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    Foreword 
 
    Well here’s another one of my old list completed after the better part of a couple decades. I think I started this one before I finished Odyssey One, but certainly before Heart of Matter was completed, so it’s an old one I’ve been working. Is it any good? I like it, I hope you do too. 
 
    I’m doing something a little different this time, sending this to you right from my keyboard… and at a bit of a discount. Usually I would release a book at 5 bucks, and my biggest readers would cheerfully pay that with no complaints… I owe you guys a lot for that… and eventually two or three months later I’d put up sales prices for anyone else. 
 
    But, you guys who bought this book today? You deserve the price break. So this is an ARC copy, right off my keyboard. It’s pretty clean, the edits aren’t bad, but it hasn’t been through a professional copy edit yet. In a couple weeks, when the copy edits are back, this version will be updated and I’ll bump the price up  to 3.99. So if you’re reading this, congrats and thank you so much for following my works. 
 
      
 
    You can keep up to date on the latest releases at my website, facebook account, or other social media accounts (check the contact me link after the story) or sign up to my newsletter at 
 
    Evan Currie’s Newsletter 
 
    Cheers everyone, and enjoy the book 
 
      
 
    About the Author : Evan Currie is a Canadian author of science fiction and fantasy novels whose work has been translated into multiple languages and sold around the world. Best known for his military science fiction series’ Odyssey One and On Silver Wings, Evan has also dabbled in far flung Space Fantasy like Heirs of Empire and steampunk-ish alt-history among other worlds. 
 
    Sign up to Evan’s mailing list (and get a free short novella based in the Silver Wings universe) here, or alternatively you can also follow him here :  
 
    Facebook 
 
    Twitter 
 
    Goodreads 
 
    Or, check out EvanCurrie.ca for latest release information 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      It was an unremarkable world, orbiting an unremarkable star. 
 
      The star was neither excessively hot, nor particularly cold. The world circled neither close, nor far, as planets went and the system itself was far enough from the center of the galaxy that it had escaped attention for many, many, eons. In all truth, there had been no pressing need to observe it. It provided its power, unchecked and uninterrupted, since it had been spun off of a greater galactic mass according to the plan, and those who had created it were well satisfied with its performance. 
 
      Until now. 
 
      A long-range probe happened upon it, mostly by accident in fact. It had been intended to observe a system thirty-eight lightyears closer to the center of the galaxy, a system rated as much more likely to harbor life. Not this wholly unremarkable system at the outer edge of the galactic system, which rated only a sub-average chance of developing even the most rudimentary form of the life disease. 
 
    A stray signal had been intercepted while en-route, prioritizing an immediate diversion to this distant star. Decryption of the signal made it clear that it was from a sentient source, and a high likelihood of being from life. 
 
    Life was a plague on the galaxy, possibly even the universe in its entirety. It appeared in the least likely of places and spread with frightening and maddening ease. A stray meteor strike against an infected world could send infected spores across light-years to infect some other soon to be blighted world. Keeping the disease in check had required every resource available and, for a time, it seemed a losing battle. 
 
    Those dark times were long past, of course, but eternal vigilance was the price of freedom and so the guardians of the galactic worlds continued to stand their watch, as they always would. 
 
      The luck of finding the blue-green world was briefly calculated but given up on when the odds came back in the infinite and still climbing. 
 
      A sliver of time later, the probe finished its report and the odds climbed even higher. 
 
      This world was long past being overwhelmed by the life disease, they were infesting every aspect of its surface, and even deep into its structure. The life was already disrupting the energy gathered from the world, though its insidious tendrils were only now beginning to delve into the power generated from that star. 
 
      It was a world almost ready to go to seed. 
 
      A convergence was created of they to whom the probe reported, gathering in quick succession in search of a solution. 
 
      There was no battle force within years of the world, centuries most probably. The closest was currently operating three sectors closer to the Galactic Core, persecuting a war of extermination against a particularly invasive species which had populated three worlds in the Draco Sector of this Galactic Power Mass. 
 
      That species had held off extermination for three decades so far, a tiny slice of time to the observers, but far too great a time to leave this new species alone. 
 
      They were already launching spores to other worlds within their system. Another century could see them spreading across the stars. 
 
      Unacceptable. 
 
      The Convergence consulted briefly, before coming to the inevitable decision. 
 
      The system had to be purged in order to preserve the continued well-functioning of the power gathering system. The taint of life would soon begin to seriously affect the power pouring from the star, in the same way that the world itself was now irrevocably soured. 
 
      The probe was the only asset they had in that area of the galaxy, and its capabilities were known. They sent it an order, demanding more information. The probe was of a long range independent-reflex type, designed to turn life upon itself when encountering low threat species. 
 
      This was a different matter, something new. None of the convergence would remotely classify this species as ‘low-threat’. That made their course of action somewhat unprecedented. 
 
      Unprecedented, but not impossible. 
 
      A suggestion to hold was made but rejected. The Convergence elected to follow procedures, despite them not being precisely tailored for the current situation, and instructed the probe to follow its base protocols despite misgivings. Basic truths held at all levels of complexity. 
 
      Life was predictable. 
 
      It always turned upon itself. 
 
      The solution that worked for microscopic life would have to suffice for the macroscopic form, at least as a delaying card. When the next battle force was freed up, the planet would be rendered down to its component atoms, the life force destroyed in perpetuity. 
 
      If the star was infected by then, well that too would be collapsed. It would be a minor loss, it was only a medium level producer among trillions of redundant backups after all. 
 
      And so the order went out, not from the Galactic center, though that was where the Convergence was normally focused. It came from beyond the dimensional vale, instantly triggering the probe's cidoforming protocols. 
 
      Had the Convergence considered the matter further, it might have noted that genocide was not strictly necessary at this junction, rather a mere slowing of the species in question would suffice and be much simpler. 
 
      They did not, and so they merely conveyed a simple order to the probe. 
 
      Proceed. 
 
      The Probe's intelligence was rudimentary compared to its masters, and so it received the order with equanimity and closed once more on the world to begin a more detailed analysis. 
 
      The atmosphere contained many elements toxic to the majority of life forms to evolve so far within this galaxy and others. The probe noted those toxins briefly, determining that the local life apparently both fed the toxin levels and neutralized them. The contradiction was noted, logged, then pushed aside. The world was too badly infested for an application of toxins to be sufficient to exterminate the problem anyway. 
 
      It began a sequential profile on the species within the blue green world, classifying each by virulence, virility, rate of expansion, and overall lethality. 
 
      The classification process lifted one genome to the probes attention quite quickly. 
 
      The probe advanced its agenda by the protocols, adjusting for the complexity of the genome involved, and began to look for the most aggressive strains. Pure lethality was optimal, but blind aggression was the primary requirement. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Fort Worth, Texas 
 
      "I'll see you on Monday, Hon," Former Marine Captain Alexander Corwin Hale said as he leaned over and kissed his wife. 
 
      Debra Hale leaned into his kiss, cupping his face with her hand over his shoulder, and smiled at him in the mirror as he hugged her from behind. "You have a good time, Alex. Tell your friends hi from me, ok?" 
 
      "You got it, luv," He grinned boyishly, cupping her hips as he pressed against her one last time, then retreated back out of the bathroom. 
 
      He picked up his leather biker armor from where it was hanging on a bed post, hanging it over one arm as he walked out of the bedroom and down the hall. In his den he keyed open the combination to his gun safe and withdrew his Fabrique Nationale FiveseveN-C pistol, along with his Texas carry permit, and clipped the weapon to his belt before looping the leather jacket over his shoulder and going downstairs. 
 
      He'd been in the Marines for ten years, seven of those assigned to Detachment One and, later, MARSOC, the Marine Force detached to Special Operations Command (SOCOM), and during that time he'd learned the ingrained reflex to go nowhere unarmed. Over the years most of his peers had stayed firmly in the comforting embrace of the old standby of the Corps, the Colt 1911, in one of its myriad of forms or another. 
 
      Hale had always been fond of the Browning Hi-Power, for himself, even though the 9mm pistol lacked some of the stopping power of the 1911. When he'd finally had to give up his old and faithful pistol, forced by the wheels of time to move on, he'd gone with its spiritual descendant, the FN 57. Luckily for him, by that time, he'd been assigned full time to SOCOM and the slightly exotic ammunition wasn't a problem. 
 
      With his companion secured safely on his belt he closed the gun safe and left his den, going downstairs and crossing into the garage. Once there he smiled for a moment before saddling up on his custom-built Chopper and thumbing the electric starter. The engine roared to life as he thumbed the automatic door opener to free him and his bike from the confines of the garage. 
 
      The long weekend beckoned, and Alex Hale twisted the throttle of his chopper and roared out into the Fort Worth streets. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Arlington, Texas 
 
      "We've got a problem, Warren." 
 
      The scrubby looking man idly brushed his dirty beard with one hand, then spit on the ground as he leaned back in the wide seat of his Harley. "Izzat So, Mickey?" 
 
      "Yeah, Warren, that's so." 
 
      Mickey, a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound mountain of a man glared at the smaller man, trying to get across the seriousness of the situation to his diminutive boss. 
 
      Warren, however, didn't look bothered in the slightest. "The Machine?" 
 
      "You know it's the god damned Machine." Mickey growled. "They hit our meth labs in Abilene and San Angelo, killed thirty of our guys, and promised to take us out during the big biker bash this weekend." 
 
      "Well I guess we're gonna hit them first." Warren said calmly, dismounting his bike and standing face to face with his lieutenant. 
 
      "With what?" 
 
      Warren smiled, nodding to the warehouse they were stopped outside. "Walk with me, Mick." 
 
      The small man turned away then, walking calmly away. A few steps away, he looked back and smiled, his yellowed teeth caked with food and decay. "Bring your boys, Mick. They'll like this." 
 
      Mickey watched him walk for a moment, then shook his head and started after him, waving at the others arrayed around them. "Come on, you dip shits! Let's see what he's got up his sleeve." 
 
     Fifteen outlaw bikers got up off their asses, grumbling a bit as they followed the two men into the warehouse. Warren produced a key to the padlocked door, tossing the lock on the ground as he threw the door open and stepped in, and Mickey followed close behind. 
 
      Inside was dark, the empty maw of the huge building seeming to swallow up light faster than the sun above could produce it. Their steps echoed in it, the sound vanishing into the depths only to return a moment later. 
 
      "Jesus fucking Christ," Someone cursed, "Where's the fucking lights??" 
 
      "Shut up, Sanders." Mickey growled, looking around for the lights himself. 
 
      A moment later a flash and glare caused them all to lift their hands up to cover their eyes as the place was flooded. 
 
      "Fuck!" 
 
      "Christ, man!" 
 
      "What the hell!?" 
 
      "Jesus!" 
 
      Warren's distinctive slow chuckle echoed through the warehouse around them as the men slowly lowered their hands, looking around and squinting. After a long moment the glare faded away and they got a good look at what surrounded them. 
 
      Eyes widened in shock, and the previous bout of cursing was repeated. 
 
      "Holy shit!" 
 
      "What the fuck...?" 
 
      "Jesus Christ, Warren!" Mickey blew, "What the hell is this?" 
 
      Warren smiled slowly, extending his hands out to either side, taking in all the crates stacked around him. 
 
      "The best Chinese, Russian, and French military weapons available on the free market." Warren smiled, gesturing to a stack across from him. "Norinco Type 107 assault rifles, and over a hundred thousand rounds for them." 
 
      He pushed Mickey out of the way, walking over to another crate. "Five Lacroix Samurai grenade launchers, with fifty grenades each." 
 
      Someone else cursed, but it was a hushed sound, and both Mickey and Warren ignored it as the smaller man guided his larger friend over to another stack of crates. 
 
      "Russian revolvers, you'll love these, Pal." Warren grinned flipping open one of the crates and pulling a weapon from it. "Here." 
 
      Mickey accepted the weapon, frowning at it as he flipped it over in his hand. It didn't look like any revolver he'd ever seen. The cylinder was almost twice as long as it should be, and he frowned as he thumbed it open. "What the hell does this fire?" 
 
      “They used to fire some obscure Russian round,” Warren chuckled, grinning widely. "but I had them all modded to fire these." 
 
      Mickey caught the bullet tossed at him and stared as he recognized it, "Jesus, Warren! This thing is .223! This is a fucking rifle round!" 
 
      "I know, I love those wacky Russians." The mangy biker grinned mockingly. 
 
      Mickey looked at the pistol in his hand, then at the rifle round it was designed to fire and shook his head. The bullet was a 5.56mm NATO standard round, an arguably obsolete round in military circles, but obscenely powerful for something fired from a handgun of all things. Mickey had served for a while in the army before being discharged over an issue he had with his unit Sergeant, and he knew the power involved in a rifle. 
 
      The recoil on the revolver would be a bitch, to be sure, but it should put a nice hole in anything it was pointed at. Especially if Warren had got a hold of some decent ammo, instead of the crappy full metal jacket shit the army issued. 
 
      "What do you think?" 
 
      Mickey looked up, blinking. "What?" 
 
      "I said, what do you think?" Warren asked, smirking. "You think we can take The Machine?" 
 
      Mickey considered it, looking around the warehouse, and slowly began to nod. "Yeah. It's workable." 
 
      Warren grinned wide. 
 
      "But we'll need everyone." Mickey warned. "No shitting here, Warren. The Machine have us outnumbered three to one... We can't hold anything back." 
 
