his Puerto Rican accent slight.
I laughed, “There’s no way you’re old enough to know that movie.”
“I watch a lot of TV!” he said, not stopping making notes on his range card.
“How many rounds do you have?” I asked. I was hoping he would say something like two thousand.
“Ninety eight, all HE.”
“OK, then. How good are you guys with it?” I asked, seeing his 101st Airborne combat patch.
“Uh, well, PFC Cardenas qualified on it at AT last year. I was light infantry in the 101st, I familiarized with it in OSUT.” Cardenas grinned, he was missing both front teeth.
“Well, no pressure, but I’m counting on you. Got it? Go for the heavies.”
“Tom Clancy, Red Storm Rising!” said Rivera, still watching downrange.
I smacked his back and said, “There’s hope for you yet, kid.”
Then I made my way over to where the Russians were set up. They had been busy barricading the building with everything they could get their hands on. Zivcovic was on the second floor, sitting on an office chair, smoking a cigar and reading a copy of Hustler. “You’re taking this very seriously, I see.”
He opened the centerfold, letting it drop down. “My niece! Hot, yes?”
“You’re a sick bastard, but I’d hit it.” I would, too. Blonde and all the right curves.
His boots hit the floor with a thump. “Come, I must show you something,” and without seeing if I followed, he bounded up a stairwell. We came out onto the fourth floor where most of his men were stationed. I wasn’t sure if they were filling Molotov cocktails or getting shitfaced, but we both ignored them. He handed me a small device similar to an iPhone and pointed, being careful not to silhouette himself in the window.
“What am I looking at?” I asked, aiming the device to where he pointed. On the screen the bridge showed up in various colors. Handheld infrared optic. Nice.
“Up,” he said, “sitting on the tower.”
I did, and there, plain as day in my optics, sat half a dozen figures hunched on top, wings folded around themselves. It was too far to make out details, but I instantly recognized them. “You gotta be shitting me. Gargoyles?” Then I took the scanner down and raised my binoculars. Nothing. Back to the IR device. Sitting there, watching. “Invisible gargoyles. Nice.”
“I am thinking their plan is to wait until we are engaged, then do a vertical envelopment onto the top of the buildings. How did John McLane say it? SURPRISE MOTHERFUCKER! Yippee Ki-yay!” He laughed to himself, then said, “How I love America.”
“Well,” I wondered out loud, “what do we do about it?”
“No problem, Anatoli will take care of it.” Then he turned and said, “Strelyay svoim oruzhiyem,”
I turned to see a young man, lying flat on a desk, peering down the barrel of a weapon I recognized as a VKS 12.7mm sniper rifle. Mounted on a rail system was a similar device to the IR camera in my hand. How the hell he would zero it to the weapon I had no idea, but whatever worked.
“Watch, back to front,” said Zivcovic simply. I put the camera up once more and studied the creatures. There was a very loud COUGH behind me and the rear most creature exploded in a burst of crimson on the screen, hot blood splashing out from it. Click Clack as Anatoli cycled the bolt, COUGH.
Three were down by the time the others noticed, and they immediately unfolded their wings and jumped, heading straight down to gather speed. Another tumbled backwards as the sniper’s fourth shot hit, and the remaining two split, one disappearing off my screen. I followed the one closest to us as it turned to wing its way back across the river, and the fifth bullet hit it in the ass and erupted out of its head. I scanned for the last one and caught a glimpse of a hot spot twisting desperately through the wires. A bullet drew sparks from one of the steel cables, a muttered curse as the monster drew further away and started to dim, then COUGH and a wing blew off, causing it to tumble into the river just shy of the western tower.
“You see that?” bragged Zivcovic. “Russian rifle much better than Barrett.”
I shook my head, nodded to the sniper in acknowledgement of his feat, and looked at my watch. 22:51. I didn’t know why, but I had a creepy feeling that the next assault would start precisely at midnight. Magic power shit reaching out to my inner fears.
“We have about an hour or so,” said the Serb. He felt it too. “My boys will be ready.”
“You have to hold, it’s your people too who are being evacuated.”
He made a dismissive sound, then said, “I will run after the stupid Jews run, and I don’t think they will. I despise them, but they are stubborn bastards.”
I went to check on those stubborn bastards, who were situated in a building just north of the off ramps. The sound of gunfire at the Manhattan Bridge had died out, but I didn’t know if that was bad or good. It still rumbled and echoed further in the distance where two companies of the 69th were contesting the Williamsburg Bridge; that and the Triboro were the priority of fire and I actually heard, way off in the distance, the CRACK of tank fire from the north. I had no idea that the Marines had put together a scratch expeditionary force out of LeJeune and made a landing in the Bronx, not trying to force New York Harbor but doing an end run through Long Island Sound. For all the good it eventually did them, or us.
Gulf Company was done with their preparations, and I found them gathered in prayer. When Rabbi Friedman saw me he broke it off and came over. “We are as ready as we will ever be, Major Kincaid.”
“You remember the plan?” I asked.
“Yes, we are to wait for the Russians, I mean Fox Company, to become decisively engaged, and then open fire. Aim for joints in armor or arms and legs.”
“Great.” Although a few of his men and women were armed with modern AR-15 variants, the majority of them had either FAL’s or M1 Garand’s. I was more than happy about that; both fired heavy caliber rifle rounds that MIGHT punch through orc armor, from what I had seen, and give the Elves a hard time. Hell, even getting hit by one of those things without penetration was like getting smacked by a baseball ball bat. “If you see any magic users, I want every ounce of fire you have poured on them.”
“Will we be able to kill them?” he asked. “Yahweh is on our side, of course, but sometimes He will send trials to his people to test our faith.”
“God is on nobody’s side, Rabbi.” I had given up my Catholic faith long ago after seeing the evils that existed in the world.
“Perhaps you should pray to Saints Browning and Stoner. I do!” he said, and that gave me a laugh.
“Do you have any night vision equipment?” He answered no and I asked him to send a runner to Zivcovic’s people to get some, and then told him about the gargoyles. He didn’t seem very surprised.
“There have always been demons, major. Some inhabit men’s souls and some manifest themselves in other ways. When this is all over, I have a … friend you should talk to. He dabbles in things that maybe should be left alone. If, however, this is to be a long trial of faith, then perhaps Abraham Moshi is the man who we might turn to.”
“Is God going to approve of turning to the dark side?” I asked, amused.
He smiled and said, “In Judaism there isn’t always the distinction of good and evil that Christians have such a hard on about.”
“A hard on? Really?”
That brought a laugh. “I was born and raised in Brooklyn, Major, long before I became a Rabbi.”
“OK, well, got to check on one more thing. Shalom!” I bid him.
“Next year in Jerusalem, Major!” and he saluted me.
Good men are hard to find, as the expression went, and I left one to go talk to some more of them. Behind the buildings I smelled diesel fumes and saw chrome glistening in the moonlight, felt a slight rumble under my feet and turned the corner.
In front of me sat three FDNY pumper trucks and several dozen firefighters. As I approached in the moonlight, they fell silent and all turned to me. One stepped forward and I greeted him in a bear hug. My cousin, Captain John Kincaid, squeezed my ribs so hard I thought they might break, even with my ammo carrier and plates.
“Dave, it’s been a long time. When that PD Special Unit officer came through the firehouse looking for volunteers, we jumped. How’s your mother?” His Long Island accent gritted on my nerves; I had worked my ass off to get rid of mine.
“Probably killing Elves in Florida. I don’t get down there much. Are the kids and the wife safe?” Last I remembered, he had six boys, I think.
“I got word they’re in Rhode Island, but who knows how safe they’ll be. We’ve got a job to do,” he said, putting all his fears and worries behind him and focusing on the task at hand.
I made a circling motion and the firemen gathered around. “Listen up, everyone. How many of you have combat experience?” Half a dozen raised their hands.
“Good, make sure your friends know that it’s OK to piss yourself in fear. Fighting a fire is tough, but it can be beat, and so can these guys. Your targets are the dragons, or anything else that looks like it’s going to start playing with matches. That’s it. Do what you can, then bug out.”
One raised their hand and said, “Sir, what about massed formations? Our water cannon can knock the hell out of them.”
“No, it won’t kill them, that’s better left for our crew served weapons. Remember, this is a delaying fight. We’re not going to stop them forever; we just have to hold the line for a while. Oh yeah, if you can keep the buildings from burning down over our heads, that would be cool too.”
That brought a tired, muted laugh to them, and I wondered at the hell that they had been going through for the last two days. I was interrupted by the roar of a dirt bike and someone in full combat gear came ripping around the corner, no lights on. He saw the trucks and skidded to a stop. “Is Major Kincaid here?” asked the man, not getting off the bike.
“Right here!” and I hurried over.
“Verbal orders sir, and some intel,” he said, handing me a piece of paper torn from a notebook. “They’ve taken the Triboro and the bridges between Manhattan and the Bronx. We’re going to roll back behind you and retreat over the Verrazano. Your position has to hold and will be last in line to pull out. Williamsburg Bridge is holding but the Manhattan Bridge got hammered hard. We’ve committed our reserves there; we think that’s where they’ll make their major push.
“Reinforcements?” I asked, knowing the answer.
He shook his head no and said, “Anything you want me to bring back to the TOC?”
“Tell Colonel Flynn we’ll hold to the last.”
He shook his head and kicked the bike back in gear. “Tell him yourself when you’re dead. The TOC got raided by invisible flying fucking monkeys. The S-3, Major Falise. is in charge now.”
“Gargoyles,” I corrected him, but he had already whipped the bike around and gunned it.




Chapter 23
I jogged back to the CP, climbing the stairs, wondering when the next attack would come. I needed sleep, but my mind and body were buzzing. I passed soldiers who were racked out on the floor, others cleaning weapons and breaking ammo out of shipping boxes, loading magazines. A few more were eating take out from some Chinese place down the block, and I gratefully took a bowl of noodles.
“LT,” I said to Wells, holding up the bowl, “send someone to get those people to move out, even if you have to do it at gunpoint. And tell them thank you.”
“Already tried, sir. They just said, ‘we live in interesting times.’”
“Their choice,” I shrugged. God, I was tired. “How are you holding up?”
It had been what, six hours, maybe eight, since I had met this kid? He had seemed baby faced then, a child playing at war, but he had been doing a hell of a job getting shit organized behind my back. If we survived, I was going to put him in for some kind of medal. “Wells, you’ve done good,” I told him. “I want you to start organizing an evac plan, including something for the wounded. If it looks like we’re going to be cut off or overrun, you take them and GTFO.”
“I’ll stay and -” he started to say, but I cut him off.
“You’ll do as you’re ordered, lieutenant. This is going to be a very long war, and the country is going to need smart, competent people to fight it. So your job is going to be to survive and get as many able bodied people into the fight as possible in the future.”
At that moment we were interrupted by Staff Sergeant Kowalski, who yelled back from his position at the front of the building, “INCOMING!” Then there was a brilliant flash and my world vanished.
I’d been close to an IED before. One blew up under the truck in front of me in a convoy outside Tikrit when we were hunting some bad guys. This was kind of similar, an all encompassing thing that enveloped you and turned off all of your senses, but different. I was slow to recover, things ticking back on, one by one. First my hearing; screams, shouts, random gunshots, yells, orders. Then I felt things, the hammering of someone firing a machine gun by holding the trigger down. That’s going to burn out the barrel, my disjointed thoughts said.
Shaking my head to clear it, I yelled, “CEASE FIRE!” at the top of my lungs and was gratified to hear sergeants repeating the call. The machine gun stopped and the individual shots dwindled. I couldn’t see anything, but Hell, I had worked in the dark before.
“CAN ANYONE SEE?” I yelled out, when we had restored some order. “IF YOU CAN, MOVE TO THE FRONT AND MAN THE WEAPONS. IF YOU CAN’T, STAY WHERE YOU ARE.”
I put my hands up and felt my eyes, and they came away covered with some kind of sticky goo shit. Where it had come from and what it was, I didn’t know, but I started scrubbing furiously with my sleeve. Light returned, but barely, vague shapes moving around. Fuck it, I got to my feet and moved to the front. “GIMME A SITREP AND HOLD YOUR DAMN FIRE!” I yelled as someone yelled and a random gunshot popped off.
The plan was for the Russians, with higher quality and newer weapons than the Jews, to engage and draw them into the open area of the ramps right between the two higher buildings and in line with our building, and then hit them with everything all at once. A long range engagement was going to work to the Elves’ benefit, blowing all our ammo before we could mass our fires, so it was imperative that we let them get close.
“Major, we got heavies moving down both sides of the bridge, bears and trolls or whatever you call them. Not a lot of orcs but a shitload of archers. Behind them are ranked companies of … of swordsmen, I guess. I can’t see an end to them.”
That was Kowalski. “You can see, sergeant?”
“Yessir, I was in the bathroom taking a shit!” he yelled back, probably more than I needed to know, and I headed towards the sound of his voice, tripping over some office furniture. “Over here!” he called, and a hand fell on my shoulder.
“How fast are they moving?” I asked.
He paused, then said, “Regular steady march rate. Huh, I would have thought they’d be coming at a rush.”
“That will change once they clear the barricades, then they’ll double time. Get me some water, I gotta be able to see. Then get some onto the heavy weapons gunners,” I directed. We needed that firepower. “Then have the medics start treating people. We’ve got maybe five minutes, let’s use it.”
“You have some water on you in a camelback,” he said, “I’ll take care of the rest.”
Feeling like an idiot, I said, “Let me know if anything changes.” Then I pulled the camelback off and started squirting water on my face. It was nice to know that our enemies could screw up, too. That blindness trick would have been a hell of a lot better right at the moment they broke into a rush. It was like the Brits in World War One stopping a barrage on the Western Front before the troops went over the top, allowing German machine gunners time to get back from their guns.
My vision slowly cleared and I heard the bark of guns off to our left. That would be the Russians engaging, a harassing fire designed to make the enemy hurry into the kill zone. The barricades had been set just in front of the east tower, and the claymores halfway past that, closer to us, so they were being cautious. Our next kill zone was right up in our faces, on the off ramp approaches where the road was in full view of our positions.
I could see now, though my eyes hurt like someone had poured sand in them. The archer companies peeled off to either side about three hundred meters out and started firing towards Zivcovic’s position. Magic or not, you aren’t going to change the laws of physics and their position had several floors of reinforced concrete to stop plunging fire. Well, maybe magic DID change the laws of physics, but a projectile is a projectile is a projectile. I smiled at that, then grimaced as lances of pure light reached out from the magic users and started hitting the front of the building. Apparently they were pretty damn accurate because one blew something up, a wash of flame that sent small stick figures tumbling out of the window on fire. In response, the entire face erupted in gunfire, heavy automatic fire from Kalashnikovs and a few RDP machine guns. The one that had shot the lance of energy was bowled over when a ton of lead hit him. Then the missiles launched.
A Javelin anti=tank missile warhead can piece almost two and half feet of hardened steel armor in direct attack more. There were three launchers, and each one sought out one of the huge, I guess you would call them trolls, which had seemed to be shrugging off .50 caliber rounds like so many raindrops. “Well, here comes some thunder, fuckers!” I said out loud as the missiles detonated. I had worried that they might not track on such a low heat target, but all three impacted center mass. There had been five of the huge, armored creatures, and then there were two, and a ragged cheer went up from the men around me.
The Elves response was immediate. One stood high on the back of a wingless dragon, said something while pointing his arm, and a PORTAL opened up under the corner of the building occupied by the Russians, just like the one I had seen in Central Park, except horizontal. An entire section broke and slid through, disappearing downwards, and then the hole snapped shut. The rest of the structure leaned drunkenly for a moment, then stabilized. More arrows and lances of fire hammered the front of the building and the Fae charged directly down the roadway; all their attention focused on the Russians’ defensive position. In the lead were the two surviving trolls, who far outpaced anything else. They actually jumped the fifty feet off the bridge and rushed at the entrance to the Russians’ building, trampling over the two gun positions in the front, leaving smears of blood and bone.
“Holy shit,” said Kowalski next to me. The rest of the horde, led by the mounted magic users, pounded down the roadways.
“Time to dance,” I answered, and yelled as loud as I could, “OPEN FIRE!!!!!” 




Chapter 24
One really has to see it to appreciate how much damage and destruction a modern infantry company can bring to a fight. Granted, we weren’t a regular unit, and we were short on ammo but … we slaughtered them, and it was fucking GLORIOUS. Even as I write this, I can feel the blood pounding in my veins, my heart hammering, the breath sucked out of my lungs. On top of that I really could put away, finally, the lingering reluctance that one human has to kill another. We hammered them, these alien invaders, and I rejoiced.
My position had the majority of heavy weapons, but the Russians weren’t out of the fight either, despite the fires raging in their building and trolls rampaging through the ground floors. I knew from experience that people engaged in combat will stay in a burning structure far longer than a civilian would under ordinary circumstances. The madness was like that, but I was grateful as tracers ripped out into the night. On the opposite side the Hasidim were emptying magazines into the crowded ranks as fast they could, concentrating their heavier .30 caliber rifle fire on the magic users who stood out like glow sticks in a night vision device, their spheres of power flickering as they absorbed more and more punishment. Finally one flickered and went out, and my snipers went into action. CRACK, CRACK CRACK, the beautiful female Elf I had first heard call to me like a siren, asking me to yield on Seventh Avenue, two days and a million years ago, was knocked backwards off her bear. She tumbled down into the street as another .50 round spread the bears’ brains out into the East River.
For my part, though I wanted to join in, I stood and watched, directing the fire of my one artillery piece, the 40mm grenade launcher, while keeping an eye on the big picture. “Save your rounds, sergeant, if they break I want you to check your fire.”
“No problem, sir, but I think the Russians are having a hard time with those trolls,” he indicated with a jerk of his head to the left.
I picked up my binos and saw that their fire had slacked off, and there were flashes from weapons firing on full auto, inside the building. Grenades started crashing, blowing out whatever windows were left, and I actually heard the roar of the trolls over all the gunfire. I turned to the runner next to me and told her to raise the flag for the Russians to pull out. I hoped Clark would make it, but they were on their own now.
Movement on the bridge caught my attention, and I saw it, what I had been expecting. Dug in infantry giving you a problem, you bring something to collapse their defenses or burn them out. As I had hoped, the winged dragons were staying well clear of our battle space, concentrating instead on the bridges north of us. What we got were two of the wingless ones charging down the roadway, headless of their own troops, scattering orcs left and right as they charged forward into our killing field. They actually skidded to a halt and reared up, small gouts of flame coming out of their mouths, and I swear I was closer to death then I had ever been since, well, since yesterday. That’s when the pumper trucks hit them. I don’t know how many gallons per minute they could shove out, but three of them hammered into the two creatures, scattering dead bodies around and pushing them backwards.
It was as if someone had dropped a red hot rock into an ice cold pot of water. An instant gout of steam and one of them actually rolled on the ground, screaming and choking. The other, slightly behind, tried to shoot flame and it crashed into one of the streams of water, then I couldn’t see anything at all. The fog was thicker than a San Francisco evening and I wished for some infrared goggles but … wish in one hand and shit in the other. No one fired; there wasn’t anything to shoot at. I could hear the dragons screaming, but it was a scream of pain that slowly receded.
“Tell the FD guys to beat feet, leave the trucks and get the hell out of here,” I told the soldier next to me, and he took off running. “Get me a squad, have them meet me in front of the building,” to another. To Staff Sergeant Kowalski I said, “I’m going to see what’s going on out there. Redistribute ammo and start getting ready to pull out. Find some place to put the heavy weapons so that they won’t get found easily and put a shitload of grease on them.”
“Pull out? But we just kicked their asses!” he exclaimed.
“And what comes next is going to be even bigger, or we’re going to get cut off. Do it! Stand by for the signal, though and be ready to do a fighting retreat. Move it, now.” We were coming to the end game and there was no time to screw around.
Then I heard a horn blare from the back of the building, and I smiled, jogging back to the stairs and coming out the door. There were still sounds of fighting coming from the Russians’ position, and as per the plan, the Jews of Company G were moving out. They had done what I asked, but instead of filing north to go back to their homes, they headed south, towards the other building.
“Hey, where are you going?” I yelled after them.
The Rabbi yelled back, “We are going to save that stupid Serbian racist asshole’s bacon! So I can talk shit to him!” He gave me a thumbs up and they melted into the darkness.
Idling in front of me was a semi-truck with hazardous material containers hooked to it. O'Neill stood there talking with the driver along with my cousin from the Fire Department. “Ok, I bought us some time, but we gotta make this quick.”
“He doesn’t mess around, does he?” asked O'Neill, with a grin.
“Nope!” John grinned, “I’ve got the gear you wanted, but I gotta warn you, you screw up and you’re going to hate life. For a few minutes, anyway.”
“Sometimes, you gotta roll a hard six,” I said.
He grinned, and said, “What do you hear, cousin?”
“Nothing but the rain!” and I shook his hand. “Take care of yourself, and of the family.”
“I will. See you at the reunion!” and he faded into the darkness, barking orders. I never saw him again either.
“What was that shit ‘hard six’?” said O'Neill.
“Nerd stuff, you wouldn’t understand.” I turned to the driver and asked, “Can you fit this thing into a tight space? And no jokes.”
She smiled and said, “Tighter than a Catholic girls’ knees.”
“Ugh. Just get it as close to the bridge approaches as you can.” I liked her.
“Can do, super trooper!” and she hopped back in the truck, rumbling away to delicately maneuver the monster into position. That left me alone with O'Neill.
“So I was talking to your Staff Sergeant Hollis, she’s quite a piece. Is she, ah, single? Into the ladies? Cause maybe the three of us, after all this is over...” she asked, her voice all sweet and innocent.
“Uh, ah, I don’t ....” I stammered, unsure of what to say.
The Special Unit officer burst out laughing, a full throated peal of laughter that sounded really pleasant after the chaos of the night. “HA HA, SUCKER!” she said, then leaned forward and planted one right on my astonished mouth. “Some motivation. Look me up sometime if you make it. If you’re dead, don’t!” and then she, too, vanished into the darkness.
“Well, that was interesting!” said Hollis’ voice from behind me, and I jumped.
“Jesus Christ, don’t do that shit to me!” I barked.
In a mocking tone, she said, “You should look her up … Major, Sir.”
Women. Swear to God, I did not need this right now. “Are all the Hasidim away?”
She nodded, all back to business. “We took a few casualties, inexperienced kids mostly. Are we ready for Plan D?”
“Almost. I want to recon, and I’m hoping Clark can join us, but he might have had his hands full with the trolls. We’ll do what we can; as always, watch my back.” I glanced up at the sky; false dawn was approaching.
“Gotcha, boss.”
Out front a half a dozen soldiers were waiting for us, armed to the teeth, led by a corporal. “Listen up!” I said, “we’re going to go as far as the first barricade. There might be UXO laying around, be careful. Don’t assume that any of the bodies are really dead, these suckers are tough. What I want you guys to do is find the leadership and strip them of anything that looks important. Papers, rings, weapons, necklaces, wands, whatever, but BE CAREFUL.”
“Do we take prisoners, sir?” asked the NCO.
“I wish we could, but there’s no time. I’m expecting the next big push before dawn. Staff Sergeant Hollis will be in charge,” I said, turning to her, “I want you to get all that stuff into a Humvee and get the hell out of here.”
She started to open her mouth, then shut it and nodded. “I’ll see you at the safe house, Major.”
“God willing,” I answered, and we started out into the kill zone. The air stank of blood and gunfire and spoiling meat.
I left them to their task and there was the occasional gunshot. Myself, I ignored several moving wounded and made my way through the rapidly dispersing fog, watching for the dragons, until I found who I was looking for. The female Elf sat, drenched in blood, air rasping in and out of her lungs, up against the corpse of the giant bear. There was a piece of her breastplate ripped away, a puddle of blood on the ground around her and she had the dazed look of the dying. Tears ran down her face as she slowly petted the pelt of the dead animal. I kicked her staff away but she ignored me, intent on the bear. The Elf was done, and she knew it; none of this mattered now.
I crouched down in front of her. The face was still beautiful; even the red of the blood from a scalp wound that trickled down the side of her pale face only emphasized the sharp cheekbones, pale skin and grey eyes. I almost jumped when she spoke.
“I raised him from a cub, you know. We were bonded in the Year of the Bear, when I was twelve seasons of winter. Such times we had in the woods, chasing cirstes with our brothers. To die here, where the air is so foul from machines …” she trailed off, then tears started from her eyes, and a sob. “I …just wanted to see your …” and she coughed up some blood. I thought she was done, but then she gasped, “to see … redwoods… and dolphins … and flowers.” Then she faded. I reached over and felt for a pulse; nothing.
“What a goddamned waste,” I said to no one in particular and closed those beautiful eyes. “What a goddamned waste.”
“SIR!” called the corporal. “They’re moving in again!”
I sighed and stood up. 