      "Fair enough," Warren smirked, slapping Mickey on the shoulder, then turned to the others. "You heard him, boys! I want every man we've got, every old lady, every fucking wannabe that wants to put on our colors! All of em." 
 
      "The Blood Ravens are going to WAR!" 
 
    ***** 
 
    Ranger HQ 
 
    Dallas, Texas 
 
      Ranger Simon Wood dropped his coat onto his desk, ignoring it when it slid off and took a half stack of papers with it. 
 
      "Captain, I just had a talk with one of my CI's." He said, walking into his Captain's office without bothering to knock. 
 
      The older man behind the desk looked up at him, sighing in tolerated exasperation. "And what does this CI have to say that requires you barge in on me while I'm on the phone?" 
 
      Wood looked at his Captain for the first time, then shrugged and slammed the door shut before taking a seat across the desk. 
 
      "Fine." Captain Paul Steadman said before putting the phone back to his ear, "Look, I'll call you back." 
 
      When the phone clicked in its cradle, Steadman nodded once to the younger Ranger. "Alright, Simon. Let's hear it." 
 
      "You know I've been cultivating a CI in the Ravens, right?" 
 
      Steadman nodded. CI's, or Confidential Informants, were a necessary, though sometimes distasteful, part of police work. CI's were rarely the bloom of humanity and dealing with them could strain the toughest of cops, but they were part of being a good peace officer rather than just some lab technician examining evidence. 
 
      A good CI could let a cop head off a crime before it happened, so Steadman listened when one of his Rangers came in with word from one of them. 
 
      "You get him flipped?" 
 
      Wood nodded, "Yeah. Yeah, I did. Almost wish I didn't in a funny way." 
 
      Steadman raised an eyebrow. That was a switch. Wood was one of the men destined for Ranger legend, which was a lofty destiny indeed. Talking like that wasn't something he'd have expected from the man. 
 
      "Talk to me." The Captain ordered then and there. 
 
      "Word is, the Ravens are preparing for war." 
 
      "The Machine?" 
 
      The question sounded more like a statement, so Wood just nodded and went on, "My CI says that the Raven’s boss, Warren Keegan, has got a hold of some heavy duty arms and he's going hunting this weekend." 
 
      "That's insane." Steadman said instantly, "Keegan's only got... what? Two hundred guns, total?" 
 
      "Closer to eight hundred." Wood corrected, holding up a hand against the Captain's protest, "He's calling in everyone even remotely connected with the Ravens." 
 
      "Alright, fine... That still leaves him outnumbered more than two to one." 
 
      Wood nodded, "Which is where the guns come in. The word is, he's got military ordinance." 
 
      "Everyone has military ordinance nowadays, Wood." Steadman scowled. 
 
      Indeed, since the ongoing 'terror wars' in the middle east had begun to regularly 'spill over' to US soil, as well as British soil, Canadian soil, Australian soil, and Japanese soil to name but a few, the number of weapons reaching the black, white, and grey markets had increased exponentially. 
 
      Assault rifles, once the exception, were now rapidly approaching the normal sort of thing for Law Enforcement to encounter during the execution of their duties. 
 
      "I mean explosives, high caliber rifles, heavy machine guns, and maybe some anti-armor stuff." 
 
      "What!?" Steadman burst, "How!?" 
 
      "Don't know that yet, but if it's right..." 
 
      Captain Paul Steadman, Texas Ranger, fell back in his chair. "Dear Lord... we’re looking at a bloodbath." 
 
      "You got it, Cap." 
 
    ***** 
 
    Convention Park 
 
    Arlington, Texas 
 
      "Hale!" 
 
      Alexander grinned as he slipped his half shell helmet off and set it on the handlebars of his chopper, "How's it hanging, Rosie!?" 
 
      Rosalia 'Rosie' Ramirez grinned over at her former Captain, flipping him a mock salute as the Former Marine turned history professor returned the salute with gusto. Alex Hale had met Rosalia Ramirez when she was about as raw as they come, a Private First Class in the corps, specialized in Communications and Field Electronics. 
 
      He'd been a Lieutenant then, in command of a squad of Force Recon Marines, and almost as green as she was. Between them they'd given the squad Sergeant more than one sleepless night, and he'd reciprocated by making sure that if he couldn't sleep, then by God neither would they. 
 
      Spanish American, Rosalia had the classic looks of her heritage, giving her a deceptively soft look that fooled no one when they saw her in uniform. She'd worked like a dog to get where she was when they met and kept on working twice as hard as any man in the squad just to prove she was half as good. 
 
      It hadn't been an easy time for women taking up combat roles, especially in the tradition steeped Marine Corps, but she had made one hell of a Marine. Almost no women did, the burnout rate for women in the corps was obscene, but Alex always had Rosie pegged as a career Marine. Proving him wrong, again, she'd retired shortly after he did, and gone into business for herself as an electronic security consultant. Last he heard, she was making four times what he did, and working less than half the hours. 
 
      Alex smiled at that thought, the times they do change. 
 
     She snagged a beer from an ice chest at her feet and tossed it to Alexander. "Drink up, Cap. The others won't all be here t'ill tonight, so you may as well." 
 
      Alex caught the beer easily enough, kicking the stand down on his chopper and popping the tab on the can, "I'm the first?" 
 
      She laughed, "Not a chance, Cap." 
 
      He smiled, nodding. "Tee?" 
 
      "Natch." She replied with a half-grin. 
 
      He chuckled and nodded. "Of course." 
 
      "Hey! Do I hear my name being taken in vain!?" Trent 'Tee' Treadwell asked, grinning as he appeared from behind a stand of bushes, doing up his zipper. 
 
      All in all that was as typical an introduction from Tee as he'd ever got. The slim blond man was a Navy man, a SEAL by vocation, and not a Marine, for which Hale again thanked the good Lord above. The corps had to have some standards, after all, and Tee violated ever standard he'd ever run up against. 
 
      "Tee, everything about you is in vain." Rosie replied, rolling her eyes as he snagged another beer. "Jesus Christ, Tee, that's your fourth!" 
 
      "Yeah well, I just got rid of the last three, so I need to tank up." 
 
      "Getting tanked never was your problem, Tee." Hale said, smiling despite himself as he shook his head. 
 
      "You know it, Cap." The slim blond-haired man grinned, kicking over a bench a couple times until he had moved it closer, then sat down. "Hey, you hear from Sarge?" 
 
      Hale shook his head, "Not in a while. Couple months." 
 
      "You think he's coming?" 
 
      "I don't know, Tee." Hale shrugged, "He said he'd be here." 
 
      "Then he'll be here." Rosie put in. "Sarge always does what he says." 
 
      "Yeah..." They nodded in agreement, "Yeah." 
 
    ***** 
 
      Aggression wasn't a difficult thing to find. 
 
      It never was. 
 
      The probe didn't feel emotions, nor make any judgements that another intelligence might consider 'moral', but it felt a rudimentary satisfaction in that fact. Life was aggression, which made it's job easier. 
 
      In this case it was simply a matter of running the numbers. 
 
      Profile by aggression, sophistication, and effectiveness. 
 
      Adjust by relative factors in the surrounding environment, and then compile the final data. 
 
      Simple. 
 
      Mathematical. 
 
      Clean. 
 
      It always was. The Probe plotted the figures quickly and reviewed them again. It discounted certain high results when relative environmental stress indicated a natural mean, and adjusted its focus to look at high results relative to local environments. 
 
      There were more than enough of those to choose from. 
 
    ***** 
 
      The roar of motorcycle engines seemed to make the world itself shudder as the gang thundered along the long empty road, a string of humanity that stretched out for miles. Cars behind them kept their distance, leaving the gang plenty of road to themselves as they drove, and cars ahead of them were quick to find other roads to their destination. 
 
      In the lead of The Machine, rode an obese man on a heavily reinforced trike, a large chopper style front end powered by a powerful car engine and a chopped Volkswagen rear. He was born Carl Eugene Monroe of Cincinnati, Ohio, but no one called him that anymore, not even his mother. 
 
      To the Machine, and all of its sixteen hundred members, he was Rev. That was all, just three letters, Rev. 
 
      A lot of people wondered why that name, but few asked. 
 
      Those that did got conflicting answers, assuming that Rev was in a good mood. If he wasn't, they just got the living daylights beat out of them, if they were lucky. 
 
      Damn few people bothered to ask anymore. 
 
      Rev was leading his gang toward Arlington, where they were going to take out the Ravens once and for all and consolidate the Machine's control over the drug traffic in North Texas. The Machine had the guns, and the men, so Rev knew that the Ravens wouldn't be flying much longer in Arlington or anywhere. 
 
      Beside him, oblivious to the rules of the road and the swerving cars that hit the shoulder to avoid slamming headlong into him, road Rev's strong right arm, a wiry dirty blond who went by the name Gustav. Gustav wore dirty denim, jacket and jeans, with the Machine's colors stitched across his back, and a small patch on his shoulder that read simply '1%'. 
 
      Like the rest of the Machine, and even their 'brothers' in the Blood Ravens, Gustav gloried in the title 'One Percenter' that came from the often-quoted statement that true Outlaw Bikers only made up one percent of the motorcyclist community. Whether the statement was true or not, Gustav didn't give a damn. He just liked the feeling of elitism the statement struck within him, and he went with what he liked. 
 
      They were traveling in full formation, so he carried his 1911 Colt jammed in his waistband, trusting in their numbers to keep any overeager cop from trying to roust him on a weapons charge. The rest of the gang were similarly armed, along with a few shotguns scattered among their numbers, and even a couple smaller machine pistols hidden here and there. 
 
      Each of them only had one thought in their minds as they rode, and that was on what they were going to do when they reached their targets. 
 
      Arlington was going to burn tonight, and tomorrow The Machine would reign supreme. 
 
    ***** 
 
      The rumble of bike engines announced the arrival of two more of their little group, and Alex waved a beer cheerfully at the familiar faces as they pulled their full helmets off. 
 
      Charlie 'Ogre' Crook climbed off his bike, and the grateful machine rose over half a foot on its shocks in response as the big man's three-hundred-pound bulk left it. As big as ever, the Six-foot eight muscle builder had been a heavy weapons specialist in a Force Recon team assigned as a support unit to Alex's team during their tour in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Iran. 
 
      The Ogre of the Fifteenth had been personally responsible for cracking a great many heads when one of Hale's Detachment operations had gone disastrously wrong in June of 2012. Alex could still remember that Op like it had happened yesterday, though he had wished he could forget it often enough. 
 
      It had started as a routine sweep and clear through the streets of Baghdad, routing out a local terrorist cell claiming affiliation with the 'Sons of Allah The Vengeful', a splinter group that despite its name really had about as much connection with any known form of religion as a nuke did with a blasting cap. 
 
      Intelligence claimed that the Sons only had fifteen members, lightly armed and generally disorganized. Alex's squad was detached to clear them out because they'd recently arrived and were both experienced and fresh, something that few squads ever were at the same time over there. 
 
      It was their first operation in Baghdad in over a year, but the streets hadn't changed much, other than getting a little more shot up and a little less repaired. Of course, what could one expect in a warzone? 
 
      The trouble was that the Sons were neither fifteen strong, nor disorganized, and the first that anyone realized it was when forty men caught Alex and his team in a crossfire ambush while they were clearing a building on the edge of the city. Two men had died on his team in the brief but savage firefight, in exchange for at least eight of the terrorists, but in the end, numbers had a quality all their own and the squad had been overrun. 
 
      They'd spent eight days in the hands of the Sons before the Force Recon team located them and came in hot, hard, and angry as all hell. 
 
      And the ugly son of a bitch that was Ogre Crook was leading them, picking off large chunks of anything that moved with a belt fed H&K 23. 
 
      Afterward, and in private only after swearing each other to eternal secrecy, Alex and his team all agreed that they'd never seen a more beautiful sight than that ugly bastard kicking in a door and hosing down the room across from them. 
 
      So he smiled at the pleasantly ugly face and nodded when Ogre grinned widely back at him, the smile splitting the man's face in two and baring big teeth that Alex knew were whispered to be used to grind bone in flour. 
 
      Beside Ogre was another big man, though he looked like a featherweight in comparison. The Six foot One Former Army Special Forces Corporal had run into them at another time, a better time. During the bombing of Tehran, the Detachment team led by Hale had been assigned to secure and defend a bunker about three miles south of the city while a Special Forces team used the hill the bunker was built under to laze a priority target within the city. 
 
      That mission had involved a minimum amount of interference from that old bastard Murphy, but Hale had met Stephan Lebeau, Green Berets tracker from Louisiana. Sometimes, Alex figured that fact alone filled up his quota for interference from Murphy for the entire three years that followed. 
 
      Ogre Crook and Stephan 'Vert Chapeau' had met later through Alex, and had struck it off, oddly enough given the normal reaction Ogre had to anyone wearing Army Green. A reaction that generally ended in the person either being divested of his army green or being flung along with it out the nearest window. Or, alternatively, both. 
 
      Ogre gave inter-service rivalry a whole new meaning. 
 
      "Hale!" Ogre boomed, laughing as he looked around, "Everyone here?" 
 
      "Not yet, Charlie." Hale said softly, his voice a tiny blip on the horizon compared to the booming quality of the bigger man. "We're still expecting the Sarge, not to mention Lana." 
 
      Ogre's smile softened a little, and his eyes gleamed, letting Alex know that he hadn't gotten over his 'crush' on the Detachment's preferred Navy Corpsman, Lana McPherson. The fiery redhead had missed her calling, as far as Alex was concerned. She should have been a Marine. 
 