Chapter 25
I picked up the staff and pulled out a white rag that I found and tied it to the top. Then I rolled the staff in her blood, turning everything except the end I held crimson. The bridge roadway lay in front of me, and as I started walking forward the sun touched the flags on top of the eastern tower. A gentle breeze came up the bay and lifted them, the red, white and blue contrasting with the green and gold. It was a beautiful summer day, despite the smoke from fires burning on both sides of the water. I thought back to 9-11, fourteen years before. I was home on leave from Officer Basic Course at Fort Benning, and I honestly never thought I’d see a day like that again. This ... this was ten times worse. A hundred times, a thousand.
To my right, part of the Williamsburg Bridge was down, a hundred meter section of the roadway hanging in the middle by one set of cables, completely vertical. There was no sign of life from Bravo Company’s position, just two burning Humvees. Several buildings were also on fire, and it was going to spread. A quick survey with my binoculars showed a line of enemy foot soldiers, tiny ants in the distance, marching slowly into Queens over the Manhattan Bridge, overwatched by a dragon. There was still gunfire to the east, and from the north artillery rumbled and tank fire echoed.
To the south the bow of the sunken Navy ship still poked from the water, blobs of oil staining the waters of the harbor and smoke rising from it. Hovering over the Statue of Liberty was a huge dragon, and as I watched it erupted in fire, a long stream that caressed the torch and melted the bronze. I made a mental note as my anger settled into cool determination; I would find that rider and make him pay.
The City, as any native New Yorker referred to Manhattan proper, was a skeleton. It seemed as if every single window from Battery Park all the way up the FDR drive had been shattered. Their empty sockets gazed out into the rising sun, and then I saw them. People, dozens, no, hundreds, looking out of their empty windows, watching to see what the new day would bring. They had been cut off, unable to evacuate in time. A tough, stubborn people who didn’t know when to quit. Then my eye was drawn southward to movement.
The Staten Island Ferry terminal was packed with a swirling mass of desperate people, thousands, pressing inward to the Whitehall Terminal building. Several ferries were there, trying to depart before light hit them, and through the binos I saw … they were full, lower in the water than I had ever seen them, hundreds of people on the upper deck, many more packed below. And they were small figures. Children. Thousands of them, with some women. Even as I watched, the crowd fell silent as the ramps were lowered and the first ferry cast off. It churned out of the slip and another moved in to take its place. There were eight of the big orange boats in service, and three were stacked up waiting to dock, with two still loading. I’ll give the crowd credit; they waited until the boat with the children departed, and then rushed the remaining ferries. Maybe it was the dragon burning the Statue of Liberty, I don’t know, but they charged the dock and swarmed the boat, only to be met with a hail of gunfire.
I turned away from the catastrophe and continued my walk up the pedestrian path, past the bodies of the orcs at the barricades. Like all the dead, they seemed pathetic in their armor, lying forever still, past all glory and hope. Who knows, maybe they were in Valhalla, engaged in the endless fight and feasting. If so, I wished them well. Continuing onward, I found one of the dragons, lying on the road, chest heaving, skin cracked and seeming to have exploded outwards. It wasn’t long for this world either, and I passed it by, holding up the staff with the white cloth on it. Moving under the east tower, I eventually stopped in the mid-point of the bridge and waited.
They came forward as the sun touched the wooden planks beneath my feet. Thousands of orcs, Elves, trolls, dragons, giant bears, a couple of huge snakes, a lot of other things I couldn’t name that scared the bejeesus out of me. They came to the west bridge tower and stopped, and one Elf stepped forward. He held a staff similar to the one I had in my hand, but at the tip glowed a ball of pure white. I had to assume it was his signal to parley. Either that or he was going to cast some shit at me that would disintegrate me where I stood. It was the same one who had come forward the evening before, the one whose dragon I had killed, the one who had demanded our surrender, Lord Tavan. I said nothing as he approached. Let him start the dance.
The Elf stopped about ten feet away, looking me up and down. Then he said, “Are you in charge now, Major? We destroyed the camp of your commander. You seem a capable aide, perhaps his death allowed you to step forward.”
“Not really. That’s not how it works here.” Well, it was how it worked, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. “I’m merely the local pain in the ass who has stopped you cold three times, big guy.”
He said nothing, just glared at me. Beside him Grimalt, who had followed his master, hissed something that the ring didn’t translate, but I guessed what he had said. Tavan’s eyes went to the staff on my hand, which had once been white.
“Yeah, that’s her blood. What was she, your daughter or something? Princess Tavana or something? I can see the family resemblance. She fought well, but she died lying in the street with a bullet through her chest. Before she died she talked about seeing trees and dolphins. Hardly a warrior. Probably here trying to please her father. That’s what war is, a waste of sons and daughters. Her blood is your hands. Have fun telling her mother.”
My words seemed to strike him like a physical blow. Well, I guess the Russians loved their children too. I almost felt sorry for him, for a microsecond, but it was his damn fault.
“Her name … was Ellarissa, and her mother died from a plague of your people.” Then he turned and raised his gauntleted hand. It started to glow with a humming white and black crackle of lightning and he aimed it at the ferry making its way across the harbor. “So war is a waste of sons and daughters? I was going to let them go, since we’ll need slaves, but what are thousands among millions?”
I’d like to say that I did something heroic and brave at that moment that saved those kids, I really would. The nightmare of it wakes me screaming sometimes, but I didn’t move a muscle. I was there under truce, and I needed to survive in order to execute my plan. So I stood there while he grinned at me and then opened his fist. The beam of light lanced across the open water, pencil thin, and cut its way through the hull until it hit the fuel tanks. Even diesel, if heated hot enough and subjected to enough pressure, will explode and the ship broke in half, lifting out of the water, small bodies flying. I told myself that death was, as always, better than slavery. I tell myself that a lot.
“I shot her through the head, you know,” I lied to him. “She cried and begged for her life, and I pulled the trigger. Do you know what a semi-jacketed round does when it punches through a skull? Makes the eyes explode outward, and the brain gets splashed through the huge hole in the back of the head. She ain’t pretty no more,” and I looked back at the eastern end of the bridge, “and the crows are probably feeding on her. No funeral pyre for her.”
His eyes actually glowed and he started to raise his hand again, this time towards me, but that little shitbag, Grimalt, did my work for me. “MY LORD!” he exclaimed, “you cannot violate a flag of parley. The others are watching and will throw you out of the council!”
“Yeah, Tavan, don’t want the other nobles thinking you’ll break a flag of truce, do you? Never trust you again.” It was a guess, but that shot hit home, and he lowered his fist.
Tavan stood straighter, shrugging Grimalt off, and said, “Go back to your defenses and prepare to die. Once we overrun you, we will turn our attention to your people and the slaughter will be sung about for ages.”
“Yeah yeah,” I said, “but first I’ve got a question for you. Why? Why did you invade our world?”
“Your world, human?” he laughed bitterly. “This was OUR world, long ago. We have tried before to return from exile, but this time, this time … you no longer have the powers you once did, and this ‘technology’ is no match for the practitioners of the Way.” He sneered when he said it, but ol’ Lord Shitbag had just handed me a ton of information.
I sneered back and said, “I give you one chance to head back the way you came. After that, no promises of mercy. Got it?”
“We understand each other, David of Clan Kincaid.” I guess Grimalt had told him my name. “I will feed your corpse to my dragon.”
“You mean dragon number three. Those must be expensive to raise and train, and yet, I keep killing them.” Then I took the staff his kin had carried and broke it over my knee, tossing the pieces at his feet.
“To the death, then,” he said coldly. “Were we not in a truce, I would fight you myself, face to face, sword to sword, the old way, to the death.”
“No, to the pain!” I said, but of course he didn’t get the reference. “You’re a coward, hiding behind a white rag. Let’s go, big guy,” and I drew the elvish poniard that I carried in my belt.
His hand reached for the hilt of the fighting saber that hung at his waist but his toady grabbed his arm, whining, “No. Lord, I beg you! He is goading you into breaking the truce! Let him go and then we will march over him and grind him into the dirt!”
“Your kiss-ass is smarter than you, Tavan. Maybe he should rule,” I said, sliding the knife back in my belt. I turned my back to him and walked steadily away. 




Chapter 26
From the war journals of Lord Thar Tavan, Head of House Tavor, Commander of the Third Legion.
Ellarissa is dead.
The Elf Lord sat stonily on a bench on the Brooklyn Bridge walkway. No one dared to approach him; even the Yrch marching forward to the attack created a circle as they moved, they would not risk his wrath. After a while, he kneeled and bowed his head. Then he looked up, his eyes blazing with hell. It was a dangerous well he drew on, gaining strength from deals made with beings that stalked the Ways and every use cut off a piece of his soul.
“Bring me a human, a young female,” he commanded, and his guard hurried to obey. They returned with a Hispanic girl and Tavan spat. “No,” he said, “a Celt. That one,” and pointed to a pale faced red headed teenager. The elvish knights grabbed her and pushed her forward, then forced her down on her knees.
Tavan stood and drew a long cruel looking knife from his belt. “Balor,” he chanted, saying the name three times, “I offer you blood for power. Grant me the power of the ways to defeat my enemies and avenge my daughter. Come to us and make war on our behalf. I give you blood for blood.” After a moment a cloud began to gather, a vague hint of a gigantic humanoid form. Tavan dared not look at it, he knows that the demon was exerting immense will to even appear as this shape, and he could not interfere until the bool rite was done. Calling the Old Ones was dangerous and like to kill the caller as not.
He stepped forward and grabbed the girl by the hair, forcing her neck back. She glared up at him and said, “FUCK YOU!”, then spit in his face.
*****
High atop the burning building Sasha Zivcovic watched the scene with fascination through the scope of his rifle. The primal Slav in him knew what he was about to see, a sacrifice to the old gods, the ones his grandmother had scared him with on the long winter nights. His mind toyed letting it happen, seeing the girl die and watching her soul get eaten by the demon, seeing it taking shape from the mist.
He also thought of Kincaid, a man who he respected. The American would want him to shoot the Elf Lord, but the Serb figured that it would be useless. And to be honest, he did want to see the god or demon or whatever it was. Then he saw the girl shout, reading her lips through the scope. She was beautiful, a teenager who would someday be spectacular. No, she didn’t deserve such a fate. He dialed the scope’s power up and looked at the wind.
*****
Tavan raised the knife and his aide knelt with the cup to collect her blood. He swung his arm for the stroke, hate pouring out of him as he aimed at the pale neck. The girl’s head snapped sideways, exploding in a welter of brains and blood and she crumpled to the ground like a rag doll. Behind him there was a roar and the mist vanished.
The Elf Lord turned to look across the water, stared at the smoke and fire then looked down at the girl. What were these people, that they killed their own? He shook his head, turned and started walking up the bridge. So be it, he would do this himself.




Chapter 27
First Brooklyn Volunteers
It would be a full court press now, their honor was involved, which was fine by me. My entire point had been to get the bad guy to commit his entire force, to cram as many troops into the attack as possible. To that end, we had barricaded the streets and alleys around our position. They were going to get in but going past was gonna take some time. Beside me sat Sergeant Rivera behind the 40mm. He had dismissed the rest of his team and was down to about two dozen grenades.
Kowalski came up and said, “Traps are all set, and the heavy weapons are in the basement, except for your Ma Deuce there.” He cracked a smile and said, “Can I get a hand receipt for them?” And he held out a green notebook with all the serial numbers on it.
“Ha, very funny,” I said, exhausted and mixing MRE instant coffee into cocoa powder.
He held the notebook out and said, “No offense, sir, but please just scribble your name on here and then print it. Please?”
I grabbed it and scrawled something illegible across it, then added, ‘Niedermeyer, Curtis, 3rd LT, UNSC’ in block letters and handed it back to him.
“Thank you, Lt. .. Niedermeyer. Always have to cover my ass. It’s a Marine Corps thing.” Then he closed the notebook, slipped it into his cargo pocket and saluted. “I’ll be seeing you around, Major Kincaid.”
“Maybe you will and maybe you won’t. Now get the hell out of here and keep that snot nosed Wells out of trouble.” He nodded and took off.
I turned to Rivera and said, “Got your mask?”
“I’m National Guard, sir, I learned the reason for a mask when we did civil disturbance training and I got a shitload of CS in my face,” he replied, slapping the mask carrier on his leg. “Never go anywhere without it.”
“Yeah, well, be careful. This shit is no joke.” I said nothing else, just focused my binos on the east tower. As I did, I said a prayer to St. Jude, for surely our cause was lost. Then I added one to the old gods, just in case, the ones my people had left behind. I don’t know who heard, but I saw the flags sway slightly, first the stars and stripes, then the green and gold. They lifted and then flapped idly in a light breeze. Not the usually westerly one, but across from east. A goddamned miracle. Then I lowered my binos to the roadbed and they were coming. Rank upon rank of orcs in the front, then Elves behind, all mixed into a mad rush. Both lanes filled to the brim, and I noticed with satisfaction that the orcs seemed not as numerous as before. The pedestrian walkway down the middle was filled with archers. I swear to God, it was a frigging shooting gallery. It was almost like the barrel of the machine gun was lined up to fire straight down the line. The plan, though, didn’t work like that. What I was counting on was for those who came under fire to push forward to get out from under the deadly rain. Ideally mortars would be the best thing, but we had none. I looked over at Rivera, and he nodded back at me, face pale as a ghost. He was scared shitless, and so was I, but we had to hold fast.
“Are you ready?” I asked as the first ranks made their way onto the off ramps. They were being cautious, seeing the hundreds of bodies of their comrades bloating in the sun, and took no notice of the tanker truck parked halfway up the ramp.
“Yessir!’ he said, closed his eyes, saying a small prayer, and then pulled on his mask, clearing it and making sure it had a very tight fit.
I sighted down the barrel of the .50 and opened up on the archers. I could give a shit about the swordsmen, I wanted to kill as many of the ranged weapons as we could. Magic or no, you don’t train an archer overnight. All we were doing was buying time, but if I could make things easier for those who came after us, so much the better. I fired until waves of heat rose off the barrel, and then stopped. The FDNY chemical protection mask was sitting next to me and I slipped it on, pulling the straps tight. While I did Rivera opened up, sending half a dozen grenades towards the rear of the formation. The rounds exploded in the middle of the elven swordsmen, blowing great holes in their ranks. They started to surge forward, pressing on their comrades in front who had been stopped by barriers we had built before the end of the off ramps. The crowd grew denser and denser, more and more packed, and the magic users were in the back, using whips to drive their troops forward.
I had shifted my attention off the archers and arrows suddenly whipped in through our cover, finding the firing slits. One tore across my shoulder, opening a deep slice in the muscle. Another wacked against the ceramic plate in my chest rig and I grunted under the impact. Next to me I heard a yell and turned to see Rivera with a feathered shaft sticking out of the right side of his armpit, just under his armor. He looked down at it in amazement then snapped it off, threw it aside and launched another string of grenades towards the back of the crowd. I joined him with another long burst at the archers, hammering them down. Below and all around us was the roar of thousands of orcs and Elves, crowded down on the road, unable to reach up to us. I’m sure they were spilling over the barricade, but it was too late. It was time. Reaching over I tapped Rivera on the shoulder. He looked at me, his eyes wild and bloody in his mask. Ripping it off he spat out a wad of blood. “I got this, Major,” he coughed. “Take off.”
“Nope. Just do what we planned.” He nodded and shifted the grenade launcher around, sighting at the tanker truck. I kept firing at the rear, driving more of them forward into our position as 40mm grenades impacted, blowing holes in the stainless steel. I muscled the .50 caliber around and emptied the last belt of ammo, further holing the leaking tanker truck. The truck body caught fire, but not before hundreds of gallons of Methyl Isocyanate, an industrial chemical, had vaporized and spread out into the air. The enemy nearest the truck, a packed mass of elven swordsmen, started choking and twitching, screaming as their nerve synapses were short circuited. Others in a spreading ring started falling, overwhelmed by the vapor. It was a poor man’s nerve gas, an organo-phosphate that was the base of industrial insecticides.
Yeah, it was time to go, but I had to watch. I turned to Sergeant Rivera but he was slumped over the MK-19, eyes closed, another arrow through his neck. Dammit, but he had stayed by his post. Turning back to the firing slit, I watched the chemical waft over the packed ranks of warriors, the gentle breeze carrying it back towards the magic users, leaving coughing, twitching and collapsing figures in its wake. How I wished it were VX or Sarin. The horde broke and ran back towards Manhattan. All except one, Lord Tavan. Their leader stood at the apex of the bridge and the fleeing warriors parted around him like a rock in a stream as I watched him through the binoculars. He saw me. I know he did, and I felt his glare, an almost physical heat, so I gave him the finger. Raising his staff, he screamed something in some untranslatable language and brought it down on the road beneath his feet, winding up in a kneeling position. Then he looked up at me and grinned.
It started as a small wave, a distortion in the matrix of reality that rolled towards me. The road shivered like a hard hit tuning fork and as the wave rolled forward it seemed to gather strength. I dropped the binoculars as it hit the eastern tower and the vibration grew, becoming a sound, and I ran faster than I ever had in my life towards the back of the building. It was a sound, now, gritting my bones and making the walls shake around me and the floor vibrate under my feet. I took the stairs in two jumps, pain shooting through my ankle as I rolled it, dove through the open doorway and crawled underneath the pumper truck, wrapping my hands around my head.
Then everything turned to black.




Chapter 28
From the war journals of Lord Thar Tavan, Head of House Tavor, Commander of the Third Legion.
I found her after the power of the Way subsided. Walking across the thrice damned bridge, cursing to the gods, the dead around me.
The human Kincaid lied. Her face was peaceful, young even; as I remembered her from the centuries before. What had I driven her too? This was perhaps even more painful than if he had disfigured her. I cannot write; the grief is more than I can bear.
The bridge swayed, the supports and steel cabling damaged by the massive spell he had unleashed. High above the two flags snapped in the breeze but Tavan ignored them. He only had eyes for the huge mass of brown fur that lay on the far side of the bridge. She would be there, if anywhere.
He stepped around the dead until there were too many to avoid, and then he walked across their bodies. Many were faces he knew, knights of his house and their liegemen, lying still with faces contorted by poison or armor rent by explosives, and his rage grew as he walked. They would pay, a dozen for each of his troops that lay there. The humans had no honor, fighting with weapons that required no skill, merely the will to poison.
Ellarissa lay there up against her friend, a bit of his pelt grasped firmly in her hand. He knelt and called her name, closed his eyes and searched for her spirit. A glimpse, far far away, too far. She was a small figure walking up a ridge, surrounded by hundreds of others, the ridge that marked the divide between this world and the next, the ridge with the unknown on the other side. He screamed her name in his mind, a soul tearing agony in his chest. She turned, slightly, to look at him across the vast distance, a sad, bitter smile on her face. Then she looked away and continued forward, to never look at life again. Tavan watched her go, his child.
He opened his eyes and looked again at the two bodies, the bear and the girl, small, crumpled, seeming asleep like they did after a hard day’s play when she was a young. No tears appeared on his face but none of his retainers dared to look at him. Slowly he stood, exhausted, and collected himself. That she would proceed him into the next world was something he had never contemplated. Her father picked up her body and lifted it gently, holding her up. The bear he could do nothing about, his strength was almost gone.
Gradually as he held her and exerted his will she moved, becoming surrounded by a dancing white light that lifted her out of his arms. The corpse twirled about in the air, her garments changing from armor to simple robes and her pale hair whipping about. Slowly she settled, one hand uplifted, and she was a simple elf maiden again, no longer a warrior. The body, now hard as stone, settled to the ground and stood amidst the fallen dead. Tavan expended the last of his power and called forth a small stone butterfly, placing it on her still finger. Then he started walking up the bridge as sunlight cleared the last building and lit the brilliant white marble of what was once his daughter.       




Chapter 29
US Army Special Forces (Delta) - Team Gulf Three
Waking up was a bitch, and I’m not sure I even wanted to. Everything fucking hurt. It was dark, my mouth was dry and tasted of dust and I had pissed myself while I was unconscious. Rather than move before I had any idea what was going on, I focused on my surroundings before I even opened my eyes.
No sounds. Not traffic, not gunfire, not footsteps. Far, far off in the distance a very high altitude jet. The quiet was actually unsettling. I DID hear, eventually, the screech of brakes on a train. Found out later that it was the Elves using the LIRR to move their troops around, out into Long Island. I smelled motor oil and brick dust, and then slowly opened my eyes.
I was on my side and I could barely see, six inches in front of my face, a flattened truck tire. There was an opening in the debris behind the tire, maybe three inches wide, that I only noticed when a light swept past. Not electric, not torch light, a dancing crystal blueness that flickered unevenly, so probably the enemy doing some of their magic shit. I looked at my watch, unbuttoning the cover and saw that it was 02:25 in the morning, the next day. About twenty one hours since the last fight on the bridge, and I wondered if I had been out more from exhaustion than any injury. I turned my head slowly and looked around and realized that I was still underneath the pumper truck. It was completely surrounded by rubble and brick, with all four tires flattened. I didn’t have much room to move so I took inventory of what I had on me. My camelback was punctured but I managed to squeeze a mouthful of water out, which felt like the best whiskey I had ever tasted. Then I felt hungry as hell, so I dug in my cargo pocket slowly as I could and pulled a smashed Snickers bar out. I managed to quietly open it and shove it in my mouth. Never frigging underestimate the importance of food in combat.
I lay there as the sun rose, trying to figure a way out of this problem. There were people moving around outside, I could see them occasionally block out the light. Very quietly and cautiously I moved some brick fragments out of the way and took a look from as far back as I could. Fuck me, those were hobnailed boots. Heavy duty leather things with an occasional fine pair of suede Elf shoes. I had my .45 in a leg holster and a couple of magazines and I was pretty sure I would last about point zero two seconds. This was one knife fight I didn’t want to bring a gun too. Still, it was getting pretty hot under the pumper and the dust was choking. The air was pretty hazy with smoke, too. 
Then I felt a vibration or something underneath me, through the pavement. At first I thought it was something big going by, but then I felt a poke in the knee, like the pavement was moving. I scooted over as a piece of metal jammed up from under the pavement. Then a couple more pokes until a hole appeared. Then a gnarled fist poked out, hammering the pavement aside until finally a metal cap on top of a pair of bushy eyebrows. A little further and the lined, dirty face of Tor Ironhand appeared. He held a comical finger to his lips in a shushing motion, and I whispered, “No shit!”
He disappeared and I crawled over to the hole. A light shone up and blinded me, then moved over to the side. Ten feet down was the face of Master Sergeant Clark wearing a respirator and wholly Mother of God the smell. “The sewer? Really?” I hissed.
“Just get the fuck down here, fast as you can,” he said in a muffled voice. He didn’t have to tell me twice. I shucked off my plate carrier, stuffed my extra ammo in my pockets and crawled into the hole. Hell no I didn’t like it; it was barely wide enough for my shoulders. Thankfully it angled slightly, enough to allow me to crawl rather than fall. It was, though, perfectly round. Damn those dwarves did good work.
“Hey, Tor, when this is all over, you might want to get a job with the cit-” and then I slipped and fell into a six foot high sewer main. When I stood up I was covered in shit, piss and toilet paper, and I immediately started gagging and throwing up. Clark emptied a canteen across my face, handed me some wet wipes and then a mask, which I slipped on gratefully. Then we started splashing our way east.
I was glad that Tor was with us; his sense of direction underground was nothing short of a miracle. He led us unerringly for more than a dozen blocks; sometimes we had to squeeze through smaller pipes but we made it. Eventually we came to a hole that they had dug to break into the pipes and that led us to a basement.
“Are we safe here? I gotta get this shit off me.” I meant that literally. “Scratch that, give me a sitrep first.”
Clark sat down and started shedding the hazmat suit he was wearing, revealing civilian clothes underneath. “Well, the City is done. The Mayor announced a surrender and cessation of hostilities at midnight. All PD, Guard and Reservists are to cease fighting but they can keep their small arms for stability and law enforcement, and they’re to report to the nearest local precinct house.”
“That’s stupid,” I said, pulling my boots off and washing them down at a sink in the corner. I didn’t know whose house this was but the basement was tricked out as a small apartment. The lights were off but I had done plenty of work in the dark.
“Not really. Most of the Elves’ troop strength is still north and west, fighting the Regular Army now. Second string is out patrolling, and the cops have been decimated. There’s a shitload of refugees moving all over the place and if the cops can be employed keeping civilians safe, more the better. Imagine how many people will die if the war just keeps raging. As much as I hate the shithead, guy does have a duty to his citizens.”
“And that’s why you have a Masters in Sociology and I’m just a basket weaver,” I answered, stripping my uniform off. I’d wash it and put it on wet if I had too, but I wanted to clean out all the cuts and abrasions I had gotten as fast as possible. Dipping a wound in raw sewage was a great way to die of raging infection. “What else?”
“Well, the Elves have seized all the power generation, so they control the lights and utilities. Big ass fight up at Indian Point nuke plant, from what I hear, but they’ve got it. There’s a 10th Mountain brigade at West Point still holding out, but they’re going to get outflanked soon enough. From what I can tell, every piece of armor in the Northeast, and that ain’t much, is setting up a Main Line of Resistance along the I-84 corridor. Of course, they have the bad guys from Boston at their backs, so that isn’t going to hold long. Most of our resources are going towards the fight for DC.”
I didn’t ask him how he knew, just took it at face value that what he was telling me was true, or else he wouldn’t have said it. “Any good news?”
He nodded, headlamp dancing around the room. “Allies, well, Hollis is at the safe house. There’s two captains from the 69th who survived, the rest of their leadership was wiped out, but they said they were going to fight in the suburbs, plus they’re staff weenies. Zivcovic and about half his boys got out. The Rabbi is dead, and his people took off for upstate.”
“Damn, he was a good man. Go on.” So many of them were lost, because the good men stood and fought.
“Internet is still up. I don’t think our new Lords and Masters know what it is, or if they do, they’re discounting it.”
“Mistake number two,” I said.
“Uh huh. I got a message from JSOC about three hours ago,” he said, and his voice was hard. “ILLIAD, followed by CYCLOPS.”
“Jesus Christ!” I muttered out loud. “Not ODYSSEY?
“Why do you pray to your deity, Kincaid?” asked Tor, who had just finished filling in the hole that led to the sewer. “What do these cryptic messages mean?”
“Well, the first one means that our leadership expects us to lose the war. The second is a message for all military personnel to initiate what we call ‘asymmetric’ warfare. Odyssey would have meant for us to leave the city and find our way back to our base.”
“Like your hero Odysseus, finding his way home,” he rumbled.
“Let me guess, you know these poems?” I asked, not surprised.
“The Elves have been studying you a very long time, human. Let us hope that they haven’t learned everything.”
“Oh trust me, they haven’t, not by a long shot. Let’s get to work, Master Sergeant. We have shit to blow up, and an insurgency campaign to run. As soon as I can take a shower,” I added. 