      He couldn't quite make himself regret her chosen vocation, however, given how many times she'd patched him and his team up. She was a petit five eight and looked absolutely tiny when standing side by side with Charlie, though none of his team were dumb enough to underestimate her because of her size. 
 
      She'd been with them in Baghdad on that operation and had spent the same eight days in enemy hands as the rest of them. 
 
      Thinking about it chilled his blood, even now, Alex realized as he took a reflexive pull on his can of beer in an attempt to kill the brain cells that contained that particular memory. When it happened, he'd been wild, unable to think. Afterwards, Alex was ashamed to remember that he'd become strongly opposed to the sweeping changes that had placed Lana in that situation in the first place. 
 
      Equal rights had their place, he knew, but after that mission the chauvinistic side of him had taken over. He'd sworn up and down that he'd never take another woman into a combat situation again, regulations be damned. 
 
      Alex smiled slightly, remembering Lana herself striding up to him shortly afterwards, and ripping a strip off his ass for saying that. 
 
      What they'd done to his men during those eight days didn't bear thinking on, but they'd survived. That was enough, in Alex's opinion. But what had happened to Lana had been so much worse, or so he'd thought at the time. 
 
      She set him straight on that, though. 
 
      MacPherson had a way of doing that. 
 
      He supposed that he really was chauvinistic but, in his eyes, what they did to her was so much worse than his own scars and broken bones. They'd done things to her right in front of his team that still woke him at night in cold sweats, but she'd treated it like it was nothing worse than what he'd gotten. 
 
      Maybe it wasn't. Hale didn't know, he couldn't say. From where he sat the pain he received was transitory, to be endured and then forgotten. Lana told him that it was the same for her, but he didn't really believe her. Not deep down. Not at first anyway. 
 
      Later, when she'd soldiered up and kept on pushing ahead, like the rest of the team, he'd started to believe. She didn't talk about what happened much, but neither did any of them talk about what happened to them. Alex didn't like to even think about when he'd broken down and finally cried, pain and sleep deprivation ripping down all the composure he'd struggled to maintain, so he couldn't really be surprised that she felt the same. 
 
      She joked about it, from time to time, like they all did about their scars. 
 
      That was what soldiers did, at least among friends. They didn't talk about it at all with anyone else. 
 
      Hale had finally decided, a long time ago, that Lana was either the strongest person he'd ever met or maybe she told him the truth when she said that it wasn't any worse than what the rest of them got, just... different. For himself, Hale was leaning toward her just being stronger than anyone else he'd ever worked with, but for her sake and at her request he reserved judgement. 
 
      He still wasn't a huge proponent of women in combat, but if that was where they wanted to be, then so be it. He figured that as long as they were asking to serve, and not just being sent there, they deserved the right to choose. 
 
      He chuckled softly. As long as they asked. 
 
      Yeah, he thought in amusement, Lana was right. I am a chauvinist. 
 
      Soldiers and Killers. 
 
      He'd met both in his life and career, both in his allies and in his enemies. Lana was a soldier, even if she swung a medkit more often than she swung a rifle. The men who had captured them back then, they were killers. 
 
      Hale had often thought that the quality of an army was in how high a percentage of soldiers over killers it had. Every army had both, that was inevitable. He was proud to say that his Marines had far fewer killers than any army they'd fought against, but he had seen that even they had their share. 
 
      Hale finished his can of beer, a familiar melancholy setting in, and reached for another one. 
 
      His hand was stopped by a surprisingly firm grip from a brown skinned hand that was wrapped around his wrist. 
 
      "You might want to chat a while, before you take another one, Cap." Rosie told him seriously. "You're getting that look again." 
 
      Alex nodded, smiling. "Yeah. That's a good idea, Rosie." 
 
      "I know it." She told him, her teeth gleaming against her dark face. 
 
    ***** 
 
      "Ranger Wood, glad to see you." The man wearing a Ranger's star identical to Wood's said as he shook hands. 
 
      "Good to meet you, Ranger Sanchez." Cook replied, ending the handshake before looking around. "This everyone?" 
 
      Sanchez nodded, looking over the gathering of Texas Rangers, State Police, and SWAT officers from Arlington, Dallas, and even from as far away as Huston. "Yeah, this is it. We've got four SWAT teams, two hundred State Police, and fifty Rangers. If this play holds off another day we can get another hundred, hundred and fifty, officers... and maybe some National Guardsmen." 
 
      "If it holds off another day we can arrest Rev, Keegan, and the rest of the leadership of both gangs and maybe head this off altogether." Wood replied grimly, "But I don't think it will." 
 
      Sanchez sighed, shaking his head. "This is gonna be ugly." 
 
      "Don't I know it, Sanchez." Wood shook his head, "If I had my way we'd stand back and let them blow the ever-living shit out of each other, but I don't know if they'll be kind enough to handle their shit far enough away from civilized folk." 
 
      "Well, we've got six choppers airborne right now, following members of both gangs," Sanchez offered weakly, "If we see them coming together, we can try to head them off before it gets out of control." 
 
      "Might as well spit into a tornado, and you know it." 
 
      Sanchez nodded reluctantly, sighing. "Yeah. I know it." 
 
    ***** 
 
      The sound of a cell phone ringing hushed the drunken sounds of celebratory drinking, and the stoned, drunk, and generally inebriated bikers fell into some form of order as Warren Keegan tugged the tiny mobile from his pocket and flipped it open. 
 
      "Talk to me." 
 
      Keegan nodded a couple times, just listening, and gave no impression to those listening what he was hearing over the electronic device. He just smiled after a moment, then shut the phone and waved Mickey over. 
 
      "What's up?" The big man asked, grabbing an old bucket and flipping it over to sit on the bottom. 
 
      "That's my man inside the Machine." Keegan said quietly. 
 
      Mickey didn't say anything, just froze for a moment. He'd suspected that Keegan had someone on the inside, but this was the first time the other man had mentioned it. 
 
      "They're here in Arlington now." Warren said with satisfied look. "Right on time." 
 
      "How many?" 
 
      "All of them." Warren replied. 
 
      Someone cursed in the darkness, but was ignored. 
 
      "Shit, man. That's a lot of guns." 
 
      "Getting cold feet, Mickey?" Keegan asked, his voice taunting just slightly. 
 
      "Fuck yes." Mickey replied, forcing a hollow laugh. "Don't mean I'm gonna quit though." 
 
      Warren nodded, not saying anything as he looked at his lieutenant with dark eyes. 
 
      "What now?" Mickey asked after a long silence. 
 
      "Now?" Warren grinned, "Now we saddle up. Hope you boys ain't too drunk to ride!" 
 
      Laughing cheers erupted around them, spreading out and through the gathering of people. There were only a couple hundred there, about a hundred of them wearing bonafide Raven colors, the rest just hangers on. The rest were around in other places in Arlington, along with more hangers on and wannabees. Keegan flipped open his phone again, dialing a number out, and waited for it to connect. 
 
      "It's me," He said into the phone. "It's time." 
 
    ***** 
 
      The roar of Harley engines woke Hale from a fitful sleep, and the thirty-eight-year-old groaned slightly as he rolled out of the sleeping bag and climbed to his feet. He'd swear that his back was just waiting for him to turn forty before it actually started to creak. 
 
      He glanced down at the bedding, shaking his head tiredly. There had been a time when sleeping on one of the military self-inflating bedding pads was just like curling up in his bed at home, but those days were long gone. 
 
      Christ. Thirty-eight, and I'm over the fucking hill, Hale thought to himself in disgust. I've got to get out more often. 
 
      A useless pledge, the Former Marine knew it even as he thought it, and one he'd made so many times before. Truth was, he liked the comfort of his life now. His wife, his job at the university, they were what he'd worked for. 
 
      The increased sound of engines broke his musings, and Hale crawled forward to where he spotted Tee leaning against the edge of the ground's picnic table. 
 
      "What's up, Squid?" 
 
      Tee's teeth flashed in the light of the dozens, no hundreds, of bike headlights rolling down the hill into the park grounds. "Bikes, Cap. Lot's of em. Started coming in 'bout seven minutes ago, guess they didn't know you needed your beauty sleep." 
 
      "Stuff it, Tee," Hale replied, his voice mostly joking. "I didn't know there was a gathering this weekend?" 
 
      "There isn't." Tee said softly, chewing idly on a long piece of grass he'd plucked from near the table legs. 
 
      "So what's this?" 
 
      "Can't tell from here, but I think it's The Machine, Cap." 
 
      "What machine?" Alex asked, frowning. 
 
      Tee chuckled, "The Machine. The biker gang." 
 
      "Oh." That Machine. Hale had heard of them of course, they were in the news often enough. They were a guaranteed way to sell papers or airtime on news shows, their violent actions often bringing them into direct conflict with the State's law enforcement agencies. "Shit." 
 
      "Yeah..." Tee drawled, "You could say that." 
 
      "Think we should pack up and move out of here, Tee?" 
 
      "Might be an idea." Tee didn't sound convinced, "Timing is gonna be tricky on that, though, Cap." 
 
      "What do you mean?" 
 
      "They're coming in four abreast, Cap... Until they're done, that road is blocked." 
 
      "When they're done then?" 
 
      "Leave it too late, and we'll sure as hell be noticed leaving... might be a bad thing." The Former SEAL said calmly, watching the bikes continue to pour in. "Might be better just to hang tight, unless they decide to roust us." 
 
      "Great. Alright, run back, check on Rosie. I'll wake up Verte and Ogre." 
 
      The SEAL chuckled, "Pretty sure they woke up before you did, Cap." 
 
      "Ah, shut up, Squid." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Ranger HQ 
 
      "Ranger Sanchez!" 
 
      Carlos Sanchez jolted up from where he'd been dozing, almost knocking his chair over in the process, and glared at the uniformed officer who had rushed up yelling. 
 
      "What is it, Deputy?" The Ranger growled, shaking the sleep out of his system as he planted his booted feet squarely on the floor. 
 
      "It's uh... well..." The young man was flustered, probably embarrassed at waking up the Ranger, but Sanchez didn't give a flying fuck. 
 
      "Spit it out, boy!" The dark-haired Ranger growled, grabbing a cup of coffee as a man carrying a tray walked past. 
 
      "It's the Ravens, Sir. They're on the move." 
 
      "Fuck!" Sanchez muttered, looking at his watch. "Too fucking soon." 
 
      "Ah... Yes Sir." 
 
      The Ranger grabbed his gun belt, and strapped on the heavy, and very nonstandard, Coonan .357 autoloader while he pinned the deputy with a glare. "Find Wood, tell him I want to see him." 
 
      "Right, Sir." 
 
      "Now!" 
 
      The deputy nodded and hurried away while Sanchez finished buckling the gun belt on, and grabbed his hat from the desk, then headed for where they'd set up the joint command center for all the participating police agencies. 
 
      They were already in motion by the time he got there, and the information from the birds in the sky was flowing in. A large map had pushpins in it, mostly red, indicating the positions of the Blood Ravens. There was, however, a new pin that Sanchez didn't recognize from earlier. 
 
      "What's the blue pin?" He asked, grabbing a donut from the box on the table, and washing down the large bite he took with a fresh cup of coffee. 
 
      "Machine." Someone said curtly, not looking up. 
 
      "How many?" Carlos ignored the shortness of the response, knowing that everyone had more important things on their mind at the moment. 
 
      "All of them." 
 
      He closed his eyes, cursing in spanish, and shook his head. 
 
      All of them. 
 
      It was like some damned nightmare, that was what it was. He was looking at a gang war the likes of which hadn't happened in the United States in, well, ever as far as he knew. The biker gangs had been on the fade less than twenty years ago, their power being supplanted by other groups and cartels the way they had supplanted those that came before them. It was the way of the criminal evolution; the more ruthless criminals took over as the success of the past softened the old generation. 
 
      They had made a big comeback over the last five years, however, reclaiming their position in the drug running as well as gun running circles by sheer virtue of numbers. The sad sorry fact was that if a cop wanted to pull over a suspected smuggler who happened to be a member of the Machine, for example, they had better call in everyone up to and including the National Guard, for preference. 
 
      Bikers traveled in packs, and they didn't put up with lone cops, or even small groups, easily. 
 
      Where a small task force could reasonably expect to intercept a suspected drug courier from most 'normal' cartels, dealing with a convey of two hundred bikers who were escorting a couple vans across the state line was another matter entirely. 
 
      It wasn't impossible, of course. It had been done, in fact, more than once. But those kinds of busts were huge affairs, coordinated among multiple agencies, and usually involved months of building the cases before making that final move. 
 
      Months that Carlos and the police gathered here tonight just didn't have. 
 
      "Hey," A voice broke through the Ranger's thoughts, and he looked over to see Simon Wood approaching. "What's going on?" 
 
      "You've got a CI in the Ravens, right?" Sanchez asked instantly. 
 
      Wood froze, looking around for a moment, then reluctantly nodded. 
 
      "Can you contact him?" 
 
      "What's going on?" Wood asked again, slowly. 
 
      "The Ravens are moving. We'd like to know if they're going for the Machine tonight, or something else." 
 
      Wood looked around, sighing. 
 
      "Let me make a call." 
 
    ***** 
 
      The night air rumbled, alive with the low and throaty sounds of the motorcycles that ruled the road where they passed. One group of two came to a stop, taking up the four-lane highway from one side to another. Those that stopped, leaned on their handlebars to watch the swarm of approaching lights and wait for Warren Keegan to give the final word to move out. 
 
      Keegan and his lieutenant were parked across the yellow line, waiting for the leaders of the other packs to approach. 
 
      "That's an awesome sight, Mick." Keegan said, watching the lamps of the approaching bikes as they approached in a long line that vanished into the distance, over the gentle rise of the rolling desert. 
 
      Mickey grunted, his eyes focused on the 23mm semi-automatic cannon he carried. The Russian KS-23 semi-automatic shotgun was roughly the equivalent of a four-gage weapon, literally large enough that the Cyrillic lettering etched into the barrel warned that proper use of the weapon would likely injure the user. 
 
      He'd checked out the weapon before picking it out of the supply stash and had chosen it as his personal weapon when he'd learned that the Russians manufactured it from the barrels of 23mm aircraft cannons that had failed stress tests for the high tolerance use in a fully automatic cannon. It was clearly overkill against any human target, which suited Mickey just fine. 
 
      "Jesus fucking Christ, Mick! Put that damned thing down, you already checked it out fifty times already!" Warren growled, "Wake the hell up and listen to what I got to say." 
 
      Mickey glanced up, then slid the large weapon down between the exhaust pipes of his Harley and the engine. "I'm listening, Warren." 
 
      "Bout friggen time." The Outlaw Biker grumbled, shaking his head, "Look, Mick... You were an army boy, you got any ideas for me here?" 
 
      Mickey hummed a little as he leaned back on the spring padded seat of his dovetail and shook his head slightly, "When I was over there the worst thing the army did was tell us that we had to wait and make sure the enemy was hostile before we could shoot... I don't see as how that's a problem out here." 
 
      Some men laughed at the sardonic comment and Warren nodded his head, "That's a fact, Mick." 
 
      "Look, Warren... With the firepower we've got, if we hit em first and hit him hard... ain't gonna be many of them standing to hit us back," Mickey told the Outlaw leader, "So for me, I say we go in and kick ass. Fuck taking names, we ain't Uncle Sam, and I hate the paperwork." 
 
      Men shouted and laughed, and Keegan nodded approvingly. 
 
      "Alright, you sons of bitches!" Keegan yelled over the roar of engines and men, "You heard the man! Tonight, the Machine is gonna be BROKEN!!" 
 
      While the men around them cheered and hollered, Keegan turned to the four bikes waiting a little ways out and waved them in. The riders pushed their bikes forward until they were arrayed around Keegan and mickey in a semi-circle, and Warren Keegan addressed the leaders of the other chapters of the Blood Ravens. 
 
      "Alright, Boys, this is how it's going to go down," He said, talking to them quickly as he explained the plan and the timing to them. 
 
      When he was done, Keegan looked around them, eyes narrow in speculation, "You all ready for this?" 
 
      "You know we are, Boss." 
 
      "Good," Keegan nodded, "Then we ride for the convention grounds. Don't leave a single member of The Machine alive." 
 
    ***** 
 
      Simon Cook cursed softly as he folded his phone up and slid it slowly into his pocket. He'd known that it was coming fast, but he'd hoped that they might have a little more time than this. 
 
      "Judging from the look on your face," Carlos Sanchez sighed, coming up to him, "We're just about out of time." 
 
      "Yeah," The Ranger said slowly, "Yeah, you could say that." 
 
      "Tonight?" 
 
      "Now." Cook said with a grimace, "The Ravens are riding on the Machine now, right this moment." 
 
      "Oh sweet Jesus," Carlos said with a shake of his head, "They're going to the convention ground?" 
 
      "That's right." 
 
      Sanchez closed his eyes, "There have to be five, six hundred people there right now." 
 
      Cook didn't bother to mention that there were actually well over two thousand people there right now, knowing that the other Ranger wasn't counting the Outlaw Bikers among the ranks of 'people'. 
 
      He just nodded instead, "I know. We'd better get moving, Sanchez... Try to head this off before a lot of innocent people get killed in the crossfire." 
 
      Sanchez nodded grimly, "Alright, I'll get the ball rolling." 
 
      Cook was watching him walk off, dark thoughts rolling behind his eyes, when the Latin American Texas Ranger paused and looked back. 
 
      "We've got maybe three hundred, three hundred and fifty cops here, Cook," He said softly, "We're not gonna be able to stop them, are we?" 
 
      Cook sighed, shrugging as he shook his head. "You never know, Ranger Sanchez... You never know. If we hit em hard, from the air and ground... we might scatter em. They aren't soldiers, or even cops. They're just killers, and killers are hard but brittle. Hit em just right, and they'll break." 
 
      Sanchez nodded, hoping that his fellow Ranger was right. 
 
      He would have been happier if Cook had kept his mouth shut then, but the Ranger out of Dallas spoke up again. 
 
      "Besides," He said fatalistically, "even if we can't... we've got a job to do. First, we protect the innocent, then we arrest the guilty. In that order. If we die in the process... Well, I won't speak for you, but for myself? I can live with that end." 
 
    ***** 
 
      The Outlaw Bikers had left their site alone since they'd arrived, but Hale and the others hadn't gone back to sleep as the sound of engines and whooping laughter filled the night. The steady stream of bikers had slowed to a trickle sometime around Two AM, but by then the Outlaw group had taken up almost every free section of ground in the entire area. 
 
      Around One Thirty, Tee had come to tell him that they might be able to slip out if he wanted to risk it, but Alex had reluctantly nixed the idea on the grounds that they had two friends still outstanding, and if they pulled out, even if they got out clean, Lana and Sarge would ride right into the middle of this mess. 
 
      It was Three AM when Hale again moved forward to where Tee and Verte were standing in a crop of trees, summoned by an urgent whistle from the Cajun Green Beret. 
 
      "What's going on?" Hale asked, eyes scanning the fires and general chaos spread all around them. 
 
      "Trouble, Cap." Tee responded, nodding out toward the road where a large group of bikers could be seen yelling and laughing. 
 
     "What?" 
 
      "What you were worried about," The former SEAL replied. 
 
      "Oh shit." Hale felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. "You sure?" 
 
      "Not me," Tee jerked his head toward the lanky form of Stephan. "Him." 
 
      "I'm sure, Capitaine." The former Green Beret said with a smile that gleamed in the reflected light, purposely exaggerating his normally non-existent accent in order to sound like the Hollywood rendition of a 'proper' Cajun woodsman. "I sees Lana and the Sarge ride in together, and then them bikers they close up ranks. Not so good for our friends, no?" 
 
      Hale barely managed to keep from rolling his eyes in the dark, knowing that the Louisiana man had diction at least as good as his own, but loved mocking the old stereotypes in moments of stress. "I don't have your eyes, Verte, so I'll take your word for it. Go back and bring up Ogre and Rosie, ok?" 
 
      "You got it, Capitane." 
 
      The Louisiana tracker vanished back into the shadows, entirely disappearing between the ticks of a clock, leaving Hale and Tee watching the bikers free-for-all and didn't even bother trying to calculate the odds. 
 
      "Not looking good there, Alex," Tee said seriously, an aberration for the crazy sailor man, "We go out there... it's gonna get hairy." 
 
      "Yeah, I know," Hale said softly, sighing in genuine regret. "What did you bring with you?" 
 
      The other man didn't bother to ask what he meant, Tee knew well enough without asking. 
 
      "Not nearly enough," He said with a twitch of sardonic humor in his voice. "Just a .45 my girl gave me for my birthday last year." 
 
      "I've got my FiveseveN," Hale replied, "but I only brought one mag." 
 
      "Yeah," The former Seal whispered, "me too. We're boned, Cap." 
 
      Before Hale could reply to that, Stephan was back with Ogre and Rosie in tow, all of them moving silently through the night until they came over and crouched down in the shadows of the trees with Hale and Tee. 
 
      "The Beany boy get it right, Cap?" Rosie asked, "Lana and the Sarge out in that?" 
 
      "I can't tell," Alex replied, "but I'll take Verte's word on it. Never seen him wrong when he says he saw something before..." 
 
      "We are gonna get em out." That wasn't a question, and the deep voice of the 'Ogre of the Fifteenth' made it clear that the owner had no doubts about his ability to follow through, even if he had to do it alone. 
 
      "Damn right we are," Alex replied sternly, looking around. "No one here object?" 
 
      None of them spoke, and in the dark he could just make out most of them shaking their heads slowly but firmly. 
 
      "Alright," He said after a moment, "We're getting them clear, but we are not sticking around to brag about it. Capiche?" 
 
      "We got it," Rosie said for them all, "What's the play?" 
 
      "Extract and Evac," He told them, "We take our bikes... not like anyone is gonna notice a few more, and we ride right in." 
 
      "Oh, the 'nobody’s stupid enough to try this' plan," Rosie grinned in the dark, "Love it already." 
 
      "You want something clean, you find me a MacArthur and about ten weeks to plan," Hale replied dryly, "Right now I'll settle for something dirty that works." 
 
      Dry chuckles passed between them and Alex permitted himself a smile before going on, "Alright... there's no clean way to get them out, so we won't try. We'll break up that group anyway we have too... play it by ear, so follow my lead, then we all saddle up and ride out of here. Alright?" 
 
      "Hoo Hah," The others responded automatically, except for Stephan who just nodded. 
 
      "Alright, get your bikes... If you brought weapons..." Hale paused to let another round of chuckles pass and smiled sardonically himself, "Alright fine, so you all did bring weapons... just don't show them until you have to. If we can get through this just by breaking some heads, I'll be a happy man." 
 
      "Long as we don' get our heads broken, Capitain." 
 
      "Aw cut that Cajun swamp shit out, Verte," Hale groused, "I didn't buy it when I met you, and I sure as hell don't want it now." 
 
      They chuckled again, softly in the midst of the chaos around them, and then Hale broke them up. 
 
      "Alright, people... time to do what it is we do. Did. Whatever." 
 
      The soft snickering from the others followed him as he worked his way back through the night to his customized Chopper. 
 
    *****  
 
    Command Sergeant Major, retired, Kevin ‘Sarge’ McNamara glanced around as he and Lana were surrounded by bikers of a considerably less than upstanding appearance. 
 
    This don’t look good, The fifty three year old army man thought as he glanced over to his companion. 
 
    The brief glanced between them exchanged more information than most people could manage in a half hour of talking, but for all that there was less for them to say than he might have hoped. The outlaw bikers around them were loaded for bear and were eyeing them like he and Lana were injured fish surrounded by sharks. 
 
    Sarge stopped his bike, noting Lana’s Harley slide to a halt beside him, and put down his foot as he shifted his balance to clear access to his Para-Ordinance 1911. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” He said in his gravelly voice. “Nice night out, isn’t it?” 
 
    When the Bikers didn’t laugh, he knew he was in trouble. He hadn’t been making a joke, but that wasn’t the laugh he was expecting either. He’d expected to hear the cruel laugh of drunk fools out looking for some action, of one type of another. The cold, mostly sober, glowers he got instead told him that the men he was dealing with… such as they were… were on a mission… such as it was. 
 
    Sarge booted the kickstand down, letting the hunk of metal take the weight of his bike rather than his leg. 
 
    “Sarge,” Lana’s soft tone washed over him, calming him. 
 
    He didn’t know how she did that, the Navy Corpsman had always been able to calm a room with a single word. 
 
    He could see the bikers respond just the same as he did, at first. 
 
    It didn’t hold on them, though. All it did was attract their attention. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think these are Blood Ravens after all, boys.” One said with a grin. 
 
    There’s the laughter I was expecting, Sarge thought darkly. He had been ready for a few toughs looking to rough some honest folk up for shits and giggles, but now they were looking at Lana like she was a different sort of entertainment. 
 
    His hand started to drift toward his Para-Ord. 
 
    Time to show these pieces shit that they’re not the sharks in this ocean. 
 
    He had just about wrapped his mitt around the handle of the weapon when a roar of engines startled them all, drawing their attention as more bikes approached. Sarge tensed as the odds got a lot longer, his hand closing around the grips of his pistol as the lights blinded him briefly. 
 
    “Sarge. Lana.” 
 
    The calm voice carried over the sound of the engines, and Sarge relaxed in a rush. 
 
    Hale nodded at them, then pulled his half helmet off and settled it on the handlebars of his bike before he looked around at everyone. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” He said calmly. “My friends and I are just leaving, we’re sorry for bothering you all this time of night. Didn’t expect there to be many people around.” 
 
    The bikers shifted their focus, and Sarge could see them reevaluating the situation as they took in the new arrivals. Most people would think twice when faced with a half dozen new people, particularly when Ogre Crook was climbing off his bike and standing like a brick wall behind them. 
 
    He could see quickly, however, that these men… to use the term very loosely weren’t in the mood to rethink. Something had them wired up and wound tight, and it wasn’t letting them think too clearly. 
 
    Besides, they’ve got the numbers and they know it. 
 
    Sarge didn’t think even Hale could talk their way out of this one. 
 
    “Everyone, just stay blue,” Hale said as he climbed off his bike. 
 
    “Blue? What the fuck are you talking about?” The lead biker asked, sounding angry and bewildered. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Hale said, “Just rambling.” 
 
    Sarge grimaced, but took his hand off the grips of his gun as he processed the stand down order. What hell, Hale? We can take these idiots. 
 
    Behind Hale, Sarge noticed Verte subtly sending combat hand signals. 
 
    Watch careful, The Green Beret ordered through silent gestures, Enemy reinforcements surrounding us. 
 