Chapter 30
Our safehouse was in Rosedale, pretty far from Manhattan as the drive goes, but close enough to JFK that we could get in and out of the country if we had to in normal times. Instead of taking the Belt Parkway we drove up Atlantic Avenue, using a beater car that Clark had hotwired. The further we got from the fighting the less and less it seemed like anything had actually happened, except that the place was a mess. I didn’t see any people until we had gone about twenty blocks, though there were some cars moving and patrols of orcs and Elves. They ignored us, intent on looting banks and jewelry stores. I did see a lot of bodies, though. Mostly human, some orcs, no Elves. I guess they didn’t leave their own dead on the field. In one intersection was a burnt out Humvee and two wrecked cop cars. There were literally thousands of brass casings littered around the three vehicles, and there were four bodies, two in army uniforms, one civilian and cop. Fucked up thing is that they were laid out on top of a huge pile of weapons, swords, bows, and axes and covered with an American flag, with broken shields laid at their feet.
“Damn!” I said as we drove past. A woman was laying flowers at the makeshift memorial and she gave me a thousand yard stare as we went by. Along both sides of the avenue were hundreds of dead orcs, with people dragging the bodies out of the street.
Clark shook his head. “Sometimes I actually respect these guys, but I bet the Elves didn’t have shit to do with it.”
“Nope, probably their enlisted orcs. I’m sensing some serious issues with their command that we might be able to utilize. We’ll have to pick Tor’s brain about it.” The dwarf wasn’t with us; he said he would find his own way and meet us there. Didn’t like cars, apparently, and we were better off. He would probably be a bit hard to explain.
The trouble started when we hit a checkpoint. There was a cop car with lights flashing, a military LMTV, two guys in army uniforms, one cop, four orcs and two Elves. They had been smart, set off to one side and someone stepping out to wave us down. One orc and one human, and of course the Elves hung in back. In sight but with a clear line of retreat. There were several dead bodies and empty cars, one with bullet holes spiderwebbing the back window. One car was sitting with doors open about a block past them and an orc / human pair were getting ready to behead another of three human males.
I took this all in just a second as we came around a turn. They were less than fifty meters ahead, and that was a complete fuckup. Might work in the day and age of foot traffic, but cars moved a hell of a lot faster and had a lot more mass than people. Clark said nothing, just grimaced and stomped on the gas. We were driving an older Chevy Impala, a pretty good sized car, and the V8 hummed under the hood. The human in the pair understood what we meant to do and I saw him dive to one side. The orc took a precious second to process it and we hit him a glancing blow with the front fender, shattering the headlight but keeping us mobile as he rolled up and over the hood. Never hit them square on, you’ll jam the radiator into the engine and be dead a few blocks later.
What happened next surprised the shit out of me. Clark threw it into a bootlegger, standing on the brakes and swinging the car around, bouncing across the pavement. The tires spun crazily until they caught up and we headed back again. “Jesus Christ you’re going to get us killed!” I barked at him but I drew my pistol anyway. Rounds started coming at us but they were high and to one side. Before we got there Clark stomped on the brakes and slid around again, sticking his M-4 out the window and doing a mag dump on the orc that was holding the headsman's axe. His human partner fired a few rounds into our windshield, showering us with glass. If she had run away, I would have let her go, but she ran back towards the Elves. I shot her in the back as the prisoners piled into the back set and we hauled ass, this time down a side street. One didn’t get all the way into the car and he rolled away as we accelerated, to disappear in a fireball cast by one of the Elves that whipped past us.
There was smoke pouring out of the engine compartment and blood covered half of Clark’s face as we tore off. We made it a few more blocks and then pulled into a parking garage. I spent the next minute putting a bandage on Clarks’ face wound while he cut the ropes that bound the two men’s hands. While he did that he interrogated them quickly. “What’s your crew?” he asked.
“Nine Tr--!” the younger one started before the other slapped him upside the head. I doubted that either of them was old enough to be full members of the violent street gang, but I saw what Clark was doing.
“More like fucking Grove Street or the Saints, I bet. You pass it up the line that everything, and I mean EVERYTHING, will be set aside while we fight these sons of bitches. You tell them Uncle Sam has got a war on.” He said it urgently, emphasizing the ‘everything’ again.
“Looks like Ol’e Uncle Sam done got his ass kicked, you cracker motherfucker.” That was the older one.
“I wasn’t the one about to get my head cut off, shit for brains. You owe me, I could have just let you die with your buddies. Now,” and he pulled out his .45, “get your asses back to your crew and tell them it’s open season on the Elves. Spread the word, unless you all want to be slaves again. Anyone wants to talk, tell them to find Mister Clark out by JFK. Go on, git.”
As we watched them take off, I said, “Good call. The harder things are for them, the better for us.”




Chapter 31
The next day we just rested. I know, heroes should be out fighting, but you’re a hundred times more effective with some food in your stomach and good night’s sleep. Plus we needed intel, which the internet gave us plenty of when we had power. Figuring out what, exactly, was going on was the hard part. We had a shortwave radio too which brought us news from around the world. That day, four days since the invasion started, I think the Elves finally figured out how that was working, because the operators and stations started dropping off the net.
We got two surprises the day after that. The first was one of the kids from the gangs, banging on our door around 02:30, a quick rap rap rap. I went out the back and came around the corner of the house, ready to pop anyone. Hollis came to the door, and I heard the kid say, “We’re looking for Mister Clark.”
“What the hell you doing waking me up this time of night, punk?” I heard her say to him. “There ain’t no Mister Clark here.”
A deep, basso voice rumbled, “Cut the shit, ho. We know he’s in here and we want to talk.” A quick peek showed the kid on the steps and behind him a frigging giant of a man. There was a tricked out Jeep idling at the curb with a driver and another thug, probably a gunner, and a good one. He was casing the street and the surrounding houses.
“You better watch your mouth, boy, before I blow that giant friggin head off your shoulders!” she shot back, and there was the quiet snick of a safety clicking off.
That started the man to laugh. “Girl, if I wanted to, this entire house would be nothing but a hole in the ground right now. I came here to talk. Tyree, go wait in the jeep.”
There was a muttered protest but the kid did what he was told. When he was out of earshot the giant politely said, “Can you tell Mister Clark that Staff Sergeant Isiah Jones would like to speak with him? Please?”
“What branch?” I asked from the shadows.
He was cool as ice, this guy, no surprise in his voice. “Late of the United States Marine Corps Force Recon, currently of an organization that doesn’t matter to you right now.”
“Let him in,” I ordered, “Mister Jones, tell your boys to come back in fifteen mikes.”
Tor was drinking coffee when we came into the kitchen. He had shown up an hour earlier in our basement, covered in dirt. “Aye,” the dwarf said, looking at the gang leader, “you’ve got giant’s blood in you. I can feel it.”
“What the fuck do you have, midget blood?” came the reply, but it was accompanied by a rumble of laughter.
“OK, let’s get down to business,” I interrupted. “I’m going to ignore your rank, but don’t be surprised if you get recalled sometime in the future. I’m talking to you as the leader of one of the local gangs. Are you going to fight?”
He looked at me for a long moment and said nothing. Finally, “You’re a smart mother fucker, aren’t you, Major Kincaid?”
“Let me guess, you have guys in the 69th who fought with me at the Brooklyn Bridge the other day. I AM a smart motherfucker, Mister Jones.”
“Call me Jonesy, Major. I don’t know if we’ll fight yet. I have people to look after. Families. Kids. This ain’t no mission and I ain’t on orders.” He sat back, making the chair creek, and sipped on a cup of coffee that Hollis had handed him. She stood behind me, leaning on the counter, SIG in her hand.
“I understand that,” I answered, and I really did. I never discounted gangs, though I hated the random brutal violence that they bred. Often they were the de facto leaders and protectors of their communities when societies had left them behind. “These fuckers are hardcore, and if you get caught, I suspect that everyone around will pay. Here’s the thing, though. If they win, you’ll be slaves again. Maybe not in chains, but sure as shit get out of line, they’ll string you up.” I heard Hollis take a deep breath and Jonesy’ nostrils flared. Yeah, I was deliberately using inflammatory language.
“Like we ain’t slaves now?” he said bitterly. “Still, you’ve got a point. Besides, some of my boys aren’t going to sit back and take it. You know how teens are. What do you want?”
“Drugs. Stop selling to humans and start on the Orcs and Elves,” I said flatly.
“What?” said both Jones and Hollis at the same time.
“Explain for me, will you, Tor?” I asked the dwarf, who had been sitting quietly making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and cramming them in his mouth.
“Aye,” he said, “the Elves, as ye calls them, well, they live near forever as far as we can tell. So they get bored. The only thing that excites them is pleasure and conquest. And revenge.”
I nodded. “So you see my point. The faster that we can corrupt their forces, the easier it will be when the time comes to take them out. Plus addicts will sell anything to get their fix. Including information.”
He leaned forward and rested his massive arms on the table. One hundred percent pure muscle; if this guy wanted to, he could have cleared the room and left a bloody mess behind him. “I suppose you’re going to want every single piece of magic you can get your hands on, aren’t you?”
“How many times did you turn down the offer of a commission in the Corps, Mister Jones?” I asked shrewdly.
“Once or twice,” he answered, with a grin. “So, do we understand each other?”
“I think we do,” I replied, and offered my hand.
He took it and, not trying to play hard ass games by crushing it, said, “And what about after?”
“We’re just soldiers, Jonesy, doing our jobs. That’s for other people to decide.” I knew what he meant, though. “Tell you what, no matter the outcome, nothing will ever be the same.”
“You got that right,” and he made his way confidently out of the house. A leader is a leader, great or small. I liked him.
*****
Our next surprise came after sunup. The power was on and we were cooking some breakfast while Clark went through a targeting list. I was on watch using a remote camera while I looked at maps of the city. There was little traffic on the street; many of the residents had fled to God knows where. There had been reports of refugee camps and some YouTube videos put up, but the civilian population wasn’t my problem.
My eye caught some movement and I panned the camera to focus on a big eighteen wheeler that slowly rolled down main street a block away from us. It came to a halt and a platoon of orcs and half a dozen Elves came piling out of the back. The orcs started unloading crates and baskets, leaving them right here in the center of the street. I zoomed in the camera and saw that the baskets were full of fresh fruit and vegetables. Smart as shit. “Heads’ up!” I shouted, and then moved downstairs. Hollis and Clark were already gearing up.
“What’s up? Do we need to bug out?” asked Clark.
“Looks like we’ve got a hearts and minds mission down the street,” I answered. Then I froze as there was a knock on the door. We all turned to the monitor in the gear room that showed the front door from a view across the street where we had hung a camera on a light pole. There was an Elf, accompanied by two orcs, walking away from our door. As we watched they moved to the next house, banged on the door, and stuffed a flyer in the door handle.
“I got it,” said Hollis, and she came back with the flyer.
I took it and read out loud, “Greetings from Lord Tavan. In the faith that we can have a better world and a reconciliation between our peoples, and in conjunction with the government of your great city, all citizens will be given a weekly food grant, enough meat, milk products and vegetables to sustain a household of five for seven days. Each week more will be distributed at a local market.”
We were all quiet for a moment, then Clark said, “Son of a bitch. And the shithead mayor signed it too.” He was right. “Fat and happy people don’t have a reason to fight. Starving ones do. This is a hell of a coup, and smart thinking on the Elves part.”
“And if we go after the food trucks, we’ll lose the support of the people. That means we’re going to have to be a lot more targeted in our work,” agreed Hollis.
“Well, the food has to come from somewhere, and I think it will take a mighty powerful magic user to make enough to feed ten million people. That and trucks to move it. Priority target number one has just presented itself to us.” And we sat down to plan. First things first, though, payback for Lord Tavan.





Chapter 32
“So, Tor, fill us in,” I said to the dwarf. He had just come back upstairs after digging us an exit tunnel into a house a block away and he was tasting the sandy soil that clung to his beard, then spitting it out. I was getting my stuff together to head back into the City on a recon, as were the others. They were going to different places and different missions though.
“I’m not sure,” he muttered, “why the Elves want this world. It’s full of nasty stinking, what is that word, ah yes, petroleum chemicals. Even in the soil.” His command of English was moving forward in leaps and bounds, to the point where I didn’t even need the ring anymore, though he still sounded a lot like Arnold Schwarzenegger.
“Well,” said Hollis, “any time you want to explain that to them and politely ask them to leave, be my guest.”
He barked a laugh, more like a snort through his beard, and said, “Remind me to eat you last when I’m starving, Armsman Hollis.”
“Armswoman, sweety,” and she leaned forward, squeezing her cleavage together.
“Grow a beard then come speak with me, ye temptress!” he growled.
She laughed and pulled over a kitchen chair. “Stand on this, first.”
I grinned at the growing friendship between the two, but told them both, “OK, knock it off. We’ve got some serious talking to do. Tor, I want to know everything you can tell me about the Elves, your people, the Orcs, whatever.”
“Well,” he said, downing a whole can of peaches, “where would you have me start?”
“Tell me about your people,” I asked, and he did. For the next half hour we listened to his tale of the destruction of the seven houses of the dwarves, their long on again / off again relationship with the Elves, the final war of subjugation and the sacking of their ancient halls.
“So, then, for more than five hundred of your Earth years we have been slaves, though not willingly, and we are a dying race. I am a hundred and fifty two, a dwarf in my prime, but one of the youngest left.” For the first time, I saw a look of despair come across his face.
“You said ‘your Earth years’. What did you mean?” I asked. “I thought the Elves were from here? They mentioned returning. And there is plenty of mythology about your people in our legends.”
“Afore there was much traffic between the worlds, and maybe the Elves came from here, or lived here as masters a long time ago. I don’t know, I’m just a youngling. There are others in my clan who may remember.” He paused to drain another can of Fosters, his fifth in half an hour. If it affected him, I didn’t see it. He let out a long belch, wiped his face and continued.
“Each of the houses of the Elves have, I guess you would call them, ‘lands’ that they are assigned to take and rule in the name of the Winter King, their High Lord. Thing is, he is just a figurehead. The Council meets and determines who does what, and whose idea wins depends on …” he paused, thinking of a word, “depends on politics. I read yer book The Prince, yon writer was on the mark. Tavan has been given all of your ‘state of New York’ to rule, or more like he chose it. So now it is his to hold unless he cannot, then other Elves will take it from him. This is the wealthiest city in the world, is it not?”
“Depends on your point of view,” I said.
“So what about the Elves? How do we hurt them?” asked Clark, who had just switched out with Hollis on guard.
Tor looked straight at him and said, “Yer’ quite the killer, aren’t you? The major here, he has to think big thoughts, but you, Master Armsman,” and he grinned, “yer content to go where ordered and kill where needed, aren’t ye?”
“You’re not so bad with the axe, Dwerg,” he said, using the Afrikaans word for Dwarf.
Tor shrugged. “I’d rather be picking stone than slaying those poor Yrch bastards.”
“Tell me about the orcs. They don’t seem to exactly be jumping to obey the Elves’ commands.” I thought again of the squad that had turned away. It was pretty much as close to death as I had ever come.
“Well now. Have ye seen the markings on some of the more, um, eager orc troops? The ones who are keen to whip or eat a human? It’s a white hand. They’re from one clan that’s been fighting for the Elves for centuries. Bred for cruelty they are. Now, the red arrow, well, they’re tribes that lost the Winter War, aye, jest a few of yer years ago.” More Fosters.
“OK, new to me, though I thought something was up with that. So you’re saying that the front line orcs aren’t here by choice.” I had taken out a notebook and was scribbling furiously, as well as recording. Trying to, anyway. The more often I focused on Tor’s face with my phone the more distorted the picture got. I settled keeping him slightly off screen.
“Well, some are, some aren’t. You wave a bloody sword in an orc’s, as you call them, in their faces and they’re going to go blind with battle lust. But yes, they are a defeated people, the ones of the Red Arrow. Of course, there are many clans, and some who have lost their name. Rogues you would call them. They were our allies in the wars long ago.”
“Well, that’s different,” said Clark. “They aren’t mentioned much in mythology, and our literature has turned them into pretty much the bad guys.”
“Aye, because they ARE the bad guys, too often. It just depends on what end of the sword you’re on. There’s more than enough that will slit your throat for a coin or just to feel the joy of it.” His face was grim, with a thousand yard stare that I knew far too well.
I nodded. “We had a general who once said, “It is well that war is so terrible, or we should grow too fond of it.””
“He was a wise one. Did he win his war?” Tor asked.
Shaking my head, I told him about the American Civil War and General Lee. Our talk diverged into me telling him about Earth, but still being guarded. I trusted Tor, but only so far. Finally we got around to magic.
“So, basically its energy, as I understand it,” I tried to think out loud, see if he was following. I’m sure the sciences of both our societies were very different.
He scrunched his brow up and pondered. “I read a little of one of your books. This energy is what makes things happen, correct?”
“Well, in a way, all matter is energy, just in a different form ...” and I trailed off. “Yes, it’s what makes things happen,” I stated. “Let me put it this way. In all things there is an energy, like lightning. We use it to run all of our things, like this phone, the lights, and so on.”
“Aye, I understand. So some are able to use their mind to change this energy from one thing to another. Focus it, move it, use it. So what you call ‘magic’, well then, magic is having the force of will to make these things happen the way they want them to happen. Elves have mastered the use of it, though the nobility keeps close control of it. For some it’s part of them, like when ye saw me healing your mate.”
“My … what?” I spluttered.
“Yer mate. Armsman … Armswoman O'Neill. I can smell the bond between you and she has marked you.” Tor said it very matter of fact, but Clark spit out his beer and almost choked as he laughed.
I swear I was turning red. “Can we get back to this debrief?” I begged, but Tor had a huge grin on his face, big white teeth showing through his beard.
“And ye mate with Armswoman Hollis, my friend Clark. The nose knows. You humans are such interesting creatures. More like the Elves than you know.”
From the upstairs came Hollis’ voice, “Tor, mention that again and I will shave your face while you sleep.”
“I think I have a hole to dig, if you don’t mind,” said Tor. “Females are all the same, regardless of the species. Best not to cross them.”
“I HEARD THAT TOO!”




Chapter 33
It had actually been easy to get back into the City. Two checkpoints, a fake NY drivers’ Commercial Driver’s License and a story about being a trucker going to pick up my rig on the west side. Sergeant O'Neill, who I had tracked down on Day Four, sat in the drivers’ seat. Her story was that she was the shipping company rep, dropping off drivers to recover trucks.
We sat and listened to the radio as we waited for the line to inch forward. The only thing I actually trusted, though for all I know it was faked, was a BBC broadcast that came in on one of the satellite channels. I can see why the Elves let it run though. It was far better than any propaganda they could have done, since apparently, we were getting our asses kicked.
“... and the provisional French government has signed a peace treaty with the invading forces. The signatory is identified as Lady Azra of House Trelain, from the government press release. It is unclear if French army forces are still fighting, but UAV footage shows alien troops marching through Paris in parade formation. In Ireland King Charles has said that resistance will continue until the last man, but forces have retreated to Wales and London is still burning fiercely, a week into the fighting.”
“Damn French,” I said but kept listening.
“... reports of refugee camps in Libya being torched by dragons have been confirmed, with casualties in the thousands. The Mayor of New York has declared Manhattan and the surrounding areas a free city and requested a cessation of hostilities.”
“THAT COCKSU-” and O'Neill launched into an expletive laden tirade against the Mayor in particular and politicians in general. I left her vent but then shushed her when we approached the checkpoint before the Queens Midtown tunnel. I rolled up and let the window down, marveling at how fast things had changed less than a week since the invasion started. Again, humans working with orcs, and the Elves standing by with their thumbs up their asses. This time we just had to go with it, and our cover story was good. Digging deep into my youth I put on my best Long Island accent and told the human what we were there for. He tapped something into a tablet and then started giving me shit. “So you say that your truck got left on the West Side Highway. What was it carrying?”
I looked at the weasel and thought hard. What the hell would a truck driving down the West Side be carrying? Clothes? Not worth much anymore. Food? Spoiled by now. “Well, I don’t really want to say. Might be that my bosses would be upset if the Elves,” and I nodded at the shiny armored figure about twenty meters away, “got first crack at it, if you know what I mean.”
“No, I don’t know what you mean.” He was a pasty faced white guy, kinda chunky, one of those career civil servants that just get paler and paler and turn more and more into an amorphous blob sitting at their desk.
O'Neill saved me by leaning over and saying, “Good quality liquor, stuff you can’t just magic up, and let’s just say our business is a ‘Family’ business. You know, construction, union stuff, garbage hauling, providing safety to small businesses, loans, that kinda stuff. Elves or no Elves, they might be pretty upset that someone stopped us from recovering their property, Mister …” and she leaned even more forward to read the badge around his neck. “Mister Wallace. Mister Kevin Wallace, NYC Bureau of Buildings. Noted.” When she said it there was a very implied threat in her voice, but she also held out her hand, palm down.
Mister Wallace thought for only a split second then reached over to shake her hand and I saw a wink of gold in the morning sunlight. While she did she had to reach across me, and I was very conscious of how clean she smelled. Damn me if she didn’t take her time to move back, either. Mission, Kincaid, Mission. The flunky waved us forward and the car behind us, carrying a couple of businessmen in suits, rolled up. I watched in the rear view as Wallace made a motion and three orcs tore the doors off, then proceeded to cut the men down with their swords. One made a run for back towards Queens. An Elf waited to make a long shot and then skewered him through the shoulders. I barely saw that as we headed underground but it made my blood boil.
The tunnel was lit by more of the weird glow stuff, not the normal electric lights, and I swear to God we passed one of those scorpions sitting up on the walkways and there was an Elf riding on top of the damned thing. “Just keep driving,” said O'Neill, though her voice was shaky. When we exited out onto West 38th street she was pale in the summer sunlight.
“You OK? I asked.
She reached over and squeezed my hand. “Yeah. Even Wonder Woman can get PTSD, you know? See you tonight.”
I pulled over and dropped her off, watching her head down one of the alleys that ran between many of the buildings in New York. She was dressed in jeans and hoodie despite the heat, and probably armed to the teeth. It was good to watch her walk away. Stay on mission, Kincaid. My job today was reconnaissance.
There was a little traffic, some delivery trucks, no cop cars, very few pedestrians. Quite a few of the store fronts were shattered and glass was everywhere. I was on the West Side, a bit off the axis of advance that the Elves had taken to move south, so this was probably more caused by looting and panic. What I did see pissed me off to no end. Three work parties with orc overseers, whips in their hands, lashing chained humans who were cleaning up bodies and debris. They ignored me as I drove by, perhaps thinking that anyone in a car in Manhattan must be OK. More likely they just didn’t give a crap. Many of the prisoners wore the remains of military or police uniforms and they moved like they were in some kind of a coma.
Not my problem right now. The team had jobs to do today, including securing a safe house in Manhattan. The apartment was out because I didn’t want to be lugging equipment up and down thirtysomething flights of stairs and it had no escape route. No, something low rise south of Canal Street, with sympathetic neighbors. That meant Chinatown. If we had the money, I’m sure they could stay bought, and we could get most weapons that we needed. That was Hollis’ job, though. Mine was gathering information, so I parked the car down an alley around 50th Street and locked it, then hid the keys in the front grill. If I got caught and stripped of all my possessions, at least I’d have a vehicle if I need to E & E.
Heading east, I marveled at how quiet it was. No traffic, no horns. It reminded me of 9-11, after everyone who could have fled out of the city, and it was creepy as hell. Not a lot of people lived on the south side of Central Park anyways, except for the very rich, and screw them. I hope they were starving in their high ceiling multimillion dollar apartments, but then again, they somehow always came out on top.
The only real danger I had was passing one of the slave gangs. I had dirtied my face and wore a Consolidated Edison uniform shirt, carrying a hard hat under my arm and a tool bag over my shoulder. In the tool bag was a multimeter, a whole bunch of heavy electric wiring and connectors, wire cutters, strippers, screwdrivers and whatever other electrical stuff I could scrounge. Around my neck was a lanyard with a ConEd ID card reading ‘Zdzisław Moździerski, Line Tech III’, which I had spent time memorizing on the ride in. If I got stopped it was a lot harder for a witness to remember such a complicated name and it would come out something something “ski”. I walked past like I had somewhere to be, a harried and pissed off look on my face and a clipboard under my arm. Nine times out of ten that will get you where you want to go. This was one time.
“Hey you!” shouted a human wearing coveralls and an armband with what I had come to recognize as the family colors of House Tavor, or whatever the hell they called themselves. He stood, unchained and not actually doing anything, the one Elf there was rooting around through the remains of a jewelry store, looking at watches
“Whaddayawant?” I said as the man approached me. One of the orcs glanced over then looked away and proceeded to start whipping one of the slaves, laughing as he did so. It wasn’t punishment, it was fun, and I had a hard time resisting the urge to draw my Glock and start blasting. “I got shit to do!” I continued in my most exasperated voice.
“Who are you and where are you going?” asked the turncoat in an obnoxious, demanding tone. This was a black guy with a Caribbean accent. Old and careworn but puffed up with new self-importance. Well screw him.
I gave him my name and showed him my badge and the work order we had printed up. This was so screwed up; five days into an invasion and three days after intense combat and I was standing in the middle of Manhattan arguing with some dude who had flipped sides faster than a pancake. “I gotta take care of this cell tower on top of the Cartega Building. Look, if you want to call it in, go ahead, but I dunno who you’re gonna talk to. They just told us to get to work on this this morning, it’s all a fuckin mess. I’ll go home in a heartbeat, but my boss was freaking out about someone from House Tavan, whatever the hell that is, losing his shit and threatening to kill everyone. I walked all the way over here from Penn after getting on a train this morning because one of them guys,” and I pointed to the Elf, “came to Whitestone and told us all to get back to work. And he had fucking sword and everything. I mean, shit, I don’t care who I work for as long as I get paid, I’m a fuckin union guy.” I went on like this, bitching about everything until he just shoved the clipboard back at me and told me to move out. That I did, cursing, waiting to get an arrow through the back of my skull as I walked away. 




Chapter 34
If you’re going to use a disguise, then roll with it. I was supposed to be fixing a cell tower, so up a set of stairs I went. I already had a key to the apartment building that we had wacked the Chinese four days ago, so I went there. Right up the stairwell to the roof, fifty six floors up, and my ass was dragging by the time I got there. Still, it was a beautiful day, without all the pollution that usually hazed out the view. I had a hell of a view of Central Park and Midtown Manhattan but I wasn’t there to play tourist. Checking around for any close by dragon I pulled an urban pattern poncho out of my bag and slung it over me, being careful not to silhouette myself against the skyline. Then I put a powerful spotting scope in a small tripod and sighted in.
For a moment I didn’t actually know what I was looking at. The portal was still there with troops and supplies moving through it. Smaller ports had lines of humans moving into them, naked and chained, and there were holding pens distributed throughout the Great Lawn. The rest … looked like some kind of fantasyland. The buildings on the east side were slowly being tied together by a spidery glittering web of gossamer crystal. I learned later that they chose the eastern buildings so they could conduct worship as the sun set, something to do with their ancestors “going West,” whatever that meant. Swooping bridges between rooftops, glossy sheets of light that ran down the face of the buildings, well, I had to hand it to them, it was pretty beautiful. Then I got down to the serious business of making a military assessment.
There were far more tents but they seemed less occupied. That made sense: fighting was still going on to the west. At that moment there was a flash that lit up the daytime sky, brief, like a lightbulb burning out, far far to the north, a spark that seemed to appear behind the horizon. At my vantage point, six hundred feet up in the air, I could see maybe thirty miles, most of the edge obscured by the Hudson Highlands. This was much further, maybe up around Albany, and the bang reached me after a second light flickered to the west. Then another farther east. What I didn’t know was that an elven army had just been obliterated by a nuke as it advanced up Interstate 87 just outside Lake George. That only worked once, though. To my west they stopped it with some kind of shield up by the Delaware water gap. The flash to the east wasn’t a nuke, well, not really. It was the USS America, trying to re embark the remains of a Marine Expeditionary Unit out of New London. The entire ship went up in one huge fireball, leaving the Marines to fight a last ditch stand as sailors rushed to get one of the last Virginia class subs up to steam and out to sea. Yeah, even the Elves still sing of that one, and that sub, the USS North Dakota, later played a vital role in the rest of the war.
None of that mattered to me right now. No one was going to nuke New York City, and I had an insurgency to start. I refocused my scope on an area where they seemed to be doing construction on something, putting pre-assembled parts together. It looked like nothing more than the hull of a ship, but how the hell they would get it from Central Park down to the harbor was beyond me. There were two more in various stages, one just the skeleton, or whatever it was called, the other a long keel. Judging by the size of the minuscule figures next to it, I figured each of them was about two hundred meters long. There was one more a bit further on, full decked with weird hatches along the hull. It had three already stepped masts, which was pretty a pretty frigging stupid thing to do. I mean, even if they used magic or slave labor to drag the thing down to, say, the piers on the West Side, there were a million power and other cables stretched between buildings. Then the weird hatches opened, lowering ramps to the ground, and dragons began to file in. Well, at least that made sense. I imagined that the creatures got tired and like an Abrams tank, might be better transported to a battlefield than flying there.
I watched for half an hour, until the ramps were brought up and then sealed tight against the hull. As I wondered why the hell they would load the ship before it even got to the water a shitload of what I assume were Elves started running up and down the rigging and Lord Tavan’s colors broke out from the masthead. I could see the shithead himself standing on the quarterdeck. Then NO FUCKING SHIT sails appeared from nowhere and a non-existent wind arose, lifting the ship up into the air.
OK, so I lost it right then. Hysterical laughter, all the stress of the last four days, the sheer impossibility of the situation got to me right then and there. Delta operators might be the best in the business, and I had seen some really weird shit on the day when I had pulled a cross ops mission with JTF 13, but this … well, I’m human. I took my eye of the scope and laughed so hard my stomach hurt. Elves flying a ship across the skies of New York City. What next, Willy Wonka and his Oompa Loompas marching through Madison Square Garden? That one sent me off in a further burst of laughing.
The laughter faded, finally, leaving me weak and drained. What was that quote from Sherlock Holmes? “Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be the truth.” Ok, this was my truth, I would just have to deal with it. When I had got my shit together I watched the airship perform a series of maneuvers above Manhattan, launching and recovering dragons from the sides. Flight workups like a carrier before deployment, which made sense. There’s only so many ways to do a certain thing, magic be damned.
I made the best I could of a final count of the troops, but more importantly I sketched out everything. Someday there would be American troops walking that ground again with guns in their hands and murder in their eyes, and I aimed to make that happen. The climb back down the steps was almost as exhausting as the way up, and I still had a lot to do today and later tonight. First up was the Barrett, and I had a duffle bag for that. I found the car easy enough, covered with a grey coating of ash, and made short work of breaking the gun down and stowing it. Heavy as shit, too. Glancing at my watch I saw that I had twenty minutes to make my RP with O'Neill, so I started a leisurely jog down through back alleys and side streets, avoiding the main avenues. There were more people as the summer afternoon descended towards evening, some abandoning their residences with belongings. Figured as much, a week would be about the time necessities would run out and food spoil with the intermittent power supply. I had noticed that there wasn’t any free food being handed out, at least in this part of Manhattan and I was pretty sure that the Elves wanted to make Midtown their own. No one looked at each other, the usual brusque New York attitude turned more into something like shock. There were few cars, but I did see a city bus crammed with people, windows blown out. It was headed north, and the driver looked like she had a gun to her head. Young, able bodied people headed for the slave pits on some other dimension.
It was actually really weird, but it reminded me of some of the cites I had seen in the middle of wars. People trying to go about their day, cars moving amidst the rubble. Most of the damage had been windows blowing out and there was glass everywhere, but I even saw a city work crew starting to clean up, at least in Midtown. Forced labor, because there were two orcs riding shotgun on them and it was past quitting time. I bet their union shop steward was having a fit.
O'Neill met me at the appointed place and we headed south, always wary before going up the next block. There were no traffic lights working but hardly any cars; I supposed that anyone who could have fled the island in one had done so when they could. “How did it go?” I asked her. She looked tired and dirty; I knew most of her day had been spent walking from place to place to keep attention off of her.
In answer she reached into the center console and pulled out a bottle of whiskey. Expensive stuff, meant for sipping, but she expertly took the cap off with one hand and, still driving, took a deep swallow. “That will get me through the rest of the evening, I hope.”
“That bad, huh?” I asked, declining her offer of a swig.
She took a deep breath and slowed to go around a group of people just standing in the middle of the road. “Uh huh. Today they’re collecting pretty people.”
“What?” Whatever she had said made little sense. “Who?”
“The fucking Elves, dipshit. They have roving patrols kicking in doors and taking out any really good looking young women.”
“To the slave portals?” I asked.
She shook her head, still staring straight ahead. “Nope. These are younger Elves, not all from House Tavan. Out picking the spoils of war. Young shitheads out partying. Sometimes, they just rape and then leave.”
“Hey,” and I put my hand on her shoulder. “It’s war. I’ve seen it all over. Don’t take it personally.”
Tears started to roll down her face, but she showed no other emotion. “No, Dave. It might be war, but it’s my fucking city.!” and her knuckles were white on the steering wheel.
I said nothing for several blocks, merely watched the devastation grow less as we moved southwards. I would have preferred going north, to have more escape routes, disappearing into the Bronx if we could get across a bridge, but Midtown seemed blocked off. Finally, “Are they going to be there?”
“Yep. Every surviving cop above the rank of Sergeant that I could get the word too. All six of them.” She sounded bitter. “There were more, but they’re fat desk jockeys that are scared shitless.”
“Well, that will do. The less people we have to work through, the better.” Insurgencies were something I knew inside and out, and this was going to have to start small. One problem I foresaw was that these were cops, not soldiers. I was going to rely on them for information more than action. Clark was taking care of the soldier part today, and hopefully Hollis had set up two safehouses so far.
“Where and when are we meeting?” I asked her.
“Zero five tomorrow morning, First Precinct.” She saw the look of alarm on my face and said, “Relax. The Elves told everyone to get back to work. I’ve got you an ID and we’re going to hide right under their goddamn noses. Trust me, before I was Special Unit I did undercover for Manhattan South Vice.”
“OK,” and I trusted her, “and until then?”
“I got a room at the New Yorker. We can grab some sleep and I can screw your brains out, soldier boy.” She looked over at me for a second with a broad smile, a woman who knew what she wanted.
“Nope. I appreciate the offer, Shannon, I really do, but no.” And I regretted saying it. She had the body of a martial artist or dancer, and a beautiful Irish face under all the stress and dirt.
“You married?” she asked.
“Nope. Well, once, but only for a bit.” That brought some painful memories to the surface, and I wondered how my ex was doing. Probably banging an Elf if it gave her a leg up.
“So what? Don’t be all serious, I just need to relieve some stress,” she said, but I could see a bit of hurt behind her eyes.
“Because … I like you, but someday I might have to give you an order or do something where I can’t let feelings get in the way. You and I are soldiers now, until this gets over.”
“You don’t know what you’re missing, soldier boy. Not going to offer again.” She didn’t sound mad, more just disappointed.
“Good, don’t. If I hesitate over emotions, it might get us both killed, or people who are counting on us. Not that I don’t want to, trust me.”
“Suit yourself,” she answered in a neutral tone. We drove in silence the rest of the way.




Chapter 35
“Remember your cover. Anyone asks, you’re a New York City Sheriff's Deputy, normally assigned to Washington Heights. How’s your Spanish?” O'Neill handed me a leather wallet with a badge and an ID in it.
“Fair to middling. I thought the sheriff thing was a myth.” I sort of knew they existed; after all, each of the City boroughs were also counties of the State of NY, but I had never actually seen one.
“Close enough,” she said, “there’s one Sheriff for the entire city with five undersheriffs. You’re just a regular deputy, the kind of guy who throws people out of houses for not paying rent.” She grinned at me as she said it. Last night’s stab at a romantic interlude was forgotten as far as I could tell, though in my experience no woman forgot anything, ever.
“Nice,” I said, not meaning it.
“Just keep your mouth shut around regular cops. As far as I know no one from north of 42nd or the Bronx has checked in, though there have been emails back and forth. Highest surviving guy is an Inspector, but he’s the Chaplain. Next down is an LT and three sergeants.”
“A chaplain? Seriously?” I groaned. “I’m going to ignore him and deal with the Lieutenant.”
She turned and put her hand on my chest, stopping me just outside the doorway. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. Father Feradach is the heart and soul of the NYPD and if you’re going to get ANYTHING done, you will do good to listen to him. Matter of fact, I think you should talk to him ONLY. I’ll go talk to the rest of the brass. They’ll take their orders from the padre. He’s waiting for you two doors down on the right.” Then she slipped in and shut the door in my face.
Well, this had been a setup, and I was a little pissed at her. Still, gotta play the game. I continued down the hall and banged on the door. “Come in,” said a voice inside, and I did. I had expected some ancient grey haired washed up guy in a clerical collar.
Father Feradach, or Mike, as I was to come to know him, was in his early fifties and a hard ass. His grip was sure and callused and he wore a full police dress uniform with gold bars and a gold cross. “Major Kincaid,” he said, “thank God you’re here. Come in, sit down.” His voice had a brogue to it, a New York accent layered over original Irish.
“Let me guess, you’re straight off the boat and you worked construction,” I said, “and you live in Riverdale, in the Bronx.”
“Close. I merely minister to those lads. They’re a tough lot and need a lot of guidance, so far from home. I’m the pastor of St. Brigid’s, assigned there by the grace of the Holy Father.” He smiled when he said it, but there was steel in his eyes. I liked this guy.
“OK, Father. Sergeant O'Neill slipped me in here expressly to talk to you, I think. Pulled a fast one on me.”
“Call me Mike. She’s a slick one, she is. And yes, I wanted to talk with you. There’s a lot you don’t know about what’s going on.” He offered me a chair and I sat, back to the wall.
Father Mike reached into his desk drawer and I tensed for a second, hand on my pistol. He saw me and stopped, then slowly brought a book out. “You’re right to be cautious, the Fae can sometimes take appearances other than what they are. They don’t dare wear the Cross, though.”
“And how do you know this?” I was curious, but it seemed to make sense. In answer, he pushed the book across to me. It was a slim volume with a leather cover, no title. I opened it up and saw a title page with the words “Commentāriī dē Bellō Dryadale.”
“Commentary something something war,” I translated. Underneath was the name ‘Gaius Julius Caesar’ and the Roman numeral DCCI. Year 701 since the founding of the city of Rome. “55 BC in our calendar,” I said, “the year after Caesers’ aborted attempt to invade Britain.”
“Literally, War with the Elves,” he replied. “The rest of the book is in the original Latin, so don’t bother. We keep it that way so nothing is lost in translation. I see you’ve studied your history.”
“Get to the point, padre. This volume of Caesar's commentaries doesn’t exist. Are you saying that there have been wars with the Fae before, and the Church knows about it?”
“Deeper than the Church, Major. My last name is Feradach, and one of my ancestors was a king in Ireland, long before St. Patrick converted us. My family were also priests before Christ died on the cross.”
I sat back, holding the book in my hands. “Druids, huh? Human sacrifices, all that crap?”
“Hardly. Protectors of the people against things in the night, more like. Same as we are today.” His face wore a very serious look, blue eyes boring into me, but he had a slight smile.
“Let me guess, the Pope knew about this and sent you here to help fight the Fae when they invaded.” There was disbelief in my voice, and he heard it. Though why there was disbelief after everything I had gone through recently, even I didn’t know.
“Not really,” he sighed. “The Holy See has always known this would happen, someday. As does the Patriarch of Constantinople, certain more enlightened Mullahs, various Rabbis, the Dalia Lama, many Shinto priests and so on. We just didn’t know when, and as the modern world has progressed, more and more of us lost faith in the reality of it.”
“Well,” I said, irritated, “I watched the reality of it staring at me across the Brooklyn Bridge a few days ago. They bleed, just like we do.”
“Yes, I know. I saw plenty of fighting here in Manhattan.” He leaned forward and put his elbows on the desk, steepling his fingers. “Let me ask you, Major, what do you know of their magic?”
“Not a whole lot, but I have a source who will be telling me more as soon as I get time to sit and talk with him.” And I proceeded to fill him in on Tor and the dwarves, as well as my orders to the gangs to collect as many items as we could. Then I showed him the ring I had dummy corded to my belt.
He drew back when I placed it on the desk, a look of almost fear on his face. “What does it do?” he asked.
“Run of the mill bullshit translation stuff. When I wear it I can understand all their languages within about a hundred feet or so. Want to try it?” I asked, holding it out.
“No,” he answered nervously. “There are some of their things that get their, well, their power, from being in league with demons and devils. Probably not the more minor things, like these rings, but their more powerful stuff? Powered by Hellfire and pacts with creatures that will rend your soul.”
“Well,” I replied, putting the ring away, “I’ll use whatever I have to in order to get these sons of bitches off American soil. Let me ask you, though, why am I meeting with you, Father? I have an insurgency to run.”
“Because we haven’t been standing by for thousands of years doing nothing, Major Kincaid. There are certain things … that will be useful in your fight. It will take some time to gather them, though, and I don’t know what will be available for New York. Plus,” and he smiled, “I did quite a few things in my youth before I came to New York. Many of them around Dublin.”
“IRA?” I asked, knowing the answer.
“For a while, until one of our operations killed an innocent. Then I swore it off and took the cloth. I have been in repentance for three decades, and I feel the Lord has finally shown me how to find the way and provided me a foe worthy of my talents.”
“I don’t need another bomb maker, padre. I can do that easily enough myself, and there are thousands of veterans in the city who have personal experience with IEDs.” Which was true.
“Oh no,” he said with a grin, “you need an intelligence officer. I’m too old and smart to be running around blowing things up. For example, here is everything I’ve managed to collect on the Elves’ political situation, mostly the ones who are participating in this invasion. That and their recent past history. For example, did you know that many of the Yrch, or ‘orcs’ as people have come to call them, are from independent tribes that were recently defeated in what they call ‘The Winter War’? Their cannon fodder isn’t exactly happy.”
I nodded. “That conforms something that I’ve already been told. OK, I’ll put you on my staff as my intel guru and all around good guy to remind me not to dance with the devil. Good enough?” I needed to get done with this and get to work.
“Three more things. My niece is very fond of you. I would be upset if you broke her heart.”
“Ah, let me guess, Sergeant O'Neill. Who basically tried to jump my bones last night,” I grinned.
“Well, we were all young once. She’s a good woman, David, and love is a powerful force for good and evil. Be kind where you can, it will keep you human. Here’s the second thing,” and he brought out a sword from a box beside his desk. I recognized the short broad blade of a gladius, the rounded handguard and weighted pommel sticking out of a plain leather scabbard.
“Nice, but I can’t walk around with a Gladius Hispaniensis strapped to my waist, can I? I mean, things like this are illegal to open carry in New York City, aren’t they?” I picked it up anyway, lighter than I had expected, and drew the blade partially out. The steel shone like frost in the fluorescent lighting. I had done some fencing in college, and had extensive training in knife work, but this was a piece of brutal killing machinery.
“I’m sure a NYPD Lieutenant can give you a permit,” he said, laughing. “Besides, it goes with the book, and the Elves have run into it before. There is power in blades with names, Major Kincaid.” He looked at me seriously when he said that. “This one was called Agheu Glas, or Grey Death, hidden when my people buried Prince Nennius of Britani after single combat with Caesar.”
“I thought your ancestors were Irish,” I said, but kept looking at the sword. It felt … right in my hands.
“Many of the Celts fled to Ireland after the Romans conquered us. Or maybe my greatest grandmother slept around,” and he grinned. “This isn’t something like, say, Excalibur or Durendal. Most weapons are tools in the hands of the user, and Caesar wasn’t exactly the best of men. It did far more damage to the Romans when Nennius took it from him.”
I shook my head and smiled. “I came in here to start planning an insurgency and leave with a book that doesn’t exist, Julius Caesar's personal gladius, and a warning from a hot woman’s former terrorist uncle priest not to mess with her heart. And,” I said, looking at my watch, “it’s not even 07:00 yet. You said there was a third thing?”
He looked at me for a long moment, then over at the door, checking to see that it was closed. The priest stood up, looked out the window, then sat down on the edge of the desk. Not any closer to me, more like to just have some room. “You have heard of the Templars, Knights of Malta, Hospitaliers, other militant religious orders of the church?”
“Of course. DaVinci code and all that shit. Stuff, I mean, sorry Father.” I guess you never really do leave your Catholic school education behind.
He smiled. “David, I minister to construction workers. Never worry. Now, there are other, older orders who have lived for a long time waiting. As I said, the Church has been aware of the Fae for a long time. The Magia Exciderunti are certain scholars who, well, look for people with talent. For example…” and he held up his hand, speaking a single word that I couldn’t catch or understand.
In front of us an image flickered into life, a small diorama, looking out over what I recognized as the MCU stadium in Brooklyn, where the Cyclones play. There were hundreds, no, maybe a couple of thousand of statues crowded into the grounds of the ballfield. As we watched, a truck pulled up and humans unloaded more under the lash of an orc overseer. We zoomed in a bit and I could see that the statues were all of soldiers wearing modern military kit. There was an Elf standing off to one side and she suddenly glanced up as if she could see us. The mage turned and extended both hands, a look of pure hatred on her face and hellfire started to glow.
I looked at father Feradach and saw that his eyes had rolled back and he was perfectly still, though veins throbbed at his temples. I glanced at the image and the mage snarled one word, causing the lighting to jump towards us. My shoulder caught the padre in the side and sent him sprawling on the floor and the image winked out just as it filled with blinding white light.
“Jesus, Mary and Joseph!” he gasped and pointed weakly to a drawer, “Whiskey, in the desk lad, and be quick!” I found it and looked for a glass but he grabbed it out of my hand, tore off the cap and took a long swig, wheezing as he took the bottle away from his mouth.
“So, you’re a magic user too, like their mages?” I asked as he put cork back in the bottle.
He shook his head. “I’m a T-ball player going up against Derek Jeeter, compared to them. I can scry, look at things that I’m familiar with, from a distance, and as you can see, it takes an immense amount of strength and willpower. There are others who have talent, though we keep it hidden from the world. The Magia exists within the Church and other religions to keep an eye on those with some small power, just in case. Some study and learn, but many are fearful. It wasn’t all that long ago that I would have been burned at the stake.”
“How … how does that reconcile with being a Catholic? I mean, you’re a priest, for Christ… I mean, for Pete’s sake.”
He shook his head. “It exists, and to be honest, prayer helps the talent. For every force of evil in the world, David, there must be a counterbalance of good. In fact, I’ve felt it grow somewhat stronger since they arrived. It’s a shame that Rabbi Friedman was killed in Brooklyn. That man was the head of our local chapter of the order and he could make the sweetest music appear from thin air. Now, well, I shall see what I can do.”
My head spun at the implications of all this, and he saw me thinking. “Never you mind this David, we aren’t going to step out into Manhattan and challenge Lord Tavan to a duel. IF we can learn from them, it will be years before we can openly challenge even the smallest of their users openly. We will do what we can to help, though. Now, you had better go. My head is killing me.”
I helped him up and to a couch, He looked grey and pale, and he pulled a blanket over himself, even in the early morning heat. “One more thing before you go. Nothing about this to Shannon.”
I smiled. “You have my word, Father,” I said.
“Good, a man’s word is all you can count on sometimes. Go to war with God’s blessing, Major Kincaid. They truly are evil.”




Chapter 36
I left Father Feradach in his office after working to set up a system of communication. We couldn’t rely on the internet to stay up; as soon as the Elves realized what it was I was sure they would wreck it best they could. The sword and the book went into a gym bag and I grasped his hand tight. “Live free or die, Padre,” I said.
He replied, “That’s how our Lord and Savior would have it. His greatest gift, freedom of choice. God Bless you, David. And may the Force be with you.”
Ha, this guy was alright. Making my way out of his office, I met O'Neill in the hallway and we moved out, ignoring the Elf in the squad room. There were no more than a dozen cops in the building, mostly admin guys from the look of their guts. The Elf was picking up the phone and punching numbers, then slamming it back down and laughing. “Fucking moron,” I muttered under my breath as I watched, and O'Neill pulled on my arm. Too late. A thin bladed sword whipped out and kissed my cheekbone, drawing blood, then stopped there. I could see the needle sharp point hovering two inches from my eye.
“It would be wise, peasant, to know your place,” said the Elf in perfect English. He stood slightly taller than me, whip thin, muscular and with a face so pretty I wanted to punch it immediately. “Eventually our magi will understand your ‘technology’, for all the good it did you,” he continued, the blade not moving. “You are an officer of the law; I suggest you go enforce it and leave these things to your betters. Is that understood?”
“Absolutely, my Lord. Excuse me for my words, I have been under much stress and my son was wounded in the invasion. I will do the job and honor the badge, though.” I put as much ass kissing into my voice as I could.
The blade disappeared back into its sheath and the Elf smiled. “It is good to know your place, and Lord Tavan rewards loyal retainers.” He turned his back on me and started screwing with a laptop.
I let my hand drop towards the pistol on my leg and found another already there. “Don’t!” hissed O'Neill in my ear, and she shoved me forward with her other hand on the small of my back. For a little thing she was strong as shit, and I mentally struggled for a moment to resist the urge to put a round in the back of that smug asshole’s head. A thousand choices ran through my mind in a second, and a few of them were hero shit, shooting our way out of the building and sending a message. The fact that she had denied me all those choices made me furious.
When we got outside I lit into her. “Don’t you EVER stop me from reaching for a weapon again, do you hear me?” I was angry as hell.
“OK, super trooper, and next fucking time I’ll let that orc standing behind you just cut your goddamned Captain America head off!” she shot back.
“The what?” I said and then realized how stupid I both sounded and looked. “Oh.” I finished, pretty lamely.
“Yeah. Honestly, I dunno how far you got in Delta by letting your dick drive your actions,” she laughed, but it was a nervous laugh, the ones that come after what could have been an incredibly dangerous situation.
“My dick?” I asked. “Ah, I get it. Not chasing a piece of ass, but dick measuring games. Yeah, well, I’m really starting to hate those assholes.”
“Me too, but try to think with your big head, and not the little one,” and she smiled.
“Ms. O'Neill, if I let my little brain do all the talking, things would have been different last night.”
She laughed and said, “I’ll take that as a compliment. Now, we’ve got work to do and a war to fight.”




Chapter 37
We did have a war to fight, and I carefully thought about our first action. We waited a few days, doing recon and gathering information, building networks and planning. Now we were back in Brooklyn, by the ramps to the bridge at 04:30, an hour or so before early summer dawn. Signs in English said that anyone stepping onto the battlefield would be taken as slaves for Lord Tavan. The dead were still there, the human ones anyway, and they smelled to high heaven in the summer heat. Swollen bodies bursting from ripped uniforms, corpses with their eyes being pecked out by crows. There’s no glory to death, ever, though how you meet it will echo forever. Every one of these men and women should have praises sung for longer than the Spartans.
Where the female Elf mage had fallen was a statue, silver and shining in the pre-dawn, a perfect replication of her. Instead of the armor clad warrior I had killed, though, she was in a simple dress, wand in one hand and a butterfly alight on an outstretched finger. Her smile was achingly beautiful, an expression of happiness and joy that seemed far more real than the blood stained body I had left there. For a moment, staring at it through binoculars, I actually grieved for her, looking like a young woman who was in love with life, and I wondered what had driven her to this stupid war. Maybe love of her father, loyalty to her house, tradition, I dunno. I would have liked to have met her under different circumstances, hell maybe take her on a hike through the Blue Ridge Mountains, show her how beautiful our world could be. Not now, though, not ever.
“With all due respect, Sir, you’re outta your goddamn mind.” Beside me, Hollis was also using her binos, studying the East Tower. An hour after dawn we expected a dragon to show up, sitting there watching the coming and going of the city. In front of the tower the roadbed had been shattered by Lord Tavan’s’ blast or earthquake or whatever it was, but the twin suspension cables were still anchored and holding up pieces of the road.
“I’ve been told that before, you know.” I had, too.
She grunted and said, “Well if enough people tell you that, might be they’s on to something.”
“Could be,” I agreed, shifting my gaze to one of the cables that ran up the middle. Some of the pedestrian bridge was still intact, at least until where it intersected the rising supports. “Nothing to do but to do it, though.”
“Just leave them up there, Dave.” There was concern in her voice, and her using my first name was unusual for her despite the familiarity that Special Forces often assumed. “You’re going to risk your life over a couple of pieces of cloth.”
She was right, of course. I was taking a dangerous risk, for what? “Pieces of cloth have won more victories than many a general, Aida.” I also used her first name to indicate how serious I was taking this. “I have perfect confidence that you and Master Sergeant Clark can carry out an insurgency as well as I could. Matter of fact, when this gets done, I’m going to recommend you for a direct commission. You can both be Big God Damned Heroes!”
“Oh the hell you are. Go on, go up there and break your fool neck!” She said it with a grin, though. As much as she may think me an idiot, like all Special Forces soldiers she enjoyed a challenge.
“Clear,” came Master Sergeant Clarks’ voice over the radio. The jamming had stopped, at least locally, yesterday, and there were now FM stations transmitting music and propaganda all over the dial. I doubt anyone was listening in on our encrypted team radios, but we kept it short anyway.
“Nothing to do but to do it,” I said and started out into the predawn twilight. I could have gone earlier in full darkness but twilight was always better. Your movement tended to blend into the background as the observer’s eye actually overcompensated for the lighter sky. Passing the statue, I saw that it actually glowed with a pale light. She really was beautiful, and I contrasted that with the bloody corpse of my memories. Well, only the dead know the end of war.
Clark nodded as I went past, hiding in the remains of a burnt out Humvee. He, at least, agreed with me and what I was about to do. The South Africans had a long military tradition stretching back through both the Dutch and British, and he had served in the South African Special Forces Brigade before emigrating to America back in early 2000’s. He knew his shit and knew what motivated people.
The decking itself of the walkway was shaky, and I had to move carefully. Getting across them to where the support cables were wasn't easy in the twilight, but as I got higher, I put on a set of NVGs. There was no way I was going up those things without being able to see what I was doing. There were guide wires, but about halfway up was a sort of gate designed to prevent people from going further. I guess someone from the Bridge and Tunnel Authority had a key, but so did I. I took the big bolt cutters off my back and, being careful to make sure I was in a solid position, used them to snap through the lock. It was hard, but I’m a fairly strong guy and the lock was a bit rusted. Then it was a matter of continuing up the cable along the steps set every few feet. It was tricky, though, with only one guide wire to hold onto, and got harder as the cable arched up to almost vertical. One slip and I’d either hit what remained of the roadbed or drop all the way to the river. Almost three hundred feet down I’d be moving at more than a hundred miles per hour when I hit the water. That would be a very short insurgency. The heavy pack on my back didn’t help, either, and thank God it wasn’t winter. The line of commo wire that unspooled out from the frame on my pack only added to the weight.
“FREEZE!” came Hollis' voice in my ear, and I did. Clark was watching close; she was looking far. “Dragon leaving the heliport.” I turned my head slightly and watched as a huge beast climbed high into the sky, circled several times and then headed east. It had been two weeks since the Invasion and I heard that the Elves were starting to build estates out by the Hamptons. That was one of our next targets, and I had already been in touch with a veteran’s cell out on Long Island. The key to an insurgency is to never let them feel safe.
“Clear.” called Hollis, and I resumed my upward climb, faster now that the sky was lightning in the east. The last steps were almost vertical and it was a struggle to get my ass and the pack over the top and onto the deck of the tower, covering me with sweat. I ran to the flagpole and set the pack down, hurriedly cutting the ropes that held the tattered American flag and the burned and holed 69th Regimental Colors. I removed the box in the pack and carefully stuffed the flags in. Then I clipped a new, larger Gadsden Flag on the pole and set the box at its base, tilted up at a thirty degree angle, pointed in the general direction of where the dragon landed each day. next a two hundred foot climbing rope around the base of the flagpole, a tug to make sure it was still secure. Last the commo wire, hooking it up to the two leads on the box. Dawn lit the top of the buildings at the other end of the bridge and reflected light washed over me.
“Inbound!” said Hollis, with urgency. No shit, I put an old brown sheet over the box to make it less obvious, turned and hauled ass. The climbing rope was secured to my waist by a carabiner in case I missed a step and fell. I’ve seen a twisted ankle kill more than one person in a fight but we were up against a clock.
“MOVE IT, FATASS!” I heard Clark yell, then “COVER!” and, as my feet hit the deck, I whipped out a poncho and pulled it over me, hearing the great rush of wings. Like Frodo and Sam at the gates of Mordor, I lay there, peaking out at the dragon that swept up from the river and landed on the top of the tower. The wind from his wings unfurled the flag and the rider expertly held it at a hover, staring at the strange emblem. It was actually kind of an epic picture, and the dragon really was a beautiful creature, a shiny metallic red gold with an armored figure sitting astride the long neck, lit by a thousand rising suns reflected off the remaining windows in Manhattan.
“Land, you stupid shit,” I muttered, and the creature did, the rider expertly sliding off the saddle and walking towards the base of the flagpole. I don’t know if it was the two way radio in my hand keying the receiver in the box or the electrical charge from the detonator that Clark held, but it blew just as the rider pulled the sheet off.
An explosively formed penetrator is a jet of plasma that is created by focusing the force of explosives onto a sheet of metal, copper being best. That turns into a jet of plasma that can, depending on size, cut through the armor of a main battle tank. The one we had built into the IED had them pointed in a forty five degree spread, and all three went off with one tremendous CRACK that shook the bridge and wreathed it in smoke. When the wind blew it away there was no sign of the rider and half the carcass of the dragon was slowly falling, red gold scales trailing smoke.
Welcome to insurgency, bitches. The yellow and green of the Gadsden flag flapped in the wind, the snake seeming to twist and dance. A grim smile settled on my face and we hauled ass out of there. On my way past the statue I stopped and slapped a sticker of Captain America’s shield on her upturned hand. I had wanted to put it on her face, but somehow it seemed wrong. 