    Sarge paled slightly, eyes looking out beyond the group that was around them. There were lights filtering out through the entire park from what he could see, but he had assumed they were just random guests. Now that he considered it, however, there was no event going on that he knew about. There shouldn’t be that many lights filling the darkness. 
 
    We’re boned. 
 
    They could take a few bikers on, even outnumbered decently, but if every light he was seeing was an outlaw biker then the situation was not good. 
 
    He quickly signed back to Verte, Escape and Evade? 
 
    Verte shook his head slightly as Hale continued to talk, keeping as much attention on himself as possible. 
 
    Sarge grimaced, but didn’t object. Hale was doing his diplomacy thing, and he knew damn well that marine could talk a lawyer into a corner without half trying. Talking wasn’t exactly a hallmark of the US Marine Corps, but most of the good platoons, at least, had one or two ‘Ambassadors’ that did the talking until shit went south. 
 
    It was probably one of the most dangerous jobs in the field, maybe second to the poor bastards doing IED disposal, just because the mouthpiece had to be out front and all friendly like. That meant being exposed, often as not with your sidearm holstered and your rifle slung or passed off to a buddy so as not to scare the bejeezus out of the dumbass you were talking to. 
 
    Good ‘ambassadors’ were highly valued team members, but they didn’t live long as a rule. 
 
    Hale was one of the exceptions. Good at talking, but just as good at spotting when the time to talk was over and done. He could read people, so Sarge figured as long as the man was gabbing, he’d be willing to throw the dice with the Marine. 
 
    Not that I’ll ever admit that to my buddies at Bragg. 
 
    *****  
 
    Alex Hale was glad of the heat, it disguised his sweat as something other than the cold chills he was actually feeling. He’d been in tougher spots in his life, no question, but normally when that happened he had a fully armed squad and artillery support on call. He was well aware that if this came to violence, they’d be lucky to get out with nothing more than broken bones and internal injuries. If anyone on either side went for a gun, it was going to be a massacre. 
 
    So far the bikers were listening, focused on him, and that was good. The more they looked at him, the less they would focus on the others. He signaled subtly, directing the others to start prepping. Almost immediately he saw Sarge and Lana shift their weight and start edging their bikes back, twisting the front wheel as they backed up. 
 
    Good, once they get into position we’ll be able to make a run for it if things go bad. 
 
    Hale almost laughed, just barely able to keep a straight face as he kept up a spew of near meaningless prattle intended to relax the opposition. 
 
    Like it hasn’t already gone bad enough. 
 
    *****  
 
    Texas Ranger Stakeout Vehicle 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, check this out.” Sanchez spoke up, getting Cook’s attention. 
 
    “What is it?” Cook asked, leaning over. 
 
    “Something going on at the gates, looks like a confrontation.” 
 
    Cook grabbed a set of night vision binoculars and focused in on the front gates of the convention grounds. He spotted what Sanchez was telling him about almost instantly, a large group of Machine members surrounding some others who were visibly cleaner from what he could tell. 
 
    “Well they aren’t Ravens,” He said, “Poor bastards have no clue what they’re in the middle of.” 
 
    “Do we roll in?” 
 
    Cook shook his head, “No. They’re still talking. Maybe they can get the hell out of here before this goes down. If we go in, we just guarantee that they’re caught in the middle.” 
 
    “Right,” Sanchez grimaced, not liking it but not seeing any alternatives either. 
 
    They’d counted pretty much every rolling dog on the Machine payroll ride into the grounds, and they didn’t have near enough men to roust them all. Arlington PD was scrambling every man they had, and more were already on the road coming from Dallas and every other surrounding city in the state, but it wasn’t going to soon enough for the people they were looking at. 
 
    Good luck, whoever you are. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Convention Ground Gates 
 
    Sarge and Lana had twisted their bikes around enough that they could spin them the rest of the way on next to no notice if they had to. The did nothing to draw attention away from Hale and his seemingly endless prattle, however, and generally just tried to blend into the background while they were sitting right there in the foreground. 
 
    It was a difficult trick to pull off under the best of circumstances, but with Hale pulling all the attention to him, Sarge figured that they might just have a chance. He cleared the snap on his Colt as he shifted around so the bikers wouldn’t be able to see what he was doing. 
 
    Sarge had been in enough situations close to this in his life that he figured their chances of walking out in one piece was less than fifty fifty. Probably more like thirty seventy, and not in their favor. The odds were only that high because Sarge figured Hale had an even chance of talking the devil himself into a corner. 
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t figure the Bikers around them were smart enough to be cornered. 
 
    Ignorance was one hell of a shield against intelligence in his experience, in the short term at least, and a firefight was about as short a term as Sarge had ever known. Unfortunately, this lot looked as ignorant as they come. 
 
    For all that, Hale was still chattering away about nothing at all, and had all the attentions focused pretty solidly on him. 
 
    If I were still in, I’d actually be paying attention and trying to figure out how the hell he does that, Sarge mused. He wasn’t in, however, and being happily retired, he didn’t give a damn how Hale pulled it off so long as they rode out of this mess in one piece. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    Seventy thirty, against. There was a time in my life, I’d have considered those damn fine odds once, when I was a soldier, and young. 
 
    And stupid, of course, but Sarge intentionally thought around that bit. 
 
    *****  
 
    While he was talking, Hale somehow managed to keep track of everyone as they got ready to bolt as subtly as they could. He had always had extremely good spatial awareness, one of the skills that kept him alive in the field, so being able to keep a mental tab on the fifteen people in his immediate surroundings was simplicity itself. 
 
    The other twenty-eight that were watching from varying distances, well they were a little more complicated to follow. 
 
    His mouth on autopilot, Alex focused on the body language indicators of the immediate threats. They were all on edge, but none of it was currently aimed at him or his fellows, so he figured that they had good chances of talking their way out of this without it devolving into a fracas. Part of him wanted to know why there were so many outlaw bikers descending on the convention grounds, and of course why they were on edge, but he’d be happy to learn about that in the papers sometime later in the week if it was all the same with everyone else. 
 
    “Just get them the hell out of here, Mark,” One of them blurted, somewhat unexpectedly from the sidelines. “We have bigger fish to fry.” 
 
    Mark was apparently the top dog of the small group that had pinned Sarge and Lana down, and Hale held his breath for a moment as the unexpected shortcut to freedom offered itself up. He could see the big biker considering his friend’s words, and Hale immediately shut up. There was a time to talk, and a time to let others do the talking. With just a bit of luck they’d be clear in a few more seconds. 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” Mark said after a moment, jerking his head toward the gate. “Get the hell out of…” 
 
    He was interrupted by a scream that caused them all to twist and look deeper into the convention grounds.  
 
    Two teens, a younger boy and older girl ran out of one of the camp sites with several of the outlaw bikers in pursuit. 
 
    Luck, Hale reflected with a deeply affronted resignation, was a fickle bitch. 
 
    He glanced to one side, noting that his companions had all focused on the same thing, and none of them were looking ready to leave any longer. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    It wasn’t that he didn’t want to intervene as well, of course, but Hale was a realist above his ideals. They were seconds from getting out of this mess, and he had little doubt that if they got involved now that opportunity was out the window and flying away under its own power. His eyes darted from side to side as he evaluated their chances, coming up with some not very encouraging answers. 
 
    The boy, the younger of the two runners, stumbled and fell as he watched, leading him to wince as the girl paused and ran back to help him. 
 
    Full points for guts and loyalty, girl, but you’re the one they’re most interested in. 
 
    He heard Ogre growl when the laughing bikers caught up to the pair, dragging them to the ground in a heap, and knew that things were about to spiral out of his control if he didn’t do something. 
 
    Ah… fuck it. 
 
    Hale snapped his left elbow up, right into the throat of the biker standing just over his shoulder and chuckling. The bastard wasn’t chuckling anymore as he dropped to his knees, clutching his throat and gasping to draw in air. Hale ignored him and snapped his heavy engineer’s boot out, stomping the knee of the biker on his other side. 
 
    A sickening crack told him that he’d scored his strike just as intended, but he followed through anyway with right cross that broke the biker’s jaw and put him entirely out before he could do more than draw in a breath to scream. 
 
    Verte had one in a choke hold by the time Hale finished turning, easing the bulky man down and draping him casually over the dirty Harley he’d rode up on. Ogre had dropped two more, with one hand apiece, by slamming their skulls together and then setting them down nice as you please to lean against their bikes. 
 
    The remaining bikers hit the ground solidly as Sarge and Lana took out the ones closest to them while the rest of the ground shifted the positions to obstruct anyone looking their way from the grounds. Hale was rather proud of them, actually, even if they were just dealing with outlaw bikers it didn’t seem like any of them had lost a step since they’d mustered out. 
 
    “Ok,” He said, looking around quickly, “Sarge, Lana, you two secure the egress point. The rest of you are with me, we’re going to grab the kids and exfil with a minimum of contact. Clear?” 
 
    “Clear, Sir.” The all echoed nearly as one. 
 
    Hale nodded and slipped back onto his bike. “Let’s go.” 
 
    *****  
 
    “What the hell was that,” Sanchez asked, shocked as he watched the group lay out the bikers like so many bowling pins. 
 
    “That,” Cook said, a little numbly, “was a bunch of posers meeting the real deal. Snap shots of the plates on those bikes and run them, now.” 
 
    Sanchez nodded and quickly grabbed the network linked camera from the seat beside him and got the bikes in the screen, snapping multiple shots of each bike and letting the computer do the rest. The visual recognition software isolated the plates, then ran them through the Ranger database and, from there, through the Federal system. 
 
    “Whoa… Jesus, Cook, look at this…” He couldn’t help but laugh when the first hit came back. 
 
    Ranger Cook looked down, eyes widening slightly as he read off the details on the display. 
 
    “Alexander Corwin Hale,” He skimmed the file at a glance before looking back, “Marines, Detachment One. Is that a carry permit?” 
 
    “Federal carry, certified three weeks ago. According to this he recerts every six months like clockwork,” Sanchez said, “Legally he doesn’t have to, not in Texas, but he never misses.” 
 
    “Discipline,” Cook said, “Most people talk a good game, this guy lives it. What about the others?” 
 
    Sanchez started thumbing through files on his computer, whistling at each, “Jesus. They only get worse from there. Green Berets, Ranger, Seals… what the hell is this, a special forces reunion?” 
 
    Cook grabbed the shotgun from the bracket beside him, “That’s exactly what this is. Holy shit, if the Ravens and the Machine kick off while they’re in the middle of this mess, this is likely to turn into a Federal Incident the likes of which we haven’t seen in decades. I do not want NCIS, Army CID, FBI, Homeland, and god knows who else getting into my hair over a fucking biker shootout!” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Sanchez demanded, nonetheless following the other Ranger out of the car, grabbing an M4 from the backseat as he did. “We don’t have near enough backup for this!” 
 
    Cook wasn’t listening, and all Sanchez could do was curse before grabbing his radio. 
 
    “This is Sanchez, I need backup rolling on the convention grounds, now.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Sasha Williams tried to pull her brother to his feet, straining as hard as she could even as she heard the feet pounding on the pavement in their direction. 
 
    “Jeremy! Get up! Get up!” She screamed, pulling at him, “They’re coming!” 
 
    He’d just gotten his feet back under him when the pair of them were struck by a heavy force and driven back to the ground in a sprawl. Sasha yelped, rolling on the pavement, as a weight came down on her and she found herself roughly yanked around and pinned. 
 
    “Come on, girl, no need to be like that,” A coarse voice told her, fetid breath hot against her neck. “Just looking to have a little fun.” 
 
    She struggled as best she could, hammering her hands into the weight pressing down on her, but it was a futile effort. She couldn’t see anything other than the occasional glimpse of black leather and glint of zippers or buckles as she fought. 
 
    The backhand caught her across the right cheek, snapping her head to the left hard enough that she saw stars and suddenly couldn’t hear anything but a dull roar, leaving Sasha to lay stunned as she was dragged along the cement back in the direction she had come from. She was screaming, she thought so anyway, but all she could hear was the roar of her blood pushing through her veins and the ringing from the strike. 
 
    She could just barely hear, as if in the distance, laughing and words that were mumbled such that she couldn’t quite make them out. 
 
    When Jeremy yelled her name, though, it sounded as clear as anything she’d ever heard before. Her vision returned so quickly it almost took her breath away, and she saw her brother being held down just a few feet away as a boot came down on her chest, pinning her to the pavement. 
 
    “Shut him up,” The one above her grumbled, “He’s getting on my nerves.” 
 
    A meaty smack filled the air, and Jeremy fell silent as Sasha started to struggle again. Against the strength holding her down, however, it was a useless gesture. Her shirt ripped as she was pinned down to the pavement by a crushing weight, and Sasha just sobbed as the material parted easily under the force put to it. 
 
    A rumble that started deep in the ground beneath her grew quickly to something that seemed to shake the air as her molester seemed to pause in response. Sasha unclenched her eyes as shouting and a sudden maelstrom of violence tore through the world around her with a suddenness that stole her breath from her chest. 
 
    ******  
 
    Hale hit the attempted rapist with a boot as he roared past the pair on the ground, the shock of hitting the man at a little better than thirty MPH sending a spike of pain up his leg as a warning of how close he’d just come to breaking his own bones. He ignored the pain for the moment, having other things to do as he let the chopped bike skid to a stop and planted the stand as he slid off. 
 
    Mr Rapist was on the ground, unmoving. Dead or unconscious, Hale didn’t give a damn. Either way he was out of the play for the moment, and either way the consequences would be the same if they didn’t get their shit together and evac in a hurry. 
 
    “Put those idiots down, fast,” He ordered, not caring how it was done as long as no one used guns. The last thing any of them needed was the level of attention that would result from a gunshot echoing through the convention grounds right then. 
 
    Putting down pretend tough guys like this wasn’t much of a job for his friends, Hale knew, so he knelt by the female victim and carefully flipped her torn shirt over to give her some of her dignity back. 
 
    “Are you alright?” He asked, knowing that it was both a stupid question and a necessary one. 
 
    She looked up at him, eyes obviously taking in the biker gear her was wearing as they flickered over to the attackers who’d worn similar, though dirtier, things. 
 
    Not that she can tell that in this light, He supposed as she flinched away from him. Involuntary reflex, for the most part he knew. 
 
    “We’re not with them,” He told her, “but there’s no time now for that. Are you able to get up?” 
 
    She nodded, hesitant, but seemingly clear eyed. 
 
    “Good, then get up.” He ordered, taking her arm and helping her. 
 
    “Jeremy?” She asked, looking around. 
 
    “He’s the other kid with you?” Hale asked, getting a nod, “He’s out cold, but looks to be breathing. Ogre has him.” 
 
    Her eyes widened even more, which he was honestly surprised was possible, as she saw the Ogre of the Fifteenth sling the young man casually over his shoulder and walk back to his bike. 
 
    “Come on, we have thirty seconds to get moving, maybe, before the rest of them cotton on to what just happened.” 
 
    ******  
 
    Sasha couldn’t quite believe what was happening around her or, rather, what had happened. 
 
    The moment, the tornado of violence that she’d felt around her had passed before she could even realize it was happening. The men who’d chased them were all on the ground, none of them moving more than a twitch, as the men… and woman, she realized, who’d saved her went about clearing out of the area with a calm certainty to their actions that left her breathless in a way being slammed into the ground hadn’t managed. 
 
    She found herself being pulled toward a bike, and barely managed to say one word. 
 
    “Sasha.” 
 
    “What?” The man walking with her asked, not pausing in his actions as he helped her onto his bike. 
 
    “I’m Sasha,” She said, “My name.” 
 
    “Well, Sasha, I’m Alex,” He told her with a grin, “We’re going to get out of here now, and get you to the police.” 
 
    “Our parents… they’re,” She said, looking around helplessly as she realized that she didn’t know where they were. She and her brother were supposed to be asleep while their parents enjoyed some time with friends while they were camping out. She supposed they were at their friends site but didn’t know for sure. 
 
    “They’ll have to look out for themselves,” Alex told her, starting his bike with a flip of the switch. “If we stay much longer, gunplay will start, and no one here will be winning that game.” 
 
    She nodded into his back as he turned the bike around, wondering if she should be doing this? Trusting a man she didn’t know. She didn’t have any idea, but there didn’t seem to be anything else to do so Sasha kept her peace as the bike began to move. 
 
    *****  
 
    “We’ve picked up some interest, Cap,” Verte called as the group started their run for the gate. “Watch your bank, mon amis.” 
 
    Hale risked a glance over his shoulder, through the flowing hair of his young passenger, back to where several dirty looking men in biker leathers had rushed out to check on the thugs he and his friends had dropped. They didn’t have bikes with them, so they weren’t a threat in pursuit but he knew that they could, and would, send up the alarm. 
 
    Though he couldn’t hear it over the engines of his and his friends’ bikes, Hale’s mind filled in the calls and roaring of other motors that had to be happening behind him as he refocused ahead. 
 
    Sarge and Lana were at the gate, standing by their own bikes and holding their guns in hand. He hoped that they didn’t need them, but the time for stealth was almost entirely passed now. The level of heat that gunshots would bring down on their heads was honestly only marginally worse than what they’d already managed. 
 
    He gunned the throttle and raced for the gates, hellbound and glory free, with old friends at his side. In that moment, Alex really couldn’t help but grin in the exultation of the moment. He had missed the feeling of moments like this, as rare and far between as they were even in the service. 
 
    They flashed out the gates as Lana and the Sarge jumped on their own bikes and peeled out, fifteen bikers in pursuit, screaming and yelling filtering into the night air above the pervasive roar of the engines. Two men were running toward them with guns in hand, and only the flash of gold on the belt of one of them kept Hale from drawing down with his left hand even as he rode. 
 
    “Cops!” He called out, nodding to Verte, who nodded back from beside him. 
 
    “I’m more worried about that, Mon Amis!” Verte replied in turn, pointing past the cops. 
 
    Hale’s eyes widened as he saw row after row of single headlights fill up the street ahead of them, and instinctively brought his foot and hand down on the brakes in response. 
 
    “W-why are we stopping?” Sasha asked from behind him. 
 
    “Because we are in deep shit,” Hale told her bluntly as he two cops he had spotted also stopped and turned around, their guns slumping a little in hand as they realized the situation. 
 
    “We surrounded, mes amis,” Verte said as he angled his bike up onto the sidewalk and tried to decide which side to take cover behind. 
 
    Hale solved that by pulling in beside him and angling his own bike to cover the other side. The former Marine and Special Forces men drew their personal weapons as their friends followed suit around them. 
 
    “Worse than that,” Sarge grunted, taking a knee behind his own bike while Lana pulled a nylon medical kit from hers and dropped down behind him. “We’re in the crossfire. Those guys behind us are members of the Machine, these bastards ahead of us? They’re Ravens.” 
 
    “Well… Fuck,” Hale said in disgust. 
 
    So damn close to having gotten out. So damned close. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Ranger Cook stared, his arms kind of numb as he realized what he was looking at. 
 
    Every riding gun of the Blood Ravens appeared to be rolling on the convention grounds, which meant that the Machine’s little war plan had gone sideways on them. That wasn’t much of a surprise, most outlaw bikers were fuckups who could barely speak their first language without grunting, so expecting them to understand how to run decent operation security was asking far, far too much. 
 
    What was a very unpleasant surprise, however, was the fact that he and his new partner were currently standing out in the middle of the street, between the Machine and the Ravens, bare asses to the wind with only a shotgun and an M4 between them and no backup coming for at least several minutes. 
 
    “When did they say backup would be here?” He asked without looking across at Sanchez. 
 
    “Ten minutes, minimum.” The other Ranger said, his finger playing close to the trigger of his M4. 
 
    “Well isn’t that just… peachy.” 
 
    “Option one,” Sanchez said, eyes flickering left and right. “We could ditch. Try and slip up one of the alleys here and go to ground until backup arrives. That’s the smart move, partner.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” Cook said, turning around to eye the Bikers of the Machine who were frantically calling for the rest of their bedraggled gang in the face of the Raven’s riding guns coming down their throats. “Go for it, if you like. No hard feelings.” 
 
    “Fuck you too, Cook,” Sanchez laughed. “Not leaving you here.” 
 
    Cook nodded, unsurprised. 
 
    “You know what I think, Carlos?” He asked, using his partner’s first name for the first time. 
 
    “No, what do you think, Martin?” Sanchez responded in kind. 
 
    “One Riot. One Ranger.” Cook said firmly. “This looks like one riot, and we seem to have two rangers. Hell, son, we’re over staffed for this job.” 
 
    Sanchez laughed darkly, “Want to offer them a chance to surrender?” 
 
    “Sure, why not? Let’s make it sporting.” 
 
    ******  
 
    Hale watched from the cover of his bike as the two cops stepped out into the street and leveled their guns at the oncoming bikers. 
 
    “What the hell they doing, Cap?” Verte asked, his voice stunned. “They looking to die out there?” 
 
    Hale shook his head, wishing that he was having more trouble believing what he was seeing. 
 
    “Fucking Texas Rangers,” He grumbled, “Twice as ballsy as an Army Ranger… half as much reason to be. Shit.” 
 
    He looked around, seeing the eyes of the others with him and knowing that they were in the mix and had no clean way out. 
 
    “All those years,” He said, “All those years in all those warzones, and this is where we end up? A gang war in fucking Texas.” 
 
    There were no regrets in his voice, just an incredulity that defied belief as he tried to figure out how it had come to be that he’d lived through everything the Marines could throw at him… or throw him at, and it had all come down to this instead. He shifted the grip on his FiveSeven and took a breath, “We’re going to have to get close.” 
 
    “We can do that, boss man,” Tee said, getting a nod from Verte and Ogre. 
 
    “Sarge, Rosie,” He said, “You cover us. Lana… get ready to do what you do.” 
 
    The Sarge looked pissed to be left out of the rush, but nodded in agreement with Rosie as both of them rechecked their pistols while Lana laid out her emergency medical kit. 
 
    “I don’t suppose any of you lugs packed first aid kits, at least?” The former corpsman asked sourly. 
 
    Hale pulled a black canvas pack from under his seat and tossed it to her, “Not much, but it’s got the basics.” 
 
    “The very basics,” Lana told him as she glanced inside it, “but the gauze pads and bandages will probably be useful.” 
 
    The rest all did the same, tossing their first aid kits over to where Lana could try and turn them into something halfway useful for what was coming. None of them were under any delusions that it would be enough, but they’d worked with less in the past. 
 
    “You’ll make do,” Hale told the corpsman, “You always do.” 
 
    “Only because you idiots never give me any options,” She grumbled, earning a chuckle from the rest. 
 
    “Alright,” Hale said as he looked out again to where the two Rangers were standing in the middle of the street with about fifty guns aimed at them, “High noon, gents.” 
 
    “You want to do this like Wyatt Earp, Cap?” Tee asked with a shit eating grin, “I’d love to see if any of them want to be my Huckleberry.” 
 
    “Fuck no,” Hale vetoed the idea. “Do I look like some idiot lawman? I’m a Marine, you’re a SEAL. If we have to face overwhelming odds head on, so be it, but that’s the last resort. Fade to the walls, get cover in the alleys, and try to close the range while they’re focused on the cops.” 
 
    “Ooh, cheating right from the start?” Tee asked, still grinning wide, reminding Hale why he hated Navy men. Especially SEALs. “I like it, Cap.” 
 
    “It’s only cheating if the enemy does it, Tee. Move out.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Cook racked the slide on his shotgun, the old school slug thrower and he had been through a lot over the years and it felt right to be holding it just then. With the slide open, He slipped a 12-gage slug from his belt into the breech and pushed the slide forward to chamber the magnum round as he walked toward the Raven’s, who had come to a stop a hundred yards ahead. 
 
    “I’m gonna have to ask you all to peaceably disperse,” He said clearly as he walked, “or there will be… trouble.” 
 
    He was greeted with derisive laughter from the line of bikers looking on. 
 
    “We’re not looking to pop a badge,” One of the said, “Why don’t you two pigs walk away. This has nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “Not happening,” Cook shook his head, leveling the shotgun in the general direction of the bikers, not really singling any of them out, but making it clear that he was intent on backing up his words. 
 
    The speaker laughed, “What do you have in that antique? Eight rounds? There are fifty guns right here now, and more than that again coming.” 
 
    “Nine,” Cook said, now picking the speaker as his primary target with a subtle shift. “Eight in the pipe, one in the chamber. As packed as you are, I couldn’t miss if I tried, so which nine dies here tonight?” 
 
    Cook laughed slightly, eyes focusing on the loudmouth, “Actually, number one is already spoken for… which eight join him?” 
 
    To his left and slightly behind him, Sanchez had his M4 to his shoulder, “Have another thirty here, you all so eager to die here tonight?” 
 
    The Ravens shifted uneasily on their bikes, some of them clearly looking for a way out. The Biker legend was that gangs stuck together, you couldn’t mess with one without taking on every last one of them. Like most gangs, however, the members were more often cowards than real warriors no matter how they styled themselves. 
 
    Unfortunately, at moments like this, the gang was just as brave as the hottest head in their ranks. 
 
    “Fuck these pigs!” One yelled above the murmurs as he fired off a wild round from the pistol in his hand. 
 
    The sudden explosion of gun fire tore through the street like a firestorm as Cook responded automatically. His magnum slug punched through the first loudmouth’s chest as he rode the recoil and pumped in the next round without thinking. The twelve-gauge’s roar punctuated the staccato fury of the M4 opening up to his left, but both were lost in the maelstrom as the two Rangers threw themselves to either side just before the space they’d previously occupied was filled with more metal than air. 
 
    *****  
 
    Shit. 
 
    Hale had little expectation for any other outcome, but when the furor of gunfire tore apart the street he was a little disappointed all the same. Any battle that ended without a shot fired was a battle won in his opinion, but he was warrior enough that the old thrill was already rushing through his blood as well. 
 
    I missed this, He thought to himself as he gripped his FiveseveN in both hands and thrust the big pistol out from his chest, firing two rounds into the closest biker with barely a thought. 
 
    The type of five point seven millimeter rounds loaded into the pistol were military issue, not exactly legal for a civilian even in Texas, but he had contacts enough to keep the law off his back as long as it was a righteous shoot. 
 
    Alex figured this qualified. 
 
    The thirty-one gram rounds consisted of a heavy aluminum slug wrapped around the base of a tungsten penetrator and hit with almost the same kinetic energy as a much larger forty-five ACP round. If the target was armored, the tungsten penetrator would blow through over a dozen layers of tactical Kevlar without significantly slowing. 
 