Chapter 38
What is and isn't justified by military necessity is, naturally, open to interpretation. One of the key concepts, though, is the law of proportionality. A military attack that results in civilian casualties - 'collateral damage' - is acceptable as long as the military benefits outweigh the price that is paid by humanity.
~Sebastian Junger
We hit them hard later that day, and God save my soul, the civilians paid a severe price for it. The thing to do though wasn’t for us to cause civilian casualties, it was to get the Elves to do it, and yeah, we spent American lives. It was a dirty war, and I’m probably going to hell for it, but I agreed with Patton. A short bloody victory leads to less casualties in the long run. Plus, well remember that scene from the old “Red Dawn” movie? What justified our actions? Because we lived there.
Our first action was an ambush of a food convoy on the Long Island Expressway. There was traffic, people returning to their jobs as the Elven propaganda machine worked hard to ‘normalize’ things. Ration cards for gas, which seemed to appear like magic in a large number of gas stations. Hell, it probably WAS magic. There seemed to be a lot of low level elven magic users who weren't trained for combat, merely ran around and made their society work. This time instead of meade or wild boar meat they were converting water into gasoline and bread. I had to wonder how things would shake out when car parts started wearing out, oil furnaces broke in the winter, whatever. Technological life didn’t seem to be the Elves strong suit.
“Lead truck, then the cargo van.” I said the man kneeling at the window overlooking the highway. “Remember, go for the wheels so it jackknifes and blocks as many lanes as possible.”
The Serb growled at me, “I was doing this in Bosnia when you were sucking your mother’s tit, boy. Why not the five ton with the Orcs? Kill the black bastards.”
“I was bottle fed,” I replied. “I didn’t suck on my first tit until I was fifteen. And we want to kill Elves, not orcs. Some of them have some sympathy for us. Think of it as going for the officers. You are Vasily Zaitsev with an RPG.”
He laughed but continued to follow the lead 18 wheeler in the convoy with the open sights of his RPG-7. I know the Russian manufactured rocket launcher gets a lot of shit from Western soldiers, but they were cheap and in the right hands, deadly. To his right was a young kid, scared shitless, holding three reloads. After the van the targets were any other trucks carrying supplies.
Yeah, I wanted the Elves dead over the orcs, but I was also doing another thing that I was going to hell for. We were in an abandoned building overlooking the highway in the middle of Queens, but all around us were tenements filled by immigrants and the permanent poor. We hadn’t given them any notice and the wrath of the invaders were going to fall in their heads. I wanted the orcs caught in the middle, hated by our population and their masters wondering why they weren’t targeted. So be it if civilians paid a high price; the more who died now, the less who would die later.
This was our second ambush in as many days, the last on the Belt Parkway. After this we would switch to something else, maybe IED’s at food collection points. Tomorrow I had a raid planned with almost a full platoon of Iraq and Afghanistan veterans who I stopped from doing something rash when I was told of a meeting at the Bayside VFW. That was tomorrow, though, live through today first.
“Don’t forget the downhill angle,” I said to the Russian again.
“I will stuff my third round up your ass if you don’t shut up,” he barked, yelled “STREL'BA!” and squeezed the trigger.
“Hey kid, watch out!” I started to say, stepping aside and clapping my hands over my ears. The back blast filled the room and the loader was thrown backwards, gold chains flying and track suit smoldering.
“HIT!” yelled the Russian over the numbing blast, then he looked back at the unconscious loader “DAMMIT GREGOR!” I was already pulling the next round out of his backpack and handing it to him, slotting it into the launcher. I pulled the kid out of the backblast area as he took aim and let the next one rip. I dashed over to the window and saw chaos unfolding. The lead truck slowly slid sideways, tilted and rolled, the crew cab a smoking wreck. In the back another slowly ground to halt, burning fiercely as our other gunner fired another round into the next truck.
“GODDAMMIT! HIT IT AGAIN!” Our second shot had bounced off the side of the van carrying the Elves, failing to detonate. The Russian started to line up another as I lifted the Barrett and settled it on the windowsill. The van had stopped, stalled or something, and I saw the human driver bail out. He started to run and an Elf fired a bolt of lightning that fried him on the spot. My first round shattered the passenger window. Too high. I dropped my aim and fire again at the incredulous pointed ear face that appeared in the scope and it vanished in a spray of blood. A blinding flash and I was shoved aside by a wave of heat. The smoking bottom half of my RPG gunner still knelt in front of the window; the rest of him floated in the air as ashes.
I grabbed the Barrett in one hand and the stupefied Gregor in the other, dragging him towards the back door and out into the hallway. Then I dropped him and hauled ass down the corridor and out the back of the building. Outside was a Jeep Cherokee with Hollis driving and two guys, national guardsmen, standing at the corner with M-4’s. “Wounded, upstairs!” I yelled, and they peeled back to go get ‘Gregor’. I held up one finger to Hollis and ran around the corner to the alley between the buildings.
We had picked this portion of the expressway because the street level was a little bit higher than the actual highway roadbed. I sat the rifle back down on top of a garbage can, leaned forward into the buttstock as hard as I could and looked over the top of the scope. Our guys would be unassing the area right now, and any more mayhem I could contribute would help.
My first shot hammered into my shoulder, rocking me backwards, and splashed off the back silvered armor plate of a mage that was hurling lighting at a building across the way. He spun around and launched a fireball down the alley, setting the building aflame, but I was already moving back around the corner. It passed by in a wave of heat and I immediately laid down, put the barrel around the corner, sighted on his chest and fired. His energy had been weakened by my prior shot and the amount of magic he was throwing around and I saw the armor get punched in. It didn’t go through but the entire thing collapsed in a concave arc. No way his ribs and internal organs survived that.
I ran back to the Jeep, tossed the rifle in the open hatch as gently as I could, slammed the hatch shut and climbed in the open passenger door. Hollis stepped on the gas before I had even shut the door and we shot out onto one of the main avenues, across an intersection and then down the street. Behind us the neighborhood on either side of the L.I. Expressway burned as a dragon rider swooped low, lighting tenements on fire.
I hoped God would forgive me, because I wouldn’t. 




Chapter 39
It was three days after the Brooklyn Bridge incident when an encrypted email showed up on our drop box from JSOC. I hadn’t heard from anyone in the military in almost a week, and the internet kept going in and out.
In essence, we were to expect some visitors on Glass Bottle Beach at Floyd Bennett Field in Brooklyn late the next evening, and we had to be there to meet them. They had some supplies for us and a tasking. Clark, Hollis and I got there long before sunset, driving calmly through mostly deserted streets to park an appropriated Jeep Cherokee by the water. We pulled out fishing rods and got to work. No one bothered us and it was actually kind of pleasant to stand there on a summer evening with the sun going down and the skyline of Manhattan in the distance. Hollis was watching the road with an M-249 and her own NVG’s.
“Been busy, haven’t they?” said Clark, looking at the city through binos as night settled. I was scanning the sky with NVG’s, looking for dragons that might be headed our way. There were some over Long Island but none out to sea. One of their airships hovered off the coast, maybe ten miles out, perhaps on picket duty. Turning my head towards the horizon, I saw what he meant. The Elves had stretched long glowing strings of lights between buildings, like bridges between the skyscrapers. They were pretty, almost ethereal in a spider web kind of way.
“I dunno, looks too girly to me,” I commented.
He laughed and said, “Better not let Hollis hear that. Plus, I don’t know, it seems different but beautiful in its own way.”
“Yeah. Probably increased the value of the property. I bet the one percent love it. Rich bastards.” We had seen them crawling out of their holes the last couple of days, important people. Wall Street executives, movie stars, politicians, all clamoring for attention from their new masters. O'Neill had reported that the Mayor was sucking up to Lord Tavan really hard, getting ready to re-form the NYPD in conjunction with orc patrols. I made a mental note to put him at the top of my list.
I thought of O'Neill. Her blonde hair and blue eyes were … sweet, and I liked her smart ass sense of humor. I had met with her twice since the incident at the police station, and there was something there, something I hadn’t felt in a long time. She was a few years younger than me, but not much, and after my disastrous dumb ass noob Private marriage right post AIT had crumbled, well, I threw myself into getting as far as I could in the Special Forces, then Delta. Sure, there had been women, passing things, broken relationships that ended at my next deployment or during it with a Dear John email.
“Thinking about a certain Irish girl?” Clark chuckled, knowing he had hit the mark.
I shook my head. “No time for that, not right now, anyway. Plus we’re in the middle of a fight. I can’t afford to have someone who I might order to do something dangerous influencing my decisions. You know what I mean. Don’t know how you two do it.”
He glanced back at where Hollis was hidden. “Generally lying down, I’m not nineteen anymore.”
“You know what I mean,” I said.
“Has it ever been a problem?”
He was right, it had been going on for a year when I found out, and it never had. “Well, she’s not part of the Unit, like Hollis is. So no deal.” And I pushed thoughts of Shannon O'Neill from my mind.
He didn’t say anything after that, we just listened to the waves. At 22:45, a bit late but still within our window, an infrared beacon appeared about a hundred meters out, just popping out of the waves. I popped my own IR chem stick, and it flashed three times. I answered with two, all clear, and then a set of shapes appeared and struggled out of the surf, carrying a heavy object. Clark and I ran in to help them and between the four of us we managed to drag it to the Jeep. The military transport container made the battered truck settle on its shock. Damn it was heavy. I handed one of the men a data stick, sealed in a waterproof container along with a watertight box containing hard copies of all our reports. Two more men appeared with another box, this one even heavier, and they and Clark set to burying it for later. Blasting caps mostly for setting off IEDs.
While they worked I pulled their team chief aside and asked him for an update on the big picture. He sighed and ran his hand through his stubbly hair and stated flatly, “Well, we’re fucked. DC is gone, I’m pretty sure the NCA,” the National Command Authority, or the President, “is at Cheyenne Mountain or some other place. I’ve been on ship doing these drop offs for the last three days to guys like you, stay behinds who are trying to stir shit up, so I don’t know what exactly is happening with the Army. All our East Coast bases are gone.”
“How’s the Navy doing?” I was hoping that maybe the Elves might be limited on how far they could go off the coast.
He drained a whole pack peanut M & M’s into his mouth and started chewing. “Lost three carriers outside Washington. Some jackass ordered them into the fucking Chesapeake along with every combat ship that could sortie. I’m telling you, there’s been some shit ass decisions made by our politicians when they got threatened. The acting SECDEF finally ordered us out to sea, and my boomer has been hiding out of the continental shelf and poking in and out of the harbors. I think the rest of the carriers hauled ass south.”
I pressed him a bit. “Nothing else about the land situation?”
“I heard from a guy at CentCom that the Elves are having a hard time in the Rockies. East Coast, they’re over the mountains and First Army is done. Next stop is the Mississippi, maybe, dunno. Like I said, we’re fucked until we find a way to counter their magic.”
“Well, I hope the intel helps. People here are rolling over because the Elves are doing a hell of a hearts and minds campaign. Food, jobs, gasoline. People are even commuting to Manhattan and some of the rich shitheads are kissing up to them.”
He grunted and spit into his mask. “Fucking sheep, going to get eaten eventually.” Whistling once, the SEAL gathered his men and they strode into the water, headed for their mini sub and the ride back to their boat, the USS Georgia or one of the other converted Special Operations SSBN’s.
I was just about to get back in the passenger side of the Jeep, thinking about the crate and wondering what my orders were, when Clark grabbed my arm and said, “Holy Shit!” Turning to look through my NVG’s I saw a flurry of motion out on the bay, back lit by the lights of the city. Something like a nest of snakes but immensely bigger created a thrashing whirlpool about five hundred meters out and then a cylindrical shape was lifted high up in the air. Bodies spilled out, some flailing and others getting gripped by tentacles. I heard a faint scream and then the entire thing disappeared under water.
“What …” said Clark, but then shook his head. “I give up. There isn’t anything I’m not going to believe anymore.” We waited at the beach, but not too closely, for an hour. No one dragged themselves out of the water and we finally said a quick prayer and headed north. At least we had the package. 




Chapter 40
I wore a mask, as did the dozen or so veterans and disbanded guardsmen and reservists. Honestly, I felt like a tool, some cheap dirty civil war ethnic warlord, but hey, I didn’t want to know these guys faces and they didn’t need to know mine. It was going to be that kind of war, where they go to work five days a week and blow shit up on nights and weekends. For many of these guys their service had been a decade or two ago, and beer guts were much in evidence. Others still wore bandages from the fighting last week. They were all that I could gather, people who said they would bring other veterans to the fight.
“The target is here,” and I pointed to a printout on the wall. “MCU stadium, where the Cyclones play. There’s over a thousand POWs from the fighting last week being held captive by the Elves. Our job is to go in there and kill them.” The room broke into shouts of WHAT THE FUCK and FUCK YOU ASSHOLE! There was no use calming them down, and several stood up to head to the door. They were met by Jonesy, who just smiled and folded his arms, an immovable rock.
“Listen,” I continued when they had settled down. “Those guys have been frozen into statues by the Elves. You’ve all seen what they’ve done to captives, freeze them up and then unfreeze them when they want to torture them. Or eat them. Either way, they’re dead, and hostages for good behavior. Maybe one of their mages can bring them back, but we can’t and every day they’re in hell.”
One man stood up, his belly bulging under his plate carrier. “Why don’t you just kidnap one of them mages you keep talking about?” Jeez, I had put the word out to come to this meeting in civies and half these guys had come with weapons and full tactical kit. What did they expect us to do, storm Manhattan?
“Listen, this is going to be a very long war, and we have to be realistic about what we can accomplish. We need to buy time until Uncle Sam can get his shit together and take the city back. We have to do what we can to make the Elves’ lives hell until then. And …” I continued, “I’m not leaving any of our brothers in arms stuck in stone. Even a clean death is better than that.”
“So what do you want us to do, Major?” asked a woman. She was middle aged and wore captain’s rank pinned to her t-shirt.
“I’m not going to ask who you are, so I can’t tell if I’m caught, but I’m going to assume you have an idea of what combat means. We do what we can, and tonight, I mean later this morning, we send a message about what we will and won’t stand for. And that statue shit … well, I know what I’d want someone to do for me if I were in that hell.”
The complaining subsided and I told them my plan.
“Each of you will be tasked with bringing five combatants to this assembly area, inside the warehouse here. Captain Jones,” I gestured to him, and he grinned, “will secure the assembly area. From there designated marksmen will engage the guards. I’m expecting orcs, and these are White Hand bastards. If you see any wearing Red Arrow markings, go for incapacitation if you can, as opposed to outright killing.”
“Fuck those bastards,” growled one man. He had a bandage around his head.
“I agree. But I’m working to divide the enemy, and the Red Arrow guys might not fight so hard if they know we aren’t targeting them. I need you to put your emotions aside and follow my lead. If you can’t, well, then we have no use for you.” I pulled off my mask, tired of the charade. “My name is Major David Kincaid, 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment–Delta. For the duration of this war, I’ve been put in charge of operations for the NYC metro area. I’m not going to formally organize anything, yet, but you all will be the nucleus of whatever resistance we can mount, until the military gets its shit together and comes back.”
******
I hated waiting, and I was in the business of doing it in dangerous situations. Go figure, but the Army had taught me the importance of just the right time. Shannon sat next to me in the box van, fiddling with the timer.
“Wish you wouldn’t do that,” I said, “Explosives make me nervous.”
She laughed. “Know what I did before I joined the NYPD? I was an EOD specialist in the Navy. Two tours in Iraq. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.”
“That would have been nice to know before we set this up,” I said as the light grew.
She laughed. Ignore the huskiness. Business. “I doubt there’s anything I could teach you commando weenies about demo, and I’ve had my own shit to do.”
I knew that. The past week O’Neill had been buried deep, working on setting up Operation Smacker, our plan to take out the Mayor. “How’s that going?” I asked.
“You can’t tell what you don’t know, Major,” she teased me. Then she grew serious. “Found a volunteer, but it’s going to be dangerous to get that close. Young guy, lost his wife and two kids when an F-18 crashed into his house in Long Island. He didn’t know for three days, he was working the evacuation from Staten Island.”
I had nothing to say to that. There were a million stories like his now. “What’s your estimate of success?”
“With Clark helping me? I’d say fifty fifty. Gonna make a hell of a bang, let me tell you.”
I had my doubts, but that was for later. My radio squelched twice and the clock hit 05:40. I keyed it once and all hell broke loose. A kilometer away on the other side of the Belt Parkway at the MTA trainyard, where the Brooklyn orc garrison was getting ready to head out for their day patrols. There were hundreds of them who got on the train each day and got off at each station. That had started three days ago, and I wanted to disrupt their schedule. Hollis had a M2 set high on a window with a clear field of view of the train yard, and they started burning through rounds, aiming for transformers. When they hit one it went up with a dull boom and a shower of sparks that I could see above the highway.
My adrenaline shot through the roof and I had to fight to hold off on executing the plan. The watch kicked over to 05:41, then finally 05:42. There were three clicks on the radio; the QRF was rolling out from the stadium. A full company of Orcs piled out of an adjacent building, two squads of archers and a half dozen of what I had come to call ‘knights’, nobility Elves in shiny armor. Good reaction time, I’ll give them that. The boiled out of an apartment building on West 15th and Mermaid Avenue formed ranks and hauled ass. I mean, no trucks, just a dead run around the corner on Stillwell. Now we just had to wait. This was a very complex plan, and anything could go wrong. Troops that, even though they were veterans, hadn’t trained together. The waiting, like Tom Petty sang, was the hardest part. They vanished around the corner and I started the truck.
John Clark was an expert on demolitions, probably even better than O’Neill, despite what she had just admitted to. He waited until the Quick Reaction Force was well into the kill zone, just across from the Coney Island train station. Wide open to avoid civilian casualties and plenty of trash cans in front of the McDonalds to daisy chain explosives into. I was looking down the avenue and the QRF simply … vanished in a flash of light and an ear shattering CRACK an instant later.
I could have yelled GO into the radio but the explosion was a good enough signal. There’s not a hell of a lot of difference between a designated marksman in a rifle squad and serious hunter, especially if that hunter is a veteran who has pulled a trigger on a human being before. The fact that their targets weren’t human helped. The guards around the stadium, probably around two dozen patrolling the perimeter led by an Elf on one of those nonflying lizard things, were hammered by fifty rifles, from fancy tricked out AR-15s to wooden stock M-1 Garand’s. The later probably did the most damage, the heavier thirty caliber rounds punching through armor. A half dozen orcs survived and went to cover, popping up and firing arrows at us. To be honest, the orcs sucked at archery, and they only tried once or twice, losing another soldier before stopping and cowering. That was the weakness of medieval infantry, their effective range was about five feet.
The Elf on the lizard reared it up on hind legs, rounds sparking off a shield, drew a sword and pointed at the nearest building, a cafe across the street from the stadium entrance where a half dozen rifles were barking. The orcs ran out and hid behind the shield and they charged forward. I saw my riflemen abandon the building and threw the truck into gear.
We passed the charging Elf with his infantry and O’Neill leaned out the window to give him the finger. I reached over and yanked her back in as a bolt of lightning ripped the side view mirror off “OK,” she said, eyes wide, “that was stupid.”
“No shit!” I said, then laughed as I worked to control the wheel and the heavily laden truck. Behind us the Elf was having a hard time controlling his orcs and seemed unable to make up his mind, chase us or the riflemen. He guessed wrong and spun his mount to chase after us. Well, guessed wrong for us. The beast was quick and started to gain on our van.
We had reconned the hell out of this place over the last few days and knew what they had as far as troops. The orcs were taken care of, the QRF was gone, and we had a few minutes before they got their shit together at the rail yard. A wild, crazy urge ran over me and I slammed on the brakes.
“WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING!” O’Neill screamed.
I opened the door, bailed out and yelled back at her, “DRIVE!” then I turned my back on her, drew the Gladius and ran around the side of the truck just as the lizard thing came up on us. My whole soul sang with joy of combat and my arm felt strong and true. The lizard hit the back of the truck with a bang, shoving it forward just as O’Neill hit the gas. It stumbled, exposing a long neck. I stabbed one handed but put all my strength into it and the blade went straight into the flesh, six inches of bright shining steel coming out through the scales on the other side. The lizard went apeshit and started whipping around, yanking the sword out of my hand and the feeling of power and joy vanished.
The Elf jumped lightly off the saddle and landed on his feet, drawing a wand and pointing it at me. The smile was cruel and angry as the lizard thing finished its death throes behind him and reached for the .45 on my leg holster. He nodded his head up and down, said in elvish, “Go for it,” and pointed the wand at my face from four feet away.
“YEIL-” he started to say and the back of his head exploded at the same time a little read mark appeared on his cheekbone. Like all creatures that have just had their brains scrambled by a high velocity bullet punch through their brain stem, he fell backwards like a puppet with its strings cut.
“You. are. a. fucking ASSHOLE!” yelled O’Neill in my ear.
I looked at her angry face and the still smoking FN 5.7 in her hand, then down at the dead Elf. The wand still glowed and I didn’t pick it up. As far as I was concerned it was unexploded ordnance. “Shannon, you are absolutely right. I’m sorry,” I said in a small voice. “Still, you have to admit, it was pretty goddamn cool.” There was no answer, she was already walking back to the truck. I knelt and dragged the gladius out of the lizards’ neck, and it was just a sword now, blood lust satiated.
The rest was pretty easy, actually, though it’s going to take a lot of dirt to fill the crater our truck left in the middle of the field. I think, instead, after we win this war, they should just turn it into a national memorial for the thousand or so Americans who died there, shattered into tiny pieces of marble, God rest their souls.




Chapter 41
From the war journals of Lord Thar Tavan, Head of House Tavor, Commander of the Third Legion.
The key to a peaceful society is for everyone to know their place, from Lord to slave. These people practice some insane thing called “democracy” where the population decides who will rule them, for a set amount of time. They also do not know when they are defeated. Admirable, but it just leads me to kill more and more of them. They do not understand threats, and Faran tells me that Kincaid is heavily involved. I had hoped to meet him on the field of battle or under my knife in the dungeon, but now the hunt for him begins.
The Mayor rambled on and Tavan grew increasingly bored. He was tempted to draw his sword and behead this human, right in front of his armsmen. No, as tempting as it might be, “His Honor” had been a calming influence to many of the people of the city, and perhaps this ceremony would go further. The idea of combining the human ‘police’ with the People’s warriors and Yrch to patrol the city had been a good one. He would let him live, for now. Instead he turned his attention to the buildings around him, studying the architecture that surrounded City Hall.
****
In the front row a patrolman sweated in the July head. He felt weak, still feeling pain from the arrow wound that he had received on the first day. His will was fine, though, and his anger and hate burned bright. “Piece of shit,” he muttered.



The man standing next to him said out of the side of his mouth, “Take it easy, Mulcahy. Serve and protect the people of New York City, not ass kissers like the Mayor.” His precinct sergeant still wore a bloody bandage on his neck, a week after the fighting had officially ended in the city. He wouldn’t have turned his head anyway; the thousand odd remaining NYPD cops stood in front of City Hall, eyes forward and at attention. Ceremony was ceremony. 


“... and I have, on this day, signed a peace treaty, in my capacity as the elected leader of the City of New York. Lord Tavan of the House of Tavor has agreed to declare Manhattan an open city, with free passage of non-combatant humans for the conduct of business and trade. As you know, commerce has always been at the heart of this great city, and …” the Mayor droned on.



“GADDAMED TRAITOR IS WHAT YOU ARE!” shouted a woman from the otherwise silent crowd of civilians, interrupting the speech. “YA FRIGGING ELF WHORE!”



Her shout changed to a loud scream that slowly died out as her skin turned grey. It was Lord Tavan himself who stared at her, showing off his power. The screech died to a whisper and she stood a living statue. The Elf smiled a cruel smile, and there was no answer to it. The Mayor was pale; he understood the deal he had made with the Elves, for above him, crouched on the roof of the stone building, was a red dragon. At a word from his new lord, the Battle Mage controlling it would unleash fire on the unwilling civilians who had been rounded up for this show.



“I would ask you,” said the Mayor to the assembled policemen, ‘to remember the oath you swore when you put on the blue uniform. We need a return to law and order, and with your help, we will put the last few weeks aside and show the resilience and toughness that New Yorkers are famed for.”



“Are you ready, Mulcahy?” asked the man to his other side. “You don't have to do this.”



“No, sarge, I’m sure,” the patrolman muttered back quietly. “I died with my family. God will forgive me and I’ll see them again.”



“OK. Be quick, and the luck of your ancestors be with you.” And nothing else was said.



The pipe band began playing, their wails echoing off the concrete canyons. It wasn’t the traditional Scotland the Brave, but another tune. One that his friend in the NYPD band was playing for him, and him only. It took a minute to recognize it, but then Mulcahy finally smiled. Fields of Atherny. That would do. 


“PASS IN REVIEW!” shouted the only surviving chief, and New York's’ Finest filed out by rank to walk in step across the front of the podium, each to be handed a new badge. This one bore the crest of the House of Tavor above the symbols of the City of New York.



Officer Mulcahy was, by design, towards the end of the row. He felt no fear, only calm, and he said a half forgotten prayer from his days as an altar boy. “Our Father, who art in heaven …” but his thoughts turned to Maria and Jenny. Both burnt down in their home in Brooklyn when an F-18 had run into a bolt of fire over the Verrazano Narrows. The pilot of the stricken plane had headed directly for the closest dragon he could, and Mulcahy had watched them tumbling down together as he helped civilians onto an overloaded Staten Island ferry. He hadn’t known it at the time, but he saw the tail fins mixed with the dragon’s wings amidst the cinders of his city block three days later when he made it home.



He mounted the steps of the podium, one by one, with a smile on his face. You bastards, he thought to himself as he passed the gleaming swordsman at the head of the stairs. Outwardly he smiled and nodded, and the elven trooper even nodded back. Step by step, closer. Three more officers took their badges, and he slowed, feigning a wound, to put space between himself and the next man. Maybe he would get away, but it didn’t matter at that point.



There was a BOOM that echoed around the tall buildings, and the guard that he had nodded to was hammered backwards, the big .50 caliber sniper round hammering into, but not through, his silvered breastplate. The Mayor, Lord Tavan and the mage next to him providing a spell shield, turned their heads, and in that instant, Michael Francis Xavier Mulcahy moved. He dove between the Mayor and the Elf Lord, screaming “FREEDOM!” at the top of his lungs and let go of the deadmans’ switch he had held closed in his hand. In the instant before the ten pounds of C-4 exploded, he saw Maria and Jenny standing in front of him, and he smiled.



*****



Tavan stood shaking as his bodyguard rushed to surround him. He had seen the man running and thrown up his shield at the last moment. The proximity of the explosion had knocked him down but he had escaped serious harm, even though the Mayor and his staff were scattered around lifeless. The Elf Lord motioned to the Battle Mage who had already commanded the dragon to take to the air. The creature swooped downward and as it did it caught a stretch of monofilament fishing line that was stretched between two buildings. Not noticed by the huge beast or its rider, the line snapped as it pulled out pins of several claymore directional mines two floors below. Both went off with an echoing double CRACK! and the shield of the mage flickered as twelve hundred steel pellets ripped at them. She pulled up on the reins, unscathed, and her head exploded as the .50 caliber round punched through her defenses. The dragon went mad and started spraying flame around the buildings, the dead mage flopping around. 


*****



“Time to jet!” shouted Clark as flame washed over what had been the podium. Little figures burned like match heads and there was a rattle of gunfire a half dozen ESU cops opened up with automatic rifles, courtesy of Sergeant O’Neill. They were firing at extremely long range from rooftops and balconies, adding to the mayhem and keeping the Elves heads down, covering for the humans running away. 


Hollis stopped for a second and kissed him. “That was awesome.” 






Chapter 42
US Army Special Forces (Delta) - Team Gulf Three
Next thing was their leadership. Keep them off balance, and cause dissension. That meant Lord Tavan, and I had a personal score to settle with him. Then his son, Kavor, who I had found out was a number one all around asshole. I had plans for him, but Tavan himself was too powerful for a direct attack. Anything we threw at him would bounce right off his magic.
“Tor,” I asked the dwarf as we sat at a kitchen table in Riverdale up in the Bronx. Three Irish construction workers lounged outside the brownstone, keeping an eye out for elvish patrols.
“Aye,” he said, shoving a huge bar of chocolate into his mouth and washing it down in one gulp with a 40oz bottle of Olde English.
“Your taste in beer sucks.” I was assembling a detonator, wiring up a prepaid cell phone. The towers had gone back online and cell service was restored to most of the city. On the other hand, the internet had gone out. They even had someone knuckleheads running the Smart Talk office and network. I could call in and get a phone activated. Of course, there was no service outside of the local area, and that was a big question mark. What human shit stain was working with these guys to set up the coms? Not the average telecom workers, but some executive must have stepped up to manage the whole thing. Whomever that was had shot to the top of my hit list, right under the Mayor.
“Ye have no idea how good this is. Your taste in ale leans towards piss,” and he belched.
“Well, is the job done?” I asked him. To argue about beer was dancing around the real issue.
He paused, drummed his thick fingers on the table, then said, “I ken do it. That’s a marvel of stonework, it is. There’s three of them tunnels, aye?”
“Yes, and the entire city’s water supply goes through them. I want the water to Manhattan shut off.”
“Dinna matter, lad.” Another beer, then, “The Elves have a whole river running past them. They can use that to feed everyone, if they need. The only people you’ll be hurting would be your own, those who still live in the glass mountain.” He used his own name for the pile of steel, brick, glass and stone that made up the island.
“That’s my point. The more uninhabitable we make it, the more uncomfortable it is for them, the more they’ll resent the Elves. Can they clean enough river water for a million people?”
He nodded, “Aye, but ‘twill be a strain. Magic is expendable, you know, and requires energy, that’s why they took your,” and he held up his fingers in air quotes, “nuclear power plant. That’s what you should be going after. If ye give me permission, in a week I can tunnel under the reactor housing and breach it.” It was funny but his accent almost disappeared when he spoke of technical matters, especially when he started speaking in the technical terms he had devoured from our books.
“No frigging way, stubby,” said Hollis. She was cleaning the Barrett, which we did faithfully every day. Weapons were supposed to be on the way from SOCOM, but this was all we had right now, and no place to zero the scope. “I explained radiation before, and you just don’t seem to get it. Poison most of Westchester county.”
“I don’t ken how your, um, scientists, can play with such elemental forces and have no real control over them. You are all madmen, you humans.” It was a familiar teasing back and forth; Hollis and Tor were thick as thieves.
“What about the other part? Using the tunnel for transport?” I prompted him.
“Um, well, maybe, if you ken get yer hands on some water breathing magic at first. After a few months, I suppose they’ll be dry enough to walk through, but it would be an arduous task. The shafts go down hundreds of feet.”
“OK,” I said, “scratch that. How long to dig a tunnel under the Harlem River? We’re going to need our own way to get on and off the island with weapons and munitions.”
“There’s good bedrock there, mighty fine to work with. I can do a dwarf high tunnel in say two weeks. Human high, twice as long,” he said, doing some kind of calculations in his head.
“Human high two abreast,” I answered.
“Two months,” he said flatly. “And I need a mage for the demolition. Like I said, good granite.”
“And if you had help?” I asked, a smile on my face.
His own showed a startled look. “Did one of my own people come to ye? I’ve not talked to them yet.”
“So to speak.” I looked at my watch, 13:30. My contact should be here. Sure enough, a call over the radio from one of our guards and the front door opening and closing.
The man who came in was dark as night and had tight, dreadlocked hair and with a broad smile. He shook my hand, kissed Hollis on either cheek, then sat across from Tor. They stared at each other for a moment, then our visitor introduced himself. “Good day to you, wee mon. Though you ain’t really a mon, are you?”
“Call me one again and I’ll show you what my axe can do, lad. But I smell the rock on you.” Tor held out his hand like I had taught him, and Garnett Hooms, sandhog from a very long line of sandhogs, took it.
“Let’s leave them to sniff each other’s asses and pee on the table leg,” said Hollis. And we did. There was a lot of planning to do, and more people to meet. We wanted to hit the Elves where they lived.
Despite the Elf and orc patrols, things had gotten rough in the city. We knew that there was still fighting going on between the Army and the Elves out in the rest of the US, but it seemed to have shifted west and south, and was getting more and more desperate. Here in the city there was a brutal gang war going on without the cops to break heads and certain parts seemed to have become their own little fiefdoms. Little Odessa, Washington Heights, a few others had come to accommodation with the occupiers, usually where there was a strong ethnic enclave. It seems the Elves didn’t give a shit how you ran things if you didn’t give them any trouble, and paid allegiance. I had been in touch with Zivcovic, and we were working together on weapons and plans, but he had his people to think of.
“Hey Major, some people outside here to see you,” came a voice over the radio.
“Time to go,” I said to Hollis and she handed me the rifle, now broken down and put in a hard case that was marked BUREAU OF WASTEWATER MANAGEMENT PRESSURE TESTING KIT - CALIBRATED- ONLY OPEN ON SITE. Clark was already in midtown Manhattan, keeping an eye on things. Since our hit on the mayor, things had gotten hot, but we planned on knocking off the deputy mayor next. I handed it to Tor, who was strong enough to manhandle, uh, dwarfhandle it. Outside the sun was hot and the humidity brutal and the three guards stood there, looking up and down the street. I had the sword in a gym bag in my left hand and my right hand free. One of the men nodded to me and waved towards the waiting van.
Hollis’ gun went off with a CRACK just behind me and the side window of the van shattered, the driver’s head erupting with a splash of blood. I was already moving to my left as another shot hit the back of the head of the man who had waved me forward. I heard Tor bellow a challenge of combat and, instead of reaching for my gun in my appendix holster, my right hand dipped into the gym bag and whipped out the Gladius. A flicker of motion to my left and I spun, holding it up awkwardly, and another blade, slim like a rapier, shattered on the edge. In front of me, all glamour and illusion gone, stood a young Elf noble staring stupidly at the remnants of his blade. I reversed the gladius and smashed him in the temple with the heavy pommel, pulling my swing at the last second. He went down like a stepped-on tin can.
“In the van!” shouted Hollis, and I hauled the cargo door open, pistol up, then tossed the sword and duffle bag into the emptiness. I saw Hooms shyly stick his head out the door and I made a GTFO motion to him. He nodded and ducked back in. Then I grabbed the slim Elf by the shirt and, with Tor’s help, literally threw him into the van. We piled in and Hollis hit the gas, tearing off towards the Bronx River Parkway.
“What gave it away?” I asked, pulling the still twitching corpse into the back and wrapping a rag around his head. This one, at least, was human.
“I heard the AC compressor kick in on the engine, but he was sweating his ass off and staring at you,” she shouted back over the squeal of tires. We hammered onto the Cross Bronx Expressway and then slowed to a normal speed.
“Good call, you get a bonus this pay period,” I said, putting my hand on her shoulder. She was shaking like a leaf, and I squeezed hard. “Good job, and we got a prisoner.”
I felt her relax, then she said, “Oh boy, torture?”
“Maybe. Let’s see. Take us back to Queens if you can.”




Chapter 43
From the war journals of Lord Thar Tavan, Head of House Tavor, Commander of the Third Legion.
Tavan started to write in his war journal but stopped without putting anything down. His efforts to corner the leadership of this ‘insurgency’ had come to naught, and the reprisals he had ordered did nothing except turn the people against them. He sorely missed Ellarissa’s council, and somehow the human Kincaid had escaped the destruction of the bridge. He looked at the printout that one of his human slaves had obtained from him, someone who was a “hacker” of the “internet”. He smiled cruelly at the memory of taking the paper and then cutting the man’s throat. Arrogance must be punished. The paper showed a picture of Kincaid in his “dress” uniform, taken from a military communications system. The concept of the Internet was a bit hard for Tavan to grasp.
The death of the Mayor and the loss of another dragon had been a severe blow to his hopes for a quick peace. The Council demanded he give more to the war effort in the mountains to the far west, and his place as their senior member was threatened by his failures. To emphasize that point, a small image of Lady Marit appeared in the table in front of him. She wore battle armor and behind her was the image of a smoking, burning city. Boston, in the barbaric human tongue.
“Lord Tavan,” she said, with no formality, “your son has asked the use of a team of Shen’tin. I assume this is with your guidance?” The Elvin hunter killer team was a rare commodity, knights who fought only for the thrill of battle and sought out the most desperate of targets. One human prisoner had called them ‘special forces’ as they tortured him to learn their weaknesses.
“Yes,” he said, knowing that she was probing for a weakness in his family. “I have laid a trap for this Kincaid, and he has taken the bait. It will require a small sacrifice, but once he and his soldiers are eliminated, I will be able to free up more troops and assets. As you know, the loss of my northern army to their ‘nuclear’ weapon was hard to bear, and my own Shen’tin perished.”
She nodded; that had come as a surprise to all of the Council, despite the warnings of infiltrators. “They are on their way. I will consider their use repayment for the debt I incurred to you at the Battle of Shayt against the Red Arrow. We are even now.”
“I hardly call the loan of a few troops repayment for saving your life,” he said.
She swept her arms out and bowed; House Regth always produced incredibly beautiful and graceful women, but she was all steel underneath. “Call it what you will. I expect them back in one piece. My condolences on Lady Ellarissa, she was a better Elf than you.”
The image blinked out and Tavan howled with rage and grief, slamming his hand down on the desk, energy crackling. With an effort of will he mastered himself and sat back to wait for the results of his trap.      




Chapter 44
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Torture isn’t really the most effective way to get information. If you have time, there are plenty of methods to get more accurate intel. A tortured person often tells you what they think you want to hear, anything to make it stop. Sometimes, though, it isn’t all about who is being tortured. Sometimes it’s about the torturer and the satisfaction derived from vengeance. I’m not always a good man. Sometimes, I’ll admit, it’s a bit of revenge. Up to a point, though. Deciding where that point is speaks a lot to who you are, I guess, and I’m not always a good man.
“Stop,” I ordered, and Clark lifted the Elf’s head out of the toilet. He came up gasping and yelling things that were obviously curses.
“Put him in.” The curses were cut short.
“Take him out. Sit him down.” Clark and Jones, who I had asked to come by, held the slim figure in an iron grip and they roughly pushed him down into a chair and tied his legs to it. The Elf was only wearing a loincloth and his ribs stood out starkly, as did the bruise marks. His skin was milky white and, where not bruised, flawless. Hell, even after getting tortured he was pretty, his wet hair making him look like a K-pop singer. His fingers were wrapped in duct tape and his mouth had a gag in it. Not taking any chances on him using magic.
“If I see your lips move in anything other than an answer, my man will twist your head off. Understood?” My voice was cool and clear, and Tor stood behind him, out of sight, listening. If he heard anything suspicious, he would tell me. The Elf nodded. He was young and honestly terrified. Too bad; I was sure that if the situation were reversed, there would be zero compassion in his eyes. I’d probably let him go, eventually, since we had no capacity for keeping prisoners. Or hang him from a streetlight, more likely.
“What is your House?’ I asked.
He sat silent for a moment and Jones smacked his head, hard enough to ring his bell. “House … my house is ... my liege is Lord Tavan. I am a retainer and only of minor nobility.”
Well shit, not too valuable of a hostage, and this kid broke too easy. “What can you tell me about the future plans of your liege?”
“Future plans? I don’t understand. We have conquered you, and now we will enjoy the spoils. Slaves, treasure, women, lands. I was promised rule of the city called Watertown in the far north of this territory.”
“Haha sucker,” said Clark. He had spent plenty of time at Fort Drum.
“What do …” he started to say then his face changed. It became still, peaceful and slack, then his mouth began to move. What came out was the same voice, but a different person speaking. I knew who it was instantly.
“David, of Clan Kincaid,” said Lord Tavan, “I challenge you under your Code Duello, name the time, weapons and place of your choosing. Send a second under truce to the Waldorf Astoria. I await your reply and until then, the hunt continues.” Then our prisoner went slack, head rolling.
Clark started to check his pulse but he was interrupted by Tor, who bellowed “TIME TO GO!” and started for the escape tunnel. Upstairs there was a rattle of gunfire then a tremendous ringing CRACK that shook the entire house. That was one of our claymores going off. Shit. I started to move towards the stairs but crashed into Hollis coming down. She was silhouetted by bright flashes of light from elven magic and I caught her as she stumbled and cried out. She fell limp in my arms and I almost threw her to Clark.
“TAKE HER! “I yelled, raised my rifle and fired at the massive figure at the top of the stairs. Fuck your magic ass skin, an entire magazine of armor piercing 7.62 was dumped into the troll that suddenly appeared and green blood sprayed along with chunks of flesh. With a groan it collapsed and blocked the doorway. I spun and ran for the tunnel. my ears ringing from the gunfire in the enclosed space. I caught up with Jones, who was struggling to fit into the small entrance. With a shove I pushed on his back and he popped forward, scrambling forward and then running in a duck walk. I dove in after him, pulled a frag and tossed it back into the room, off to one side. Overpressure in a little tunnel like this would fuck us up, and I dove around the corner that Tor had put in, clapping my hands over my ears and it went off a split second later. I could barely hear screams and yells from the room and I followed it with a Willy Pete. Let them chew on that. Sandy dirt was falling on me as I caught up with Jones, who was helping push Hollis forward while Clark pulled. There was a trail of blood along the floor, sticking to my hands. God fucking dammit. The tunnel was longer than you would expect, detouring around the basements of houses and large rocks, and I started to feel it close in around me. Behind I heard the sounds of pursuit starting, the barking of some kind of dog from hell.
I finally fell out into another basement, this one in an empty pizzeria a block away. Rolling right, Jones grabbed the clacker attached to a wire leading back into the tunnel. “FIRE IN THE HOLE!” I yelled, barely able to hear myself. The ground shook and an instant later there was a glass shattering BOOM. The tunnel erupted in dust and the body of a fierce looking creature shot out, mixed with the remains of a small orc. Tor hacked them to pieces with his axe and followed us up the stairs and into the kitchen, then out the delivery door. Moving smoothly we placed Hollis in the back of the van sitting there and I ran around to the driver's seat.
“I had a team out in the street!” said Jonesy. “My goddamned nephew! Those fuckers gonna PAY!” The look of thunder on his face scared me, even as I shook from our close escape. Down the block houses were burning and I heard sirens starting to wail. The light reflected on the wings of an enormous silver dragon hovering two hundred feet over the scene, struggling to stay aloft. With a screech a wing folded and it started to fall, a small figure on its back pulling furiously on the reins. It fell with a crash into the flames, sending showers of sparks up in the air. Jones yelled, “HELL YEAH!” then turned to me. “I’ll catch you later, Major,” he said and disappeared into the darkness. Then lances of fire started coming down from the sky and torching houses, ripping the block as a half dozen smaller dragons flew overhead. I picked up a cell phone, dialed a number and grinned with satisfaction as a derelict car blew up on the Cross Island Parkway, our diversion. I started the van, slipped on NVGs, and wove my way down the side streets slowly, mixing in with the dozens of other cars of people trying to leave the area. 




Chapter 45
“How is she?” I asked Clark. The van was parked inside the Freeport National Guard Armory, which was deserted. The troops had all left for the battle at the Brooklyn Bridge and never returned.
“Nasty head wound, bleeder, but she’ll be OK. Concussion, she’s going to be laid up for a few days.” His voice was gruff but he sat with her head in his lap, careful not to touch the bandage. “I sewed the vein, but she’s going to have a nasty scar on her scalp. Should wake up soon, but she’s got a bunch of morphine in her. I’m worried more about her face.”
I crouched down next to him and looked at her. Her right cheekbone was swollen under the dark skin. “Possible fracture,” I said. Like all Delta I had an extensive emergency medicine education, but Clark had been a Special Forces medic before coming to the Unit.
“Yeah, I’m going to have to take her to a hospital. Maybe,” he finished, and he looked worn. We had lost people, hell a lot of people, but this injury was hitting close to home for him. AS their CO, of course I had known that Clark and Hollis were a thing, but they had never, ever let it interfere with their work. Now, well, they were worn out. I could see it. The last few weeks had been hard, ridiculously hard, and though we were the best the US military had to offer, well, there is always a price.
“I’m going to take him up on his offer,” I stated simply.
Clark nodded but said nothing for a long minute. Finally, “That’s suicide, you know.”
“Maybe, maybe not. I’ve got some tricks up my sleeve.”
He looked at my hand resting on the hilt of the gladius. “It talks to you, right?” he asked.
“Sort of. More like feelings. Aggression. Joy of battle. That kind of stuff.” I didn’t tell him about the darker things, the dreams I had when it wasn’t locked away. The legions marching to my banner. The urge to conquer, to win at all costs, to rule.
“He could fry you with one blast, you know that,” he pointed out.
I nodded. “He could, but he won’t. He wants to beat me, and he mentioned the Code Duello. So there’s some kind of rules to it, like no stabbing below the belt or whatever. As the challenged, I get to pick the location and weapons.”
“You’re going to cheat, aren’t you?” asked Hollis weakly, eyes still closed.
I smiled down at her and said, “If you ain’t cheating, you ain’t trying.”
“Don’t!” she said quietly. “We’re gonna need allies, and if word gets out that you fought honorably, well, you honorably dead might help us more than you cheating and alive.”
“Is my military mind not worth enough?” I laughed, but it did sting a bit.
“She’s right, Dave. First off, I doubt you’ll win even if you cheat. Second, if you CAN win in a straight up duel, his house will lose great face and then his inexperienced son will be in charge, dealing with the other nobles. Third, well, a full division of Orcs is far more valuable than one crappy field grade.” Clark smiled when he said it, but they were both right.
“Well, fuck me then. I might die, but he can’t eat me.” Yeah, I was scared.
“The Orcs will,” said Tor, who had been listening the whole time.
I turned to him and said, “It’s an expression.”
“Aye. but still true. They’re right, you know. If ye cheat, you lose, even if it’s the human way. I kin understand in regular war, maybe, but this is a duel. Cheat and ALL the houses will join to raze your city, all of it, to the ground. Win, and they will think Lord Tavan and his house, fools and will back them no more.”
At my side the sword growled, a fierce exaltation that tore through my mind and made my heart pound. I wanted this duel, the one-on-one combat to see who lived and who died. With a struggle of will I forced the urge back down.