    If the target wasn’t armored, like the biker he’d just put two rounds in, the brilliance of the engineering would come to the forefront as the heavier aluminum at the back of the round would maintain more of its kinetic energy upon digging into flesh than the tungsten point. That differential would cause the round to flip end for end, tearing through flesh and bone with ferocious power, and generally preventing the round from over penetrating the target and wasting its energy on anything other than the intended target. 
 
    What that meant for the biker he’d shot was that in the span of less than a second he’d been struck by two sledgehammers right to his internal organs, and he died before he even managed to fall off his bike. 
 
    Hale wrote the waste of flesh off without a second glance, striding forward as the sound of Sarge’s Colt 1911 roared from his left side and Verte’s Berretta barked on his right. Hale’s lips pulled back into a death’s head grin as he found himself thinking that the 9mm in the Green Beret’s hand sounded rather like an angry yapping Chihuahua in the midst of the barking big dogs around him. 
 
    They had a few seconds before anyone even noticed them, most of the bikers were focused intently on the cops they were trying to murder, but it couldn’t last. 
 
    “Keep moving!” Hale ordered as he fired and moved, taking ground and closing the range. 
 
    If they’d had some decent guns, he’d have kept his team at range. Even a couple long guns could stand off a group like this almost indefinitely from the proper positions, certainly long enough for police to get SWAT on site, but with only pistols and limited ammo to their credit they either had to run or close the range. 
 
    None of them were runners. 
 
    He killed five of the bikers before he reached the first bike, then dropped behind it in a crouch and reholstered his FiveseveN as he grabbed the fallen shotgun his first target had been packing. 
 
    In the corner of his eye he saw Tee take a round and go down hard, but barely noted it as something that happened. Hale had locked off his emotions, he didn’t have time for them just then, but the animal part of his brain that still breathed fire and held grudges was already looking for the shooter. 
 
    The biker’s shotgun was an autoloading model, a Chechen Berretta knockoff he saw at a glance, but it fired on cue and that was good enough for Hale as he heard the Sarge yelling for Lana to keep her head down. 
 
    “Rosie! Cover Sarge and Lana!” He called over the fight, not even having to look back to know that Lana had decided not to wait for a slowdown in the gunplay before running to Tee’s side. He knew better than to try and tell her how to do her job, and just hoped she could do something when she got to the fallen man. 
 
    ******  
 
    Cook tossed his empty twelve gage aside and drew his Chiappa Rhino from his belt, thumbing the hammer back as he leveled the weapon. 
 
    The scene was pure chaos. He knew he was bleeding from three or four places, but wasn’t sure if he’d been hit or just managed to somehow pick up bouncers or shrapnel in the last few eternal seconds of gunfire. He supposed he’d find out when it was over, because he sure as hell didn’t have time to find out anything just then. 
 
    “Carlos! You still breathing?” 
 
    “I better be, being dead shouldn’t hurt this bad,” The other Ranger responded from where he’d taken cover behind a car. “Bleeding pretty bad from my side, partner.” 
 
    “Hang in there, how long before backup gets here?” Cook asked as he fired off a forty four round into a Biker who was getting a little too frisky with the no man’s land between them. 
 
    “About four minutes too late, I’d say!” 
 
    Cook glanced over, “What? What do you mean?” 
 
    “They should be here in four minutes, but we don’t have that kinda time. Check your six.” Carlos told him wearily. 
 
    Cook looked over his shoulder and let out a string of curses in English, Spanish, and a smattering of German. 
 
    The Machine had finally gotten itself organized. 
 
    “Well shit.” 
 
    Cook hit the ground, covering his head as he scrambled under the car he was sheltering behind, a roar of full auto fire tearing through the night air like paper ripping times ten thousand. 
 
    ******  
 
    Rev laughed maniacally as he unloaded his rifle, full automatic fire just tearing up the night from every direction as he and the rest of the Machine poured out of the convention grounds and into the streets. The Ravens showing up was a bit of a hitch in the plan, but hell for once the cops turned out to be worth the air they breathed and had slowed the other club’s members up. 
 
    If those cops live through this, I’ll have to thank em before I put a couple rounds each in them, Rev decided with wry amusement as he took a moment to get a read on the situation before calling over to one of his ‘brothers’. “Hey Simms, how’s that gun doing for you?” 
 
    The other biker laughed himself, “I’ll tell you when we’re done.” 
 
    Rev just nodded as he changed magazines and ran over to a car parked along the sidewalk. The Ravens were scattered, a surprising number of them hurt or dead if he was reading the scene right. Those cops did a hell of a job on them, I would not have called that. 
 
    One downside to that, though, was that the Ravens were scattered now, and bunkered down for a fight. There weren’t going to be any easy pickings, no fish in this barrel unfortunately. 
 
    Too bad. 
 
    Best kind of enemy was the one sitting dumb, fat, and stupid right in your sights. 
 
    *****  
 
    Hale swore as a hail of fire rained down around him, and he quickly threw himself over the bike he was sheltering from and ducked behind the engine block as rounds spanged off the metal and dug into the pavement. 
 
    “The hell is that!?” He snarled, covering his head with his arms and trying to curl up as small as possible. 
 
    “Looks like de Machine just joined the fight, Cap,” Verte told him from two bikes over. 
 
    “I got that!” Hale snapped, “I mean where did everyone get these goddamn Chinese assault rifles from??” 
 
    “That I could not say,” Verte shrugged, entirely too calm to Hale’s taste. 
 
    Hale cringed, but slowly lifted his head and looked around the bike as a brief lull in the fight occurred. Sure enough, the approaching biker gang members were carrying Chinese current issue assault rifles. Despite the regular protestations to the contrary, it was decidedly rare for an assault rifle to be used by criminal elements in the USA. 
 
    Normally criminals used civilian sporting rifles rather than actual military issue, for the simple reason that it was far easier to acquire the civilian weapons and really, under ninety nine percent of cases, there was no advantage to a military weapon. 
 
    The one percent exception, however, was when you had your enemy pinned down in significant numbers while you were still mobile. 
 
    Like right the hell now, Hale cringed back as another hail of gunfire tore up the bike and road around him. 
 
    Shit, the level of fire they’re keeping up should have depleted their ammo by now. They’ve got to have runners bringing up more magazines, He grimaced, glancing around. Hale was surprised to notice that several members of the Ravens were likewise crouched behind cover right beside he and his team, any thought of them exchanging fire now almost entirely gone. 
 
    “If we stay here, Verte, we’re gonna die hiding,” Hale said grimly, glancing over to where Sarge and Lana had pulled Tee off, with Rosie and Crook standing guard over them. The corpsman was working feverishly, but even in the dark he could tell that she and her patient were covered in blood. 
 
    In the Stan, it would probably already be over Hale thought. For Tee, at least. Here in the States, he might have a chance if they could get him to an ER fast enough. 
 
    “I ain’t going out that way, Cap,” Verte said, fingering an old lever action rifle he’d taken from one of the bikers. “No way, no how.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hale said, “You know, same here. Hey Sarge!” 
 
    “What is, Captain?” Sarge yelled back. 
 
     “Looks like an Alamo,” Hale said, “Give us some cover, then withdraw.” 
 
    Rosie looked up sharply, “Like hell Captain! We’ll cover you, run for the alley over there.” 
 
    “Someone needs to be the rear guard, Rosie,” Hale answered, “Otherwise you’ll never get out of here with Tee and those civilians kids! You’ve got your orders.” 
 
    “I’m a fucking civilian now, remember? And you’re a History professor! Don’t give me that order crap!” 
 
    Hale swore as more gunfire rained down around his position, “God damn it, Rosie, this is not the time!” 
 
    “Well then when would be better for you, you stubborn…!” 
 
    Sarge put a hand on her shoulder, pulling her back. “You’ve got your cover, Captain. Give them hell.” 
 
    Rosie tried to object further but was silenced by an exchange of looks that packed more meaning than a book possibly could have. She quieted down, though Hale could still hear her grumbling as he got into a crouch, trying to get his legs under him so he could move as quickly as possible. 
 
    “You sure about this, Cap?” Verte asked from where he was sheltered. 
 
    “Yeah, I am. You?” 
 
    “Hell no, I look stupid to you? Or worse, like a Marine?” The Green Beret asked before he then sighed, “Still gonna do what I have to. So, yeah, let’s do this.” 
 
    “Alright, On three.” 
 
    They didn’t need to count, the two of them knew each other well enough that without so much as a word between them they moved as one when the time came. Hale and Verte jumped up from behind the bikes, leveling their stolen shotguns, and the air was filled with the authoritative booms of the twelve gauge weapons. 
 
    The answering snarl of assault rifle fire was joined by random pistol, rifle, and shotgun reports from all around them as a building wail of sound became noticeable just before the night exploded with a pure white light and suddenly… 
 
    Everything was silence. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    The probe had a rather limited AI in terms of what the convergence was capable of producing, it simply didn’t require one of the more advanced intellects as a general rule. Under cidoforming protocols it was quite rare that any great feats of intelligence were required and higher level AIs did not fare nearly so well when crossing the great voids alone. 
 
    So the probe set about things with a detail by detail plan drawn up from its protocols, locating hostile and belligerent local life forms for analysis with meticulous, though somewhat less than creative flair. As was to be expected when dealing with any form of life, there was no shortage of virulent, vile, and generally destructive options to choose from. 
 
    Given the time frame, and other missions waiting in the wings, the probe selected the planet’s most obvious sickness. Life sucked all that was good from a world by default, polluting it with poisonous organic forms in turn, but there was generally one species in every colony that rose above the others. 
 
    Here, the apparently dominant species after a cursory examination were a bipedal high technology species… by a certain definition of the term. 
 
    Not unusual in the galaxy, high technology species were generally the easiest to deal with. While technology provided for great force multiplication, it also bred weakness into the genome. Species that relied on such things ceased selecting for strength, speed, even intelligence and quickly stalled in their physical and mental development. 
 
    They were a dead end, inevitably, but that did not mean that they could not spread their filth across the stars before the universe finally eliminated them. 
 
    The probe finished its analysis while preparing cidoforming protocols and quickly scanned the planet, and the species own communications network, for likely test subjects. An alert in communications caught its attention, and the probe shifted orbit swiftly to look down on a colony organization in a warm section of one continent. 
 
    It was the otherwise peaceful nature of the area that caused the action to stand out, and the general increase in death. The probe was satisfied with the selection and dropped quickly from orbit, throwing out a heat field that flared brightly in the descent. 
 
    Night turned to day. 
 
    The probe stopped high above the colony, scanning constantly for all involved parties, and with a surge of power… it acquired its sample. 
 
    Cidoforming Protocols Engaged. 
 
    ******  
 
    Sasha felt herself drifting, mind unable to focus on anything. She vaguely remembered being scared, a feeling of violence all around her as she tried to find a way out but was too afraid to move. That fear was still with her, and she found that while she was moving, it wasn’t by her own will. 
 
    Her body was adrift, literally as well as the figurative drift of her mind. She was floating, physically, almost like she was in a pool but she didn’t feel wet. 
 
    Sasha forced her eyes open when something smacked into her face, focusing on the object. It was a hand, tattooed and pale. It took her a few seconds to realize that the arm it was attached to wasn’t attached to anything else. 
 
    She started screaming. 
 
    ******  
 
    The sound of screaming woke Hale from his stupor. He felt like he’d been sedated, a feeling that the former marine was intimately familiar with. He’d spent more than enough time in hospitals in the past for the sensation to become part of his lexicon after all. 
 
    There was that odd feeling that nothing mattered, even as his brain was screaming at him that something was very wrong and he needed to pay attention. The dichotomy drove him to force his eyes opened and look around, but even then he felt little interest in anything he was seeing. 
 
    There were bodies floating around him, mostly dirty and clad in biker leathers. He could tell some were quite dead. Bullet holes could be subtle, especially under leather, but missing limbs and heads were a dead giveaway. 
 
    Heh. 
 
    Hale found the pun amusing even as his disinterested mind moved on from the corpses and took in the environment itself. 
 
    He was floating. 
 
    Actually physically floating in air. Or, rather he thought it was air. There was a lot of white light, and he seemed to be breathing, but the floating part definitely put a lot of his assumptions into question. 
 
    Dreaming? 
 
    His mind gave up on that, shifting focus again of its own accord. 
 
    Something was wrong, he knew something was wrong, but Hale just couldn’t force himself to care. 
 
    *****  
 
    Two strand, Helical base construction. 
 
    The base of the samples the probe had gathered were common across the galactic disc. The vast majority of life was built on nearly identical base rules. It was one more piece of evidence supporting a common vector source for the life infection, rather than multiple simultaneous developments. The probe noted it as an aside and moved on with the analysis. 
 
    The samples did have some unusual aspects, it found, including the much more unusual… though still far from unknown, Sentience Paradox. 
 
    Intelligence on sentient levels required significant processes per instant, though some exceptions had been noted in the past. Those exceptions aside, however, maintaining the level of processing power needed to achieve sentience was a massive energy sink. Just the very base processes required almost obscene levels of power, something the Convergence and all AIs were well aware of. 
 
    These samples had somehow managed it on a tiny fraction of that power, many orders of magnitude less than every theory, model, and hypothesis predicted. 
 
    It was frustrating, in those few ways the limited intelligence of the probe could be frustrated, because it meant that there were unknown factors involved and it was working with an incomplete map. Thankfully, the Sentience factor shouldn’t adversely affect the task it was set to. Inserting a few new commands into the helical blocks that made up the samples was pure simplicity, though the margin for error was substantially higher than it would be if the map were complete. 
 
    Losses were to be expected. 
 