Chapter 46
We headed towards one of our safe houses as soon as we could transfer to the Jeep, at a place far out on Long Island, one of the estates on the North Shore. Old money, and the man who owned it was a patriot, that’s all I’ll say about him. Word had come to us, through Jones of all people, that it was a safe place to hide out and rest.
We made our way cautiously across Queens and then Nassau County, avoiding the expressways and highways. Those were being patrolled now by Orcs riding wolves and commanded by Elves on saber tooth tiger looking things, and they were fast. Each food convoy was escorted by a company of them and they had air cover, dragons flitting about overhead. They were reacting to our attacks, which made me feel better. I felt even better when we were driving parallel to the Southern State Parkway, which they had taken over and bared to human traffic, and about a half mile ahead a huge mushroom cloud erupted. I knew what that was and so did my guys.
“That’s a fucking big one,” said Clark. “Couple thousand gallons of ammonium nitrate, probably. I wonder who is working out here?”
“Remember that LT from the Brooklyn Bridge? Wells and his platoon sergeant, Kowalski?” I said as I turned the wheel north, away from the slowly rising mushroom. “I met with them the other day while you were in the city, taking out the Mayor.”
“No shit,” said Clark. He knew that I had good reason not to tell him before an op like that, with a good likelihood of getting captured, but I felt he needed to know now. Things were coming to a head.
The streets we drove through were weird. The supermarkets were open, with trucks and bad guys delivering food to suburbanites. There were a fair number of cars, and we were mixed in with traffic at around five in the evening. The more the merrier and you’d be surprised how much people could ignore in a desperate attempt at normality. A lot of the retail stores were close, but we passed though one upscale area where there were Elves apparently, uh, shopping? Clothes stores, jewelry, even a gun shop of all things, not that there were many in this state.
“I think … we’re on the wrong side of the tracks,” said Clark and he was right. I stepped on the gas, looking at our fuel gauge. Quarter tank had to be enough to get us up there. They were rationing it out, even though I knew the Elves could make as much as they want, so it was just a way to control us.
We made it, barely, rolling into the estate with the gas light on. Two guards met us, armed heavy as shit with suppressed SCAR-H’s. There was an actual bunker sited about fifty meters down driveway, with a highly illegal fifty cal machine gun barrel tracking us, and I’m pretty sure a sniper in a hide site somewhere.
“You’re expected and have the run of the east wing. Mister Jameson is away on business, and your security will be provided for.” The guy talking looked really familiar, and I leaned out the window to catch a better glimpse of him.
“Holy shit, been a long time, Sergeant Major. Contracting work been good to you?” He was in his late fifties and had been top dog in one of the SF groups when I was ten years younger.
“Keeps me young, Major. Now if you forget you saw me, I’ll forget I saw you.” He said it in a light tone but he was dead serious.
I handed him one of the thumb drives containing all our intel summaries, a copy of the one I had given to the SEALS. “See that this gets around, CSM.”
He took it and handed me a radio in return. “If anyone shows up, there’s a panic room behind the east library wall. Look for a leatherbound copy of Conan the Barbarian, switch is behind it. Code is 1548. Let us handle everything else,” and waved us in. The last part had been an order.
*****
The Padre showed up late that night with a haunted look on his face. He had gone into the City, into Central Manhattan itself, to collect some info on ‘his people’. He looked drawn and said nothing until he had downed two shots of whiskey. We sat on a balcony high up on a hill overlooking the Long Island Sound and watched the far Connecticut shore.
“There goes Bridgeport,” said the priest. “The remnants of the 1/102 Infantry have held out there since Day Three, a blocking position covering the withdrawal of the Marines from New London. Well, that was last week. The devils have been starving them out just for the fun of it, wouldn’t even take a surrender. I guess tonight was party night for them.” He pointed with a third glass in his hand to a glow on the horizon and we watched the flashes of dragon fire lance downward. He seemed years older and I had only seen him a few days ago.
“Yeah, we seem to have forgotten about the outside world,” I answered him after a bit. “But we can only focus on our own little slice of it.” I filled him in what the SEALS had told me about the big picture and he let out a deep breath.
“I want … I’d like you to meet some people.” He seemed a bit unsure of himself, as if broaching a subject that wasn’t really comfortable with. I motioned him to continue, and he said, “Well, the Society has been underground for a very long time, and we’re reluctant to operate in the open, so to speak.”
“Padre, it’s either now or never. We aren’t going to beat them militarily, and I’ll take anything right we can get. We’ve been hitting them hard but eventually we’ll get ground down. Most insurgencies succeed because they had a friendly, or at least neutral, country to rest, refit and recruit from.” I was finally getting something off my chest that had been eating at me. I had studied warfare and counterinsurgency my whole career, and I knew how it worked. Hell, maybe I had gone about if wrong, letting the Elves settle in and then hit them.
He hesitated again, then said, “Not to change the subject, but …” and he brought out a piece of paper, handing it to me.
“REWARD,” it read in big letters across the top, followed by “INFORMATION REGARDING THE WHEREABOUTS OF THE REBEL DAVID KINCAID AND COMPANIONS.” Underneath was a no shit copy of my military ID picture along with Garcia, Hollis and Clark, followed by the actual reward. “LORDSHIP OF THE TOWN OF FREEPORT ON THE LONG ISLAND OR 50 POUNDS OF GOLD.”
“Crap, those pictures. Our IDs are Top Secret. That means some son of bitch got them into the SIPRNET.” I got angry then, angry as hell. Fucking traitors. “Well, our job just got a lot harder.”
“Yeah, and they’re executing people. You know they razed Coney Island to the ground after your raid on the MCU stadium? Everything south of the Belt parkway. Dragons turned everything to pretty much glass.” He crossed himself, and I swore. “David, I don’t know that the people have the heart to fight a war like that. We’re too … comfortable. We aren’t what we were in World War Two.”
“I know,” I sighed. “But you’d be surprised. We’re just going to have to be smarter.”
He held out his hand for another shot of whiskey. “Last thing. Tavan’s’ brutality isn’t sitting well with the other great houses. His focus on dealing with this insurrection of yours has turned attention away from the conventional fight. Their armies have taken a lot of losses, and he has a ton of manpower tied up in the City. There’s a council next week where they’re going to ask him to cut half his dragon strength over to the Midwestern field command. If you defeat him in single combat, well, his son is much more … rash, and politically weaker than him.”
“And you know this how? Your scrying?” I looked at him, seeing the strain on his face.
He nodded. “I’m getting better, but I’ve almost been caught several times. If they do, well, I’ve felt the tug on my soul already trying to leave my body.”
“Yeah, but, I mean, how the hell am I going to beat him in a fair fight? I took two fencing classes in college, and got my ass handed to me, and he’s probably been doing this since birth. I can knife fight and grapple with the best of them, but swords?” Honestly the idea of getting cut scared the crap out of me. I’ve been shot twice but stabbed or hacked was far more terrifying.
“Let me take care of that. I can get you to a point where you MIGHT have a slim chance, so training starts tomorrow. But about the people I want you to meet, I have several of them staying in a house not too far from here. The Elves have been hunting them, and I’ve been teaching them to mask their signatures.”
I took a swig of my own drink, finally. “People with talent?”
“Yes. Clairvoyants, telekinetic, illusionists, enhancers. More than a few bullshit artists, but a little bit of prayer and some perception and I can usually see through them.”
I was quiet for a moment, thinking more about dueling Tavan than whatever help we might get from some untrained people, however willing. “Take Clark. I’d have you take Hollis, but she’s going to need a few days to recover. Few weeks, more like. Some light duty would be good.”
“The Master Sergeant is a good man, but they need to see you. Like it or not, you’re the leader of this insurgency thing.”
There was a lot to digest, and we both sat there for a long while and watched the lighting flicker and die over the doomed National Guardsmen. Finally I voiced my thoughts. “We can’t win an insurgency right now. Tavan is a complete bastard and could care less how many he kills, but the other houses are concerned about destroying the spoils of war and the fighting against conventional sources. His son is incompetent, and if he inherits, we have more of a chance to hit them hard.”
“Think Edward Longshanks and his son,” said the Padre. “Wallace and Robert the Bruce didn’t stand a chance against the old bastard, but once he died …”
“Yeah. Go, but I hate this shit. I mean, I love a fight, but I hate a war, you know? No one ever wins.” I did, too. Hate it.
He had nothing to say to that, but at my side I heard the whisper of the sword. Power, glory, fame.




Chapter 47
I asked Jones to answer the challenge. I wasn’t worried about his safety, feeling that Tavan would respect a flag of truce to get the answer he craved. Me, well, I started training the next morning., and by that night I felt like I had spent ten rounds in the Octagon with Tim Kennedy.
Behind the house a tennis court set among the pine trees. It made a decent approximation of a dueling ground, giving us room to move around and hidden by trees from casual observation on the road. I did a light workout as the sun rose and then Father Mike joined me, carrying the large shield of a Roman legionary. It was about four feet tall and two across, painted red and gold with the logo of the US Army Special Forces on it.
“Nice!” I exclaimed. I picked it up, expecting it to be heavy as crap, but I was surprised by the lack of weight. It lifted easily, with a grip on the inside. “Lighter than I expected.”
“It’ll get heavier as you get deeper into a fight, trust me. Hopefully this will be a quick one. WE don't have time to develop the muscles a real legionnaire had.” He held up a finger. “That’s your number one lesson. The longer this duel goes on, the worse it’s going to go for you. Weight of your sword, armor and shield are going to wear you out.”
“You sound like you’re pretty well versed in this stuff,” I observed.
Mike shrugged, then grinned. “When you take a vow of celibacy, you have to turn your energy somewhere. Now, you say you took a fencing class in college. Let’s disabuse you of some notions. This …” and he picked up another sword, “is as close as correlation to Lord Tavan’s blade that I could come to.”
This one was encased in a hard canvas covered scabbard, with a basket hilt and no curve to it. I drew it out and found it incredibly well balanced. Stamped on the blade were the words US ARMY and the numbers M1913. “Interesting, it doesn’t look like an Army issue sword.” I was used to the ceremonial blades that officers purchased, the M1902 Cavalry Sabre. Never owned one myself, Delta operators didn’t spend much time in Dress Blues.
“This was designed by then Lieutenant George Patton. I trust you’ll be especially careful with that particular blade, please,” he said as I took several experimental swipes and jabs with it. “It’s the original. I stole it from Fort Knox several years ago.”
My eyebrows raised. “Stole it, Padre?”
“I am not always a good man, David, and the Bishop has heard my confession. Now, Engarde!”
He had picked up the shield and held a wooden replica of the gladius in his right hand and Roman helmet on his head. I would come to know and hate that lead weighted replica over the next hour. Placing a rubber cap over the tip of the sabre I could swear to God I hear the sword say, “FUCK!” and a sense of disappointment. Huzzah, magic frigging swords for everyone.
“Why don’t I just use this one?” I asked. “Seems more appropriate.”
“Because Tavan knows the gladius. How old do you think he is? Never mind, just understand that he’s faced similar ones before, and been beaten by them. Now, can we begin?” His tone was patient but hard.
I took up a fencing stance and immediately felt awkward, with no idea what to do with my left hand. In matches you dance in and out with fast strikes, your off handheld back for balance as you mainly used the point to thrust. I tried a tentative stab and my opponent easily batted it away, far faster than I would have expected from the heavier, shorter blade. He grinned, not even moving his shield, leaving himself wide open.
Screw it, and I drove at him, aiming for his sword arm, trying to use the superior length of the sabre to hit his wrist or forearm. The sword pulled back out of reach, throwing me off balance, and the edge of the shield smashed into my extended arm, just above the elbow. I barely kept my grip as I twisted away and the wooden gladius came a hair’s breadth, literally, of smacking me upside the head.
Stepping back I took a moment to work my arm and Father Feradach stood there grinning. Yes, I got mad. I readied my left hand to try the same thing, only this time I was going to grab the edge of the shield to throw him off balance. Instead I got a full body smash that sent me sprawling with the point of the gladius at the base of my neck.
“Remember, lad, your entire body is the weapon, not just the sword. Shield, armor, mass, speed, all of it is one weapon.” He helped me to my feet, and we began again. This time I waited on him coming to me and he advanced slowly, crouched down behind the shield. As he got closer, within striking distance, the gladius flicked out from the side to smack my blade, which I in turn easily batted away. Every time though, my riposte smacked against the edge of the shield. I tried to go over the top, aiming for his head and he turned his face aside, the blade skitting across the metal of the cheek and neck guards. In return I got a whack with the edge of his sword in my ribs that drove the breath out of me.
“Goddammit,” I huffed, “I’ve got almost six inches of reach on you. This shouldn’t be so damn hard.” I hadn’t touched him once.
“To be fair, I’m armored and shielded, you aren’t, but Lord Tavan will be. Though I don’t think he carries a shield. Did you ever see him with one?” he asked.
“No, come to think of it. We can’t assume, though, can we?”
He nodded. “No, we can’t, but there is only so much I can train you for. I’m showing you now that you can win a duel using tools that they won’t expect and will probably laugh at. Again!”
Right. Time for something different. I had some of my own trucks up my sleeve too. I brought the saber in high again, expecting him to turn his head as it slid across the top of the shield. I was going to stab downward with the point as he turned his face away, try to lever the shield down and do another short quick stab at his throat. Instead the shield came down before I even hit it, pinning my foot to the ground and the gladius blade flashed out directly across the top, knocking my blade aside and smashing my safety goggles into my eye, drawing blood. If it had been a real sword, with the full strength of his arm behind it, the point would have completely driven into my eye socket.
“KNOCK IT OFF!” I heard him yell. I had dropped the sword and grabbed the lip of his shield, trying to tear it away from him. In my fury I ignored him, trying hard to get at him, and the wooden sword hit me a stinging flat WHACK across my hip. Then he used the shield again to shove me away from him.
My head cleared as I lay in the ground and I heard high pitched female laughter accompanied by clapping. Staff Sergeant Hollis and the NYPD Sergeant O’Neill stood at the edge of the tennis court. “Aye, lad, the scorn of a woman hurts more sometimes than the kiss of a blade. Now it’s time for you to really learn. Switch out with me.”
I looked over at them both and gave them the finger, both hands, and they laughed again, O’Neill blowing me a kiss. Hollis smiled and said, “Anytime you want to leave the priesthood, Father, you just give me a call. I like your moves.”
I laughed as he blushed furiously and said to me sternly, “No more messing around, time for play is over!”




Chapter 48
That afternoon I drove with the Padre to meet his, well, I didn’t know what to call them. Later, after getting to know them, I called them the Freak Squad. I didn’t mean it in any serious way, and they owned it. I liked them, they were good people and many of them lost their lives in the war.
We met in the upstairs, of all things, a comic book store. What else? There were people who had been shunned their whole lives for showing some kind of magical talent, something that made them ‘odd’ and kept them on the fringes of society. There were five magic users, four men and one woman. Well, three men and a young girl, maybe seventeen or so, with her dad. Father Mike introduced me to all of them. Harley Osman was the girl and Kevin was her dad, along with an old Chinese guy, Dennis Cho, and a Hispanic dude, Raphael Martinez, who had the rough hands of a construction worker. The last one was a pimply faced kid named Vinny Carlucci, somewhere between twenty and thirty who looked like a rock star. He practically had drool coming out of his mouth as he cast sidelong glances at the Osman girl. Oh well, you get what you work with.
“Thank you for coming, everyone,” said Father Mike. “I know getting here was tough with the Elves and orc patrols, but some are better than none. I’d like to introduce you to Dave. He’s a US Army soldier who is exploring ways to use the Elves weapons in our fight against them.”
“With all due respect,” said the girls’ dad, “you said there wouldn’t be any fighting on Harley’s part. If that ain’t true, then we’re out of here. Come on, Harley.”
“Mister Osman,” I said, “I’m not in the business of involving children in war.”
“I’m NOT a child! Don’t be an idiot, dad!” the girl interjected, looking up from her cell phone. Then she looked back down again and began texting furiously. 
I sighed; we didn’t need this shit. I walked over to her and took the iPhone out of her hand before she could lock it and looked at the apps she had open.
“Hey!” she shouted, grabbing at it, but I ignored her. One of them was Instagram and I clicked on her feed. There was a selfie of her from just before we got there, this very room, and in the background were the faces of the other three magic users, with me and Father Feradach just coming in the door. #Elvesrock #magicuser. There weren't any ‘likes’ or comments yet. Thank God. I deleted it and then smashed the phone under my boot, making sure it was crushed. I looked up and didn’t see the anger on her dad’s face that I expected; he actually smiled. The girl, on the other hand, lit into me with furious anger. “Who the fuck do you think you are?” she screamed at me, raised her hand and then …
… and then glass sculpture of a dragon rocketed off the wall at my head. I ducked and it sailed past me to shatter on the wall. Grabbing her wrist I pulled her face close to mine and snarled, “If you dad wasn’t here I’d put a bullet in you for what you posted. This meeting is over.”
I felt a strong hand on my shoulder and a calm, slightly accented voice said, “Dave, I think it’s OK. I can sense no magic around here, well the elven kind. I will let you know if they come close with hostile intent.” It was Martinez, and he sounded quite assured.
“If he says that, I believe him,” added Father Mike.
“Yeah,” said the whatever age guy, Vinny, “take your hands off the girl, tough guy.”
I took a deep breath, trying to control my anger. “Ms. Osman,” I said, looking directly at her, “Elves are not ‘cool’ or anything to be admired. They are bloodthirsty killers who, if they knew about your talents, would burn you to the ground. Obviously you have skill, but whether you can use it properly or not is the problem, or if you even want to.”
“She’ll do her part, but I want her to stay out of direct danger,” said her dad, and there was no mistaking the finality in his voice.
Harley glared at me and gave me both fingers, and I did lose it. I took out my own cell and showed her the pictures I had taken on recon, shoved it in her face. “Do you see this?” I barked, flipping to pictures I had taken of the orcs herding a group of young women towards a portal. It was grainy, shot from a distance, but she could see that they were naked and wearing chains. Behind them stood an Elf noble, arms crossed with satisfaction.
“That’s … that’s photoshopped, The Elves came here to help us, to help us fix, fix the world. To stop our wars.” She was pale, but defiant.
“Do you want me to stop?” I asked her dad, out of respect for him. He shook his head no, and I scrolled to a video and hit play, holding it back up to her face. She tried to turn away but her dad pushed her back around. It was another group, this one of kids. Four of them, surrounded by a mixed orc / Elf patrol, roped by the neck. One of the Elves casually cut the rope of a young boy, maybe six years old, whipped out his sword and decapitated him, then threw the body to the orcs. They took out their own knives and started butchering the corpse.
“Ohmyfuckinggod…” she babbled and then threw up on the floor, weeping and gagging. Her dad put his arms around her and Father Mike handed me a bottle of water.
“Listen, kid. I was there, I saw it. I didn’t stop it because if I did, I’d be dead right now. This is what’s happening in Manhattan and other places. Do you understand me?” I crouched down to look her in the eye and handed her the water. “Because if you don’t, if you really think that the Elves are the good guys, then I have a problem. You and your dad aren’t going to leave this room alive. There are too many people depending on what comes of this, too many lives, for me to let you talk about us.”
“Hey, you need to lay off -” Carlucci started to say, and he found himself looking at the train tunnel end of my Glock. I didn’t need any ‘impress the girl’ macho bullshit and I almost wished it had a hammer to cock back at him.
He put his hands up and said, “Whoa, big guy, calm down, OK?”
Calm down my ass. If it had been Clark here he would have splashed the kid’s brains on the wall for even thinking of interfering. I knelt down in front of the girl. “Do you understand me, Harley?” I asked again. “I’m not trying to BE an asshole; I AM an asshole when it comes to operational security and the lives of my soldiers. Work with me and you can become one of my people, and I’ll lay down my own life for you.”
She sobbed weakly in some kind of affirmation and I stood up. “That goes for all of you. If we’re going to win this war, we’re going to need you.”
The Chinese guy, Dennis, spoke up. “He’s right. I faced them in Chinatown on day two, and barely escaped with my life. And I am no ‘noob’ as you kids say.”
“I’m going to go out and wait in the car,” said Harley’s dad. “The less I know the better.” He pulled me aside and said, “Her mother worked in Manhattan, and we haven’t heard anything yet. She’s in pretty big denial, but maybe she needs this kind of wake up. Keep that in mind. And I don’t want her in direct combat.”
“I will do what I can, but this war is going to make a lot of people grow up fast, Mister Osman.” I said, holstering my pistol.
He nodded, “I know, but she’s my daughter, and all I have left.”
“Best I can,” I said, and meant it.
“What do you want us to do?” asked Hernandez after he left.
I motioned to Father Mike and he dumped out a backpack on a table. In it were about half a dozen items that we had collected from the battlefield at the Brooklyn Bridge. Two wands, a chain with a pendant, a ring and the broken hilt of a sword that still glowed faintly blue. We had been hiding them in a sewer culvert in a sump out on Long Island in case they had some kind of tracking spell, but apparently Hernandez could sense things like that.
“This … definitely magical.” The construction worker held up the ring, “Defensive or something. Not projecting.”
I showed him my ring, and he concentrated on it. “Yeah, it’s the same thing. Same, I dunno, flavor I guess. I’d say it probably does the same thing.” He slipped it on and said, “I feel kinda silly right now, but I’m speaking Spanish.”
“I heard English, but I have my own ring on. I’m speaking Arabic right now,” I replied, and he grinned. OK, another translator ring, which made sense. The chain with the pendant was just a chain with a pretty stone on it, and Vinny made a big show of giving it to Harley, who was still sitting in the corner, knees drawn up and head down. She completely ignored him and he got a pissy look on his face. Thems the breaks, kid, let it go.
“I think,” said Hernandez, holding up the sword hilt, “that whatever this was it’s broken now. I mean, it’s still magical, but pretty much useless.”
“Lemme try this one,” said Vinny with a slick look at the girl, and before I could stop him, the kid grabbed the nearest wand, pointed it and yelled “FUEGO!” or some shit like that. I grabbed Father Mike and Harley roughly and dove to the floor, seeing the reaction on David Cho’s face and his own desperate dive for Hernandez. There was no sound, only a burst of radiant energy that spat out level with the floor, about waist high. Hernandez screamed and grabbed his leg as it froze solid into stone.
“Jesus Christ!” yelled Carlucci, looking down at the wand in his hand as it continued to spit white light. Osman screamed as it waved towards her, and Cho stepped in front of it, arms spread wide in a circular motion. The beam intersected him as I drew my Glock, and I expected Cho to turn to stone also. Instead the spell surrounded him and was drawn inward, though he staggered, and the light went out. Father Mike hit Carlucci in a low tackle, sending him sprawling and the wand flying. 
I jammed my gun back into its holster and ran over to Hernandez, who was looking in shock at his leg. Cutting his pants leg off revealed … stone, actual stone. It ended just above his knee, kind of fading and melding into the flesh. Where it did incredible clotting and bruising was showing. Not sure what else to do, I took off my belt and made a light tourniquet mid leg, but not tightening it too much.
Father Mike stood up, walked over to the screaming girl and slapped her across the face, shutting her off abruptly. “Mike,” I said to him, “keep an eye on this. We have to get him to a hospital.” He knelt next to the wounded man and started talking to him to keep him from going into shock. I looked over at Cho, who sat exhausted, He waved me away and pointed to Carlucci, who was sitting, stunned, with his back to the wall. Only it wasn’t the rock star sitting there, it was the same person but he seemed drab, pale with lots of zits on his face, and skinnier. He saw me looking and faster than I could have imagined, bolted for the doorway. I dove at him and went THROUGH him, crashing into the wall, and the illusion disappeared.
“Fuck you, shitbag!” said a voice from over by an open window, and I saw him climbing through. “Let’s see what the Elves give me for this info!”
The window slammed shut on his hands with a whipping motion of the girls’ hands and I heard him yell, then a thud as hit the ground outside. I passed by Harley’s dad on his way up the stairs like a bat out of hell, gun up, but by the time I got around the corner he was gone.
******
“That went well,” said Father Mike as we drove back.
“Ya think?” I answered. We had lost one magic user, albeit a douchebag, and another was probably going to lose his leg. “One MIA, an old Chinese dude who looks like an extra from Big Trouble in Little China, a guy who ‘senses’ things and is going to lose his leg and a spoiled telekinetic brat.”
“David Cho could have, if he wanted to, burned that entire building to the ground. Maybe not in a controlled way, but I’ve been working on it. Raphael basically blanked out that entire meeting from observation while we were there, and Harley, well, when she gets a grip on reality, she has the most potential of any of them for direct action.” He seemed very calm about it.
“What about Vinny Goombah? What was his deal?” I asked.
He sighed. “Ah, yes, Vincent. He was an illusionist, and a great one. It was a shame to lose him there, but I could see no other course. We are going to have to be very careful of him in the future.”
I didn’t say it out loud, but that kid had just become number one on the insurgency Most Wanted List. No need to tell Father Mike.
I drove in silence for a bit, keeping an eye out for overhead patrols. There was a dusk to dawn curfew put in place over Long Island but we still had time with the long summer evening. Apparently, Shannon was going to “cook me a real dinner” and I wasn’t sure what exactly that meant. To keep my mind off it I asked him, “What’s next for the Freak Squad?”
He thought then said, “I think, for now, we need to remain in hiding and practice. As you have said, this is going to be a long war.” Truer words were never spoken, as neither of us had any idea how long it would actually become, or how vital a role the Freak Squad would actually come to play.




Chapter 49
From the war journals of Lord Thar Tavan, Head of House Tavor, Commander of the Third Army.
 
I despise traitors, both to their race and their masters, but they are useful. The human youth that Grimalt brought to me has some talent in the Way, but more valuable, he brought information. A priest assists Kincaid, and the human also brought me a water container that Kincaid had handled. The youth mentioned something about “DNA” that he had 
‘swiped from his car’,” but I think he means that we can use his essence to find him. I will have Grimalt talk to him on the morrow, perhaps a round on the rack will make him more understandable.
As for the other, the arrogance of them, the druids, the priests of the Dead God who have inherited the Druid powers, the mullahs of the false prophet, all of them. It was hard to find him through the Way, but easy enough to torture one of his colleagues for the information.
“David Kincaid,” chanted Tavan, kneeling in front of the pentagram inscribed in the floor. “Revenge on David Kincaid,” he said again, leaning forward to watch the red lines start to glow. “Who among the damned still remembers and desires revenge on the warrior David Kincaid?” He held out a sheet of paper with his enemy’s face printed on it and threw it above the symbol where it burst into flames and vanished then followed with the bottle of water. 
On the opposite side of the pentagram squatted a demon, a short, troll like thing. At its feet lay the remains of a muscular human, still clad in an army uniform and twitching. The supernatural creature held a quivering heart in its hands and slowly raised it to its mouth, a look of glee on its devilish face, and took a bite. “They will come,” it hissed as it chewed. “The strength of the devoured warrior draws them.”
As if to punctate his words a red mist began to form, dozens of small humanoid figures coalescing into a fighting, swirling mass. As each one was defeated the victor grew larger until there were only two locked in battle, hands around throats. With a barely discernible cry one slew the other then turned to face Tavan, now the size of a large man with a misshapen head. “I will slay David Kincaid for you and feast on his soul in the Inferno,” it growled in a mix of laughter and hiss. 
“Go, do as I command,” said Tavan, his heart pounding with fear as the demon across the way stared at him. This kind of magic, this sending, always came with a high price, and he wondered if would become one of these shades to do another mage's bidding when he had perished.   
The demon across the pentagram eyed him, blood and viscera dripping from its mouth, its red glare staring at him unblinking. “How goes the war, oh Great Lord?”
“You know as well as I do. The humans still resist as an organized force, though they are failing. Our mages learn to counter their technology every day, and there are no longer any ‘aircraft’ to deal with.” He didn’t know why he spoke with this thing, but after the loss of Ellarissa he had no confidant.
“More souls!” grunted the thing. “You have incurred a debt to us. We will collect.”
“That’s in the future. I will have my revenge now.”
“The future is here and now and past. I have seen your death. Would you like to know?” The demon has a grin that was just a little too wide for its face.
Did he want to know? Tavan shook his head. Maybe it would be the fields of Elysium or the depths of Hades, though he suspected more towards the later. He had his victory, after great loss and so many centuries, and he was tired. “Begone, demon, until I require you to grovel before me again.”
The creature howled in laughter, ripping off the head of the corpse in front of him and fading into nothing. The only remainder was the echoing of the word, “Soon...” drawn out in a long hiss.




Chapter 50
Ok, I admit it. As good as I am with war, I’m a complete moron when it comes to relationships. Until I reached thirty, I pretty much left a trail of wrecks on the side of the road, and there had been no one serious. As I sat across the table from Shannon, I laid out my mental range card and put some virtual claymore mines up. I was NOT going to let her get close to me or talk me into anything. We spent a really awesome dinner of steak and salt potatoes just kind of making small talk about the war and the elves. Comparing scars, really, and it was kind of nice.
“So, Captain America, what do you do for fun?” she asked, a gleam in her eye. “What would you be doing right now if you could be anything besides a soldier?”
“Honestly?” I asked. The War on Terror had been going on so long that I hadn’t really thought much about myself. “I love what I do, I suppose, but … well, this is going to sound silly.”
“No, go ahead.” She reached across the table and touched my hand, and it felt hot but nice.
Well, here went nothing. “I draw.”
She burst out laughing, but it was a pleasant laugh. “Seriously? Mister Blood and Guts? What do you draw?”
“People. In pencil. Portraits.” It was something that I rarely opened up to anyone outside the team, but I had hundreds of sketches. “My favorite is this,” and I showed her a picture I had taken of a sketch. It was of a poor Iraqi boy in Sadr City, getting water with a bucket from a community well.
“Holy shit, that’s good!” she said, taking the phone from me and scrolling through my pictures. Sketches of the faces of my guys getting to breach a door, another of a wounded soldier on a stretcher, Hollis looking down at a sleeping Clark as she was about to pour a glass of water on his face, Garcia undercover as a cartel member.
I was kind of embarrassed, but the attention felt good. Something outside the war. “You know how you have a lot of time just sitting waiting for things to happen? Well, it distracts me.”
She nodded and then smiled mischievously, leaning forward and pouting her lips. “Draw me like you draw your French girls, Jack!”
I was off balance by her smile and I kinda had no idea what to say to that.
“You, soldier,” she said, “need to lighten up.” And when I started to answer, she just reached across the dinner table and put a finger on my lips. Then she took my hand and almost literally dragged me out of my seat. For a little thing, she was strong as hell.
“OK, what now?” I asked. Shannon stood maybe five foot four and in her PD uniform, combat boots and ballistic vest, festooned with gear, she was about as feminine as a bulldozer. Now she wore a simple pair of black jeans, sneakers and a blue T-shirt with the NYPD logo on it. Unlike the first time we met, in the dark in the middle of an invasion, and later in combat, now she was clean and scrubbed and, well, kinda beautiful.
“Now, we dance, idiot,” she said with a smile, and hit play on a CD. I was surprised by what came out, some kind of slow 1930’s dance number. All torch and smoke, something to sway in time with. She put her arm around my waist, grabbed my hand and we started to spin around the middle of the room, to the point where I actually laughed.
“Having fun?” she asked, a mischievous smile in her eyes. I was, and she felt … really good pressed up against me.
“But we …” I started to say, and again her finger found my lips. Then she let go of my hand, placed it behind my neck, and guided me down to her lips.
Dammit. Right through my perimeter and she took out her target with ease.
*****
It was dark when I awoke. Shannon’s head lay on my chest, and I had a crick in my neck from sleeping on my back. Part of my body felt sore and wonderful, the rest of it just felt sore as hell from where Father Feradach had put a whopping on me. Beside me on the nightstand was the sheathed gladius, and I heard it whisper to me. Danger Danger Danger, over and over.
“Shannon, wake up,” I whispered. “Bad shit.”
Her eyes opened and her hand snaked under the pillow, putting her hand on her P99Q. Then she held absolutely still. I could feel her heart racing through her breasts pressed up against me, and I slowly reached over for the hilt of the sword. I lay there with my eyes wide open, trying to see anything in the faint light reflected from under the door. Then I realized that the light was steadily growing stronger inside the room. It wasn’t an electric light, more like a flickering fire coming from one corner. My hand was on the hilt and I felt an energy run down my arm, like a slight tingling of electricity.
“Kincaid…” hissed something from the corner and I actually felt the hair stand up all over my body. The voice sounded like glass being walked on and the light coalesced into a human sized figure. The head was oddly shaped, the top half weirdly distended, and the eyes blazed brightly. “I will have … my ...revenge!” it hissed. The shape solidified and I recognized the face, even with the damage a .308 round had made from fifteen hundred meters. Julio ‘Buey’ Vargas, a drug lord from Mexico that I had popped in Ciudad Victoria maybe five years ago.
“MOVE!” I yelled, and rolled away from Shannon, whipping the sword forward to throw the sheath off. She disappeared off the other side and I lost sight of her. A raking, burning hand grabbed and just touched my shoulder and pain shot through me, making me scream involuntarily as I dove towards the wall, trying to get my balance. I swung the sword desperately, feeling it cleave empty air. In the demonic light behind me I saw Shannon, gun up, trying to get a clean shot. I doubted her gun would be of any use against this thing and yelled at her to get out. She ignored me and blazed away, the rounds punching right through and into the wall behind me. Then the spirit, or whatever the hell it was, charged at me across the bed.
I held up the blade in the stabbing stance that Father Feradach had shown me earlier that day, and what had been Vargas stopped. Yeah, it was him, right down to the missing top quarter of his skull.
“When I heard the call in Hell, I leapt at the chance to get my -” and then it turned into a blood curdling scream as I shoved the gladius in its face. Never frigging stop to talk shit. Never. The blade went into the open mouth and I ripped it sideway, carving out a big chunk of the face. It left a brilliant blue glow in its wake and the thing screamed again. I felt a burning hot hand wrap around my wrist and squeeze, agony flaring up my arm. The sword fell out of my hand to the floor with a clang and incredibly strength pulled me towards that fiery face.
“DO YOU WANT TO KNOW WHAT HELL IS LIKE?” it screamed at me, and I saw it. Saw damnation in its eyes, billions of figures screaming in torment as Vargas pulled me towards his gaping mouth. “COME JOIN ME, KINCAID!”
Like the pale marble arm of a Greek statue a hand and wrist appeared, pressed the barrel of a pistol to Vargas’ flaming skull and pulled the trigger. The light of the billions of souls went out and the apparition faded to dust. I fell to the floor feeling as if I were still on fire.
“UNCLE MIKE!” I heard Shannon yell, but he was already through the door. Something splashed across my wounds, and I felt immediate relief as the lights came on.
“Take it easy, son, and Shannon, put some clothes on,” the priest ordered. Then I felt cool water on my lips and I guzzled it down.
“How … how did her gun work on that thing? I saw the rounds go right through it,” I gasped, shivering now as Father Feradach drew a blanket over me after helping me to the bed.
Shannon came over and dropped the magazine from her pistol, thumbing out a round. She held the tip up to me and I saw a tiny cross inlaid in the tip of the hollow point, silver glinting in the overhead light. “Uncle Mike’s been working on this for me. It’s not the silver, he says, but the faith behind the symbol. Probably won’t work for you until you actually believe, but it’s good enough for me. Either way, I’m glad it worked.” And she kissed me deeply. It burned only a little less than the demon’s touch, but in a much more pleasant way.
“Ahem, uh, I’ll just be going now, if everything is OK …” said the priest, but we ignored him. 




Chapter 51
From the war journals of Lord Thar Tavan, Head of House Tavor, Commander of the Third Army.
I have arranged for satisfaction of honor with the human Kincaid and I will have vengeance for Ellarissa, and it will be all the better because it comes from my own hand. My sending from the lower planes failed last night, though I know not why and I am troubled. However, by dawn the day after tomorrow this will be ended, one way or another. The council grows ever more impatient, and I think they are having their own problems.
The man who stood in front of Lord Tavan was almost a giant, and he wondered if possibly there was some actual giant’s blood in him. The human bore in one hand a rolled scroll and had a white band tied around one massive bicep with skin dark as night. Maybe more troll than giant, thought Tavan. The two were alone in a suite at the top of the Waldorf Astoria. As a condition of the meeting, even Tavan’s advisor Grimalt had been sent away. This was personal.
“So, your commander accepts my challenge,” said the Elf in flawless English, nodding to the paper in the emissary’s hand. “What is your name, then, underling?” He stressed the word, trying to get a reaction out of the human.
“You can call me Mister Jones, your pinheadedness,” grinned the giant, watching for Tavan’s own reaction.
“I know all your colloquialisms. Mister Jones,” he sneered back. “For example, I understand the history of your people in this country and what the use of the modern derivative of the Latin word ‘nigreos’ means to you. Shall I call you that?” He was testing to see how far he could push.
“Try it,” rumbled Jones, “and I’ll break your head before the -er comes out, parlay or no parlay.” He stepped forward one long stride, bringing him within arm’s reach of the new ruler of New York City.
Tavan gestured to a chair, unphased. “Have a seat. My grievance is not with you, and I understand being a soldier in an army. I would like to speak with you of several things, though. Wine?” The Elf snapped his fingers and a human woman appeared. With a start, Jones recognized her as one of the New York “elite” who so often graced the cover of the daily newspapers in the City. Instead of makeup and thousand dollar torn jeans she now wore nothing but a silver chain around her neck, and in her hands she held a silver tray with two wine glasses on it.
Jones took the wine, ignoring the girl and saluting Tavan, then tossed it off in one shot. “Not bad.”
“There’s more like it, of course. For those who choose the right path. You can have her too, if you wish. You reside in the Springfield Gardens neighborhood of Queens, am I correct?”
“I got a crib there. Bunch other places too. World has gotten a bit dangerous to be staying in one place. By the way, it’s only because I’m here on a diplomatic mission that I’m not reaching over and ripping your scrawny little head off. Your boys killed my sisters’ son, and if Kincaid doesn’t get you, I will. It’s only a matter of time.”
“I too have lost loved ones in this war. You have my sympathy.” Tavan tried to look sincere when he said it, and for a moment, Jones actually saw grief in the alien eyes.
“How about you fuck off with that sympathy shit. You started this, and your daughter’s death is on your head.” Jones said it calmly, but Tavan’s’ anger flared.
“I was going to offer you a fiefdom if you swore loyalty to me, Mister Jones. A town to call your own, with slaves such as this at your beck and call. However, if you insist on being the crude barbarian, so be it.” Tavan leaned over and placed his fingertip on the cowering woman’s neck, waited a moment to see the human’s reaction and then let loose a bolt of energy that cut cleanly through, causing her head to flop forward and onto the floor without a sound other than a startled grunt.
Jones sat impassively, then finally said, “So now she is free. You said you studied the history of my people, Tavan, but obviously didn’t learn anything from it. And as far as giving me my own territory? As someone once said, you fucked with the wrong Marine. Staff Sergeant Isaiah Jones, United States Marine Corps, and since you already know Latin, you’ll understand what ‘Semper Fidelis’ means.”
“I see,” said Tavan. “Well, to business then. Major Kincaid has accepted my challenge and has the right to choose weapons. I am familiar with your firearms and am willing to ‘duel at ten paces’, as you say.”
Jones laughed, a big booming sound that echoed around the apartment. “Oh no, no no no. It’s swords, no magic, to the death. And he has asked that you bring a neutral observer from your council of Lords to watch and see that you don’t cheat. We’ll have a camera crew to observe the same.”
Tavan smiled. “Agreed, but how do I know that you won’t have someone shoot me from a distance, being the cowards that you are?”
“I’m pretty sure that any of your Lords who shows up to watch will be quite able to prevent that,” said Jones. “And to reassure you, the duel will take place on Hart Island, dawn the day after tomorrow.”
“You are the Major’s second, I presume?” said Tavan.
The terrified face of the dead woman stared up at Jones, and he reached down to close her eyes. “Oh no. I have other things to do, and I’m just an emissary. You’ll know his second as soon as you see him.”
Tavan stood up and Jones rose slowly to his feet, eyes watching the Elf lord’s. Then he looked down at the dead woman. “This is why, in the end, you’re going to lose.” Without waiting for an acknowledgement he turned his back on the invader of his world and walked out.




Chapter 52
US Army Special Forces (Delta) - Team Gulf Three
Hart Island stood in the Sound midway between Kings Point on Long Island and Pelham Park in the Bronx and had been many things over the years. Today it was mainly noted as the City’s Potter’s Field where the poor and unclaimed dead were buried in their thousands each year. Before that a jail, a workhouse, barracks for training Civil War colored regiments, in the vernacular of the time. Even before that, in the early 19th century, it had been known as a place for illegal fighting, duels and bare-knuckled pugilist contests that attracted thousands on steamer trips. I felt it was kind of appropriate, in a way.
The small Boston Whaler skipped its way across the Sound, taking the small waves easily in a calm air. It was growing lighter in the east, that still time that every soldier knows before the sun rises and the wind picks up again. I breathed in the salt air, filling my lungs deeply. I had grown up here, spent my summers out on the Great South bay fishing, and it always made me feel alive. If today was the day that I was going to die, so be it; I couldn’t think of one better.
In the faint star light reflected off the water I could Shannon’s’ form but not her face. She had on camouflage paint and a ghillie suit strapped to her back. Next to her sat Clark, the long barrel of the newly sighted Barrett rifle sticking up over his shoulder. They were my insurance policy; if I fell in battle Tavan was to be taken down and any other nobles with him. The heavy .50 caliber rounds were inscribed with the letters INRI, and Shannon would be on the gun. If I won the duel, we would walk away, that was the deal.
Father Mike sat behind me as I steered and next to him was Hollis. Her face was still a mass of bruises, but her job wasn’t to fight; in her hands was a high-definition video camera. The internet was pretty much down now, though occasionally we could log on, so her job was to record the entire thing and get it out as widely as possible. CD, TV, YouTube, whatever. People needed to see either that the Elves could be beaten or at least fought. Behind me in a duffle bag strapped to the covered shield was a suit of “armor” that we had cobbled together from whatever body armor we could come up with.
It was quite possible that I was going to die. I knew that, and accepted it, but for the first time in a long time there was something to live for. Maybe what had happened between Shannon and me was driven by the war and the passion for just feeling alive, but I didn’t know. I liked her; she knew what she wanted and was tough, something that really appealed to me. We would see what happened later, when all this was settled.
She must have caught me looking at her, because her teeth suddenly appeared in the midst of the dark camo oval of her face, a broad smile. I smiled back and then put the thoughts of her as anything other than Sergeant O’Neill way down deep. It was time to fight and maybe die. Love came later, if at all.
We pulled up to the southeastern end, the gentle waves pushing us towards shore and our sniper team got out, wading through the surf and taking off through the trees. I gunned the engine and swung northward, following the eastern shore and wanting to be in place before the slightest hint of sunlight appeared. The docks were on the west side but that was closer towards the City and observable. If necessary, I wanted as short a run as possible to get to the Bronx and safety. Clark and O’Neill had a zodiac that had been placed there the night before; they would have to make their own way back if it went to shit. I pushed back thoughts of tentacles reaching up through the water at them.
The boat ground on the sand and Father Mike jumped out, dragging a line to a tree and tying it off. I grabbed the duffle and the shield, helping Hollis over the bow as she was still a bit unsteady on her feet. She took a deep breath and hauled the camera bag out, disappearing herself behind a broken, ruined rock wall. I wasn’t worried about her being seen; if there was anything Delta did well it was recon and surveillance. She had a satcom with her and hopefully she would get a data uplink. I wished her well, she was one of the best soldiers I had ever met.
The Padre and I walked across the grass towards the middle of an open field as the sky grew lighter and then we stopped. “David,” he said, “mind if I say a prayer?”
“Sure. I have no idea if God is listening, but it can’t hurt.” Remembering my Catholic upbringing, I knelt and bowed my head. He chanted in the old way, in Latin accented in Irish, so I had no idea what he actually said. When he was done I stood and dumped out the gear from the duffle, spilling it on the ground. The bits of Kevlar and ceramic clattered and thumped in the dawn air and I picked up the vest.
We had gone to the Bayshore armory and found an old style frag vest, the kind without ceramic plates that were issued before 9-11. It was odd to see the mottled green and black instead of desert tan or off brown, but this was better than the newer stuff for what I was facing. Kevlar could stop a pistol round but probably not an arrow with a bodkin point. That could go through steel plate armor but I wasn’t worried about that threat. Instead, it was saber cuts that concerned me and the woven Kevlar was designed to stop artillery fragments from ripping through your body. To the vest I had attached shoulder pads and a crotch guard, adding two more panels to my hips. I would have to cover my legs with the shield but I did have catchers’ greaves. It was my arms and neck that I was worried about. The arms I decided to leave bare for speed, but my armpits felt awkward with reversed Kevlar shoulder pads duct taped to the vest. If Tavan managed to stab me in the armpit, I could bleed out in seconds.
My helmet was my standard ballistic Delta issue. The problem with those is that it exposed my entire neck to a sword stroke, so I had to figure something out. The solution that we came up with was fairly simple, two more of the crotch guards screwed to the helmet to cover either side to form flaps. They covered my neck and part of the sides of my face. If he was able to get to the back of my neck, well, I was screwed anyway.
I jumped up and down to settle the gear and Mike laughed. “You look like a fooking idiot,” he said.
“Profanity from a priest?” I asked with a raised eyebrow, unsnapping the chin strap and took off the helmet.
“My one and only vice. Don’t tell my sainted mother.” We were joking to relieve tension, but it didn’t help. I took a long drink of water and we both fell silent to wait. 




Chapter 53
Rays of the sun touched the tops of the trees and flickered off three golden hued dragons gliding in from the west. I did have to admit they were beautiful animals, and I wondered what it would be like to ride one. That started plans to spin in my head and I forced myself to focus on the riders as they settled to earth.
In the center, as I expected, was Tavan. Screw giving him a title. On his right was a younger Elf wearing a Sigel of the same house. His son, then. The other was dressed in what I would come to know as Elven “civies”, a short skirt almost like a kilt, hose, and a pulled over shirt. She wore no sword, only a wand slid into her belt. The elven woman was, like all of her kind, stunningly beautiful, and her expression was steadfastly neutral. That would be an observer from the ‘Council’. Good, it might keep Tavan honest.
My radio crackled in my ear. “You can look, but no touching the Elf maid!” came O’Neill’s voice.
“Jealous much?” I answered.
“You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into, mister. Stay alive to enjoy it.”
“I’ll try, no promises,” and then I focused on Tavan. He wore armor but it was lighter than the heavy battle stuff I had seen him during the invasion. This consisted of a chainmail suit that started at his shoulders and fell to his ankles, belted at the waist, and moved like it was light as cloth. Crap, so much for wearing him down. On his head he wore a small circlet that held his hair back, maybe a mark of rank or something, and there was a high metal collar around his neck. Otherwise he had no protection for his face or his head that I could see. He still had the same sword, a medium weight blade, slightly curved, but with a longer reach than the gladius.
All three hobbled their dragons to stakes driven into the ground and started to walk over to me. I say started to, because they got within fifty feet and then stopped. Beside me Father Mike had pulled something out of a backpack and slipped it on over his street clothes. I looked over at him and saw that he had pulled on a sort of overcoat, more like a shirt that draped over him. Across the face were embroidered three symbols. At the top was the traditional cross, with an Irish Catholic circle around it. Below that the three leaves of an interlocking Triquetra, the ancient druidic symbol which had also come to represent the Holy Trinity. Under that was the outline of a crow.
“You know, if the Pope hears about that, you might be in a spot of trouble,” I said to him. The triangle was bad enough, but I recognized the black bird as the symbol of The Morrigan, the Irish goddess of war. “Especially that crow.”
“All things under heaven are God’s plan, including the Old Ones who prepared the way for the coming of Jesus. And besides, the Elves hung the Pope last night in the Colosseum in Rome. I heard it just before we left.” He crossed himself and said, “He was a good man, and died well.”
“All we can ask for, sometimes,” I answered, and looked over at the Elves. They had stopped and were having a furious conversation, Tavan and his son trying to convince the other one to let them blast me off the face of the Earth, but she was having none of it. Finally they stopped and approached.
“DRUID!” hissed Tavan. “I will burn you in a wicker man while the gods dance and I eat your heart!”
The other noble placed her hand on his arm, holding him back. “Priest, of the Dead God” said the woman, “my name is Lady Marit, and if you interfere with this duel, I will crush your soul beneath my boot.”
“You can certainly try, but I will honor the ways if Lord Tavan does. If he cheats, then you must step aside. The same goes for Major Kincaid, if he breaks the rules, then Kavor will be obligated to step in.” He said calmly, but … there was a slight tremor in his voice. There was no frigging way that he had the power to take on an Elf mage. I mean, crap, his magic was little more than a trick, being able to see things.
In reply she bowed her head in acknowledgement, stepping back. “Let’s get on with it,” I stated flatly.
Tavan looked at my gear and laughed. “You … are no Legionnaire! You aren’t even worthy to polish their armor.”
“I read someplace that they handed you your ass. Gaius Julius Caesar left some notes and some other things.” I placed my left hand on the hilt of the gladius and felt a bolt of lightning shoot up through my arm. It begged me to draw it, to conquer, to kill.
Tavan spit on the ground at my feet and said, “We have come so much farther than you can dream, human.” If he recognized the blade, he said nothing, but I thought I sensed fear in his eyes. Lord knows I had seen it enough and felt it enough myself. Death was standing between us with his scythe, getting ready to choose.
He stepped forward and bowed, stating in a bit of a ritual chant, “I am Lord Tarn Tavan, ruler of the House Tavor. Right hand of the Winter King, one of the Five Thousand who made the long trek from this world to exile. I have fought for more than two thousand years against human, dwarf and orc, demons and dragons. My sword is Pain Bringer, forged from metal from the sky, and has slain thousands. Your soul will be my slave.”
Well than. I guess forms had to be obeyed. “I am David McLellan Kincaid, leader of a cohort of Delta, the elite military of the people of America. I am a commoner in a land of commoners who threw off nobility, and I have slain the lords and masters of evil. My sword was once carried by one who drove you from this land and it is named Agheu Glas, Grey Death. My shield is my faith in my country and my people.”
His son stepped forward and said, “Father, let me kill him, please! There is no honor in fighting this scum.” There was a pleading note in his voice and he glared at me.
I looked at the kid and smiled, then said to Tavan. “Send me the boy and he’ll join his sister in Hell. Maybe I’ll make him beg first, like she did.”
With a look of fury on his face Tavan moved like a striking cobra, the saber whipping out in a cross draw from the scabbard, similar to a Samurai. Instead of trying to back away and draw my own, I pivoted the shield around like Father Mike had shown me, ducking my head and shoving forward. His blade met the center boss with a CLANG and I hit him hard enough with the full weight to stagger him. If I had my sword out I could have hacked off his head.
Tavan stepped back, blade held level at me, a mad look in his eye as I retreated and drew the gladius. I glared at him over the top of the shield and he flicked his left arm. A glowing round circle appeared and formed a small buckler attached to his forearm. It solidified into a shiny metal disk that caught the rays of the sun.
“Marit,” called Father Mike, “the shield is a violation!”
“It is the way of our people and is better than carrying all the weight. It is no more magical than your champions’ shield.” She said it flatly, marking it as final and I guess Mike wasn’t going to argue the point. 
I ignored them, watching Tavan’s’ shoulders over the top of my shield. He could do whatever he wanted with his hands, feet and eyes, whatever feints, but to actually make a strike at me that would be effective he would have to put his whole weight into it. His shoulders would telegraph it, like a Running Back changing direction mid field. My blade was hidden behind the shield, ready to come out the side or over the top, and we circled each other. More like he danced around me and I pivoted the shield to keep it between us. When he managed to catch the full light of the sun on his shield it flashed before my eyes, mirror bright. I ducked my head down and turned it to the side to feel his blade scrape across the Kevlar covering my neck. Crap he was fast and he darted away before I could bring the gladius into play.
We measured each other up for a bit then came together at a rush. My sword skittered across his shield and his blade danced, lighting fast, darting around the scotum and hacking at the outside of my thigh. To his surprise the Kevlar shrugged off the blade, though the force of the blow numbed my leg and he barely caught my return stroke on the basket hilt. His eyes narrowed as he thought of how next to attack me, taking in my moves so far, how I had kept the shield in front at all times, stabbing over the top or around the side.
Again I watched his shoulders, expecting a dance right or left to come around the shield again. Instead he smiled and drew the sword straight back over his shoulder, pointed directly at me. I watched for a wide swing or an overhead strike, intending to use the edge of my blade to meet his arm. Instead he drove it straight forward. I heard him mutter something, some kind of spell just the blade hit my shield and drove straight through it. The point slid into my stomach just beneath the edge of the vest then whipped back out, three inches of red on the end, and he danced away again. That cheating bastard was all I thought, though I could hear Father Mike shout in dismay.
“How long should I play with you, Kincaid?” he mocked. “Maybe after this I will sacrifice your woman to the spirit of my daughter. Send my son to have her fed to the Yrch.”
“Nunquam loqui stercore,” I replied and surged forward. It caught him off guard while he tried to puzzle out the words and my blade flashed out. It was almost as if it were pulling my arm towards him, a fierce scream of joy sounding in my mind. The point drove into his eye with all my weight behind it and I whipped the heavy blade sideway and up, hammering it back down on the mail that covered his neck. Rings of steel shattered and there was a dull chopping sound. Tavan staggered away, hitting at me with his shield and shoving me. “FUCK YES!” I screamed, then fell to my knees, dropping the sword from suddenly weak hands.
“Permission to fire!” I heard Shannon scream over my earpiece and I shook my head no, knowing that she could see me through her scope. That female elf would slaughter her. Instead I stood up, placing my hand over the gaping wound in my stomach, and staggered over to Tavan. He sat on the ground, hand clasped to his neck, dark blood running through his fingers. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Kavor run towards me then a bright flash of light as Marit pointed a finger at him. The Elf froze in mid step, haloed in a white fire.
Sitting down next to Tavan, I felt the pain starting to spread like fire through my gut and I put my arm around his shoulders. He leaned into me, choking, and I said to him, “I lied, she died well, a warrior’s death. Your daughter will be waiting for you.”
With his last strength he grabbed my hand and squeezed, and I held it as the blackness overtook us both. 




Epilogue
The first thing I saw when I awoke was Tor’s ugly face looming over me. “Are ye about done lying around, Major?” he asked me. The dwarf looked, if possible, years older, with even more grey in his beard.
“Water!” I managed to croak, and he gave me a sip, nothing more. My insides felt like they had been through a blender.
“Where … are … we?” I managed to ask.
“North Shore University Hospital,” said Father Mike from the other side of the bed. “Private room. You’re recovering from major surgery, missing a section of your intestines from what I understand. The Elves think you’re dead.”
“How …” I croaked again.
Tor slapped his knee or something. “They brought you to me on a boat, all kinds of things putting blood in as fast as it could go out. I used what’s left of me magic to keep you alive until the doctors here could do their jobs.”
“Thanks,” I managed, then, “More water.”
“Nah, lad, not till the doctors say so.”
“Shannon?” I asked.
A warm hand took mine and her voice said, kind of shaky, “I told you, don’t get killed.”
“No promises …” and then the world faded out again.
When I woke it was dark, and I heard someone sobbing next to me. There was a silent TV glaring up on the wall, and I turned my head slightly to see Shannon’s face, tears streaming down. “What?” I managed, and she turned the sound on. I heard the voice of the President in mid-sentence.
“... 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.”
She shut it off. “We surrendered, David. It’s over.”
Despite the pain, I pulled her into my arms. Her tears felt hot and salty as they fell on my face and her skin burned. “No,” I whispered, “it’s just started.” Next to me on the bed my sword sang its song of power and glory.
TO BE CONTINUED…
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