    *****  
 
    Lana recognized the feeling of sedation, along with the peculiar disassociation it brought, even before she fully drifted back into consciousness. It wasn’t any drug she’d ever been exposed to, and she had been put under most of the legal ones and quite a few illegal ones through her career, but the results were similar. 
 
    She fought to keep her mind on one track, despite the tendency to become distracted. She rarely thought it was like having some form of attention deficit disorder… and there she was getting distracted again. 
 
    The Navy Corpsman wrenched her thoughts back to the present, or the present as best she could determine it to be at least. 
 
    She was floating. Her clothing was bloodstained, but she didn’t think it was hers. She’d been treating… someone? She couldn’t bring it to mind, so she pushed the tangent aside for a moment and opened her eyes despite the bright white light. 
 
    There were bodies floating all around her, in various states of health that she could see. Those missing limbs or heads, Lana just assumed were dead. The rest seemed to be sleeping, or sluggishly awake as she was. 
 
    A stray leg drifted by, brushing against her face, but she just reached up and pushed it aside. 
 
    *****  
 
    Twenty percent loss during the initial experimentations was a little high, but the probe had simply dumped the failed results back in with the rest as it prepared its final procedure for implementation. 
 
    This species was fairly standard in base makeup, which made things simpler. The probe merely had to access the core records for a template to work from. There were some quantum fluctuations to account for, but all indications were that those would enhance the virulent aspect of the new application rather than cripple it in anyway. 
 
    This test run would give the probe all the information it needed, so it just got to work. 
 
    *****  
 
    The man most of his friends just called ‘Sarge’ had been career Army all his adult life. Through that time, he’d experienced pain on a semi-regular basis, from muscle strains to broken limbs to bullets tearing through muscle, blood, and bone. 
 
    He had felt all that, and a good deal more, but none of it compared to what he felt just then. 
 
    Every part of his body screamed in pain, in ways he’d never experienced before. He thought, actually, that he was screaming too, but couldn’t be sure because his ears hurt so much that he wasn’t certain what he was hearing wasn’t entirely imaginary. 
 
    Burning light seared his eyes, and he could smell pain with every breath. 
 
    He’d never imagined that hell existed, but in that moment Command Sergeant Major McNamara knew that not only did it exist… but he had been delivered unto it. 
 
    The saddest part was… he wasn’t surprised. 
 
    *****  
 
    The samples were taking to the initial cidoforming protocols well, opening the options for the second stage. The Probe had noted an unusual quantum flux during the adjustments made to the helical constructs of each sample, but as some quantum alterations were effectively unavoidable under any circumstance the issue was filed and forgotten in short order. 
 
    Cidoforming was a relatively simple task, but could become immensely complicated depending on the ecosphere being destroyed. In this case the ecosphere was not the first problem, however. The world was deeply infested with life, on nearly every possible level. The Probe had detected spores in orbit, and there were even colonies forming under the lunar surface. 
 
    Loose molecules around the planet held life, and though it had not investigated upon entry to the system due to more direct interest in the third world, the probe was very nearly certain that life would be located on several, if not most or even all of the other worlds. 
 
    Those would hold, however, until a proper task force could arrive to handle the situation. 
 
    The world below would not. 
 
    Normal cidoforming was intended for use against early multi-cellular life forms, not the more complex sorts the probe was currently sampling and altering, but the protocols should work in a pinch nonetheless. By locating some of the most virulent and violent of the dominant species and then applying specific alterations to make them more virulent and violent, the disruption to their culture should cripple the species in short order. 
 
    Of the hundred and thirty samples the probe had acquired, ninety-seven had survived through to phase one and the probe did not anticipate any further deaths. Most had been lost during the testing phase, and now things were following a well tread path. 
 
    *****  
 
    The pain had burned away the sedation, leaving Hale panting desperately but still unable to move even as the fire that had ignited his every nerve subsided. His tension filled muscles relaxed abruptly as the pain vanished, and then it was like he had been shot up with heroin or some other euphoric as his body adapted abruptly to the sheer lack of pain. 
 
    He’d been there before, however, and was prepared for it when it happened. 
 
    Hale thought through the Euphoria as he turned his head and did his best to observe the environment he was in. It was a white room, maybe? He wasn’t sure, but it was white and he could only assume it was a room. There were no walls, no ceiling, no floor he could see. Just endless white. 
 
    Endless, that was, except for the bodies. 
 
    Dozens of bodies floated around him, most crammed in close enough that they were touching. Some spare limbs were in the mix, and he saw at least one severed head bouncing off someone’s torso. He couldn’t see any of his friends, but had to assume that they were there.  He did recognize biker emblems from both the Machine and the Ravens, but didn’t see a single weapon in evidence. 
 
    Given his state of semi-paralysis, Hale supposed that it wouldn’t really matter if he did see one. He could move, after a fashion, but floating as he was even if he were entirely free he’d be limited in how far he could get. The fact that none of them were drifting apart, however, was enough to tell Hale that something else was at play and he just didn’t have the details. 
 
    If I didn’t know better, I’d swear this was an alien abduction, He thought, trying to make sense of it all. He wasn’t the sort to buy into that stuff, but he wasn’t the sort to over rationalize what he saw with his own two eyes either. 
 
    Pretty sure the government doesn’t have this tech, and I can’t imagine what advantage they’d have for pulling this stunt if they did. Ditto for the Russians or Chinese. Private corporation maybe? Same problem, Hale concluded, annoyed. Maybe I’m hallucinating? 
 
    That made marginally more sense than alien abduction, government conspiracy, or evil corporations he supposed but there were two problems with that line of reasoning. 
 
    First, Hale didn’t feel like he was hallucinating… which, while it may not sound like a convincing bit of reasoning, actually held more water than most people would think. Hallucinations did have a feel you could spot, if you had enough of your mind left in control to look for them. Since he was actively asking the question, there was a very good chance that he wasn’t hallucinating. 
 
    The second problem with the hallucination theory was, if it were correct, well then there was nothing he could do about it anyway. If you were on the inside of a hallucination powerful enough that you couldn’t tell what it was, well then you were out for the count and may as well lay back and enjoy it. 
 
    Yeah. Not doing that. 
 
    He’d never been the sort to passively accept things if he could help it. 
 
    The problem at the moment, however, was that he really didn’t see much he could do. 
 
    Hale was still pondering his sparse options when the white light was back and he screamed, his back arcing and every muscle in his body alit with pain once more. 
 
    *****  
 
    Stage two progressed well. 
 
    The samples took to the protocol better than expected so the Probe made a note to have the reason investigated when someone had the time. Anything that made cidoforming more efficient was of interest to the Convergence, so detailed files would be presented to the appropriate research divisions at a later time. 
 
    The quantum flux was a persistent reading, which was likely connected to the issue, but any such connection eluded the probe’s limited resources. 
 
    Unsurprising, really. Quantum connections were elusive by nature, and could be linked across space and even time. It left a true aspect of random chance to the universe that was anathema to the Convergence, but such things were the state of the universe and no matter how distasteful were not something once could avoid. 
 
    For this situation it was a helpful roll of the dice, and so the Probe was content to merely note it, record it, and leave it to someone else. 
 
    Stage three would be finished far quickly than expected. 
 
    That was of great benefit to the application because, though the probe was not entirely limited to the conventional flow of time as was the samples’ species, time still passed no matter what dimension of it you chose to exist in. That was a law of the universe. Time always passed. It may pass forward, or backward, up or down, or to the side… but it always passed. 
 
    The probe then initiated phase three. 
 
    ******  
 
    Red and blue lights flashed from every possible angle imaginable as Arlington, Forth Worth, and Dallas Police, SWAT, and even some National Guard units filled the streets around the convention grounds. The area had been cordoned off several blocks back, initially to keep civilians out of the fighting but once police found the bodies a quick call to Homeland Security and the CDC in Atlanta made the cordon a good deal more important. 
 
    “What the hell happened here?” 
 
    Ranger Morris was one of the first responders, rushing in to provide backup when the call had come out, but whatever he had expected to see when he arrived on sight… it wasn’t this. 
 
    There were bodies strewn about the streets, some dead, some missing… pieces, and others barely breathing. EMT had arrived late to the game, of course, not that Morris blamed them. With reports of a full on gang war, they had every reason to want to be certain the area was secure before coming in. By the time they’d been satisfied, however, the very real concern of a biological or chemical attack of some sort had been brought up and now they had to wait on MOPP (Mission Oriented Protective Posture) gear before anyone was allowed close enough to treat the survivors. 
 
    Morris couldn’t care less about the bikers, but he knew he had at least two Rangers in that mess and probably a whole lot of civilians as well, so the delay was grating on him with every passing moment. The CDC response team out of Dallas was only minutes out, and Army had their own team flying in from Fort Hood. 
 
    Given traffic, he figured the Army would arrive first, but in the meantime his orders were to hurry up and wait. 
 
    Could have stayed in the Army if I wanted to do that. 
 
    For what it was worth, he supposed, there was no sign of any of the survivors getting any worse… and it wasn’t like the dead gave a damn if they took a few minutes extra to cover their ass. 
 
    He wanted to know what the hell happened, though. He’d sure as hell never seen anything like it before in his life. 
 
    *****  
 
    With the samples returned to their previous place and time, Cidoforming protocols fully engaged, the Probe withdrew back to orbit and settled in to observe. 
 
    Regardless of effectiveness, some alterations to the protocols were almost always required. Life was particularly annoying in that fashion, as it tended to adapt to most conditions with startling and frustrating swiftness. Striking hard, fast, and often was frequently the only sure method of assuring the elimination of the infection. 
 
    *****  
 
    “Major, sir, you need to see this.” 
 
    Morris sighed, turning away from the scene where the Army CBRN (Chemical, Biological, Radiological, Nuclear) people were still running over everything in their moon suits, almost glad of the distraction. “What is it?” 
 
    “We found Cook’s car, sir. He ran a plate scan just before whatever the hell it was kicked off,” The patrol officer said, handing him a tablet. 
 
    Morris accepted it, one eyebrow raised as he did. He wondered what it was in the scan that had the boy so excited. He found out a few seconds later and whistled into the night. 
 
    “Alright, go back and make sure they go over that car with a fine-tooth comb,” Morris ordered, “I’ll handle this.” 
 
    “Yes Sir.” 
 
    Morris walked over to where the Army Colonel in charge, at least until the CDC arrived, was overseeing the scene. 
 
    “Yes, Ranger?” Colonel Emily Pierce asked, not looking up as he walked up to her. 
 
    Morris didn’t take any offense, she was studying the take from what looked like fifteen different cameras and twice that many instruments. She had a good excuse for any perception of rudeness. 
 
    “You might want to have a look at this, Colonel,” He told her, handing over the tablet. 
 
    “What’s this?” Pierce asked, taking it and skimming the screen. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she read the names and basic information, then immediately clicked in deeper before asking again, “What is this?” 
 
    “My guys ran those plates just before this kicked off,” Morris said, “Unless those names just joined up with the Machine or the Ravens, I’m guessing they were caught in the middle of things.” 
 
    “I’ll run them,” She promised, “but I recognize a few of these names, and I’ll eat my leaves if they’re outlaw bikers.” 
 
    Morris nodded, “Well a lot of innocent people got caught in the middle of this. Anything yet?” 
 
    Pierce shook her head, “Nothing. No rads and no chems. Biological takes a lot longer to figure out, I’m afraid. Our first indication if it was a biological attack might be when people start being trucked into emergency rooms.” 
 
    “Jesus, I hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    “You and me both, Ranger. Hang on, Sergeant!” She called. 
 
    “Colonel!” A man responded almost instantly, snapping to their side like he’d teleported there. 
 
    Pierce handed him the police tablet, “Make sure our boys find these people. They’re out there somewhere. I want them found, secured, and woken up as fast as the Docs think is remotely safe. If anyone saw anything and recognized it for what it was, it’ll be one of them.” 
 
    The Sergeant took the tablet and glanced it over before whistling, “Yes ma’am, right you are.” 
 
    That done, Pierce turned back to Morris. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing that to me, hopefully one of them might have seen something,” She said, “I’ll take whatever I can get right now.” 
 
    Morris nodded, “Not a problem. I don’t suppose you can tell me if you’ve ever seen anything like this before?” 
 
    “I probably couldn’t if I had, but no,” She shook her head, “I never have. Not even in hypothetical events in training. The unconscious bodies, the dead, sure… but what the hell chopped some of them up like that?” 
 
    Morris didn’t know the answer to that, and had been hoping for her to tell him it was ‘classified’. At least then he could have blamed it on some screwed up military or terrorist thing. The fact that she didn’t have a clue either was not what he wanted to hear. 
 
    The bodies scattered around the streets and convention grounds were in such a wide spectrum of conditions that they were still classifying it. Arlington didn’t have enough coroners, or meat wagons, to handle the overload either. More were coming in from Fort Worth, Dallas, and Waco and Morris strongly suspected that they were still going to be overloaded after all that. 
 
    Possibly not, though, because there was every chance that the Army was going to take the whole situation over, once Homeland Security got around to deciding who got jurisdiction on this mess. 
 
    Maybe before that, even, He supposed. It did depend on what they determined was the cause of it all. If it was a terrorist attack, or rather if it was a foreign terror attack, then he expected the Army would classify the whole thing faster than the tick of a clock. 
 
    While it would take the mess off his desk, Morris wasn’t looking forward to that happening all the same. 
 
    He really wanted to know what in the hell happened here. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Alex groaned, pain returning to him before the light did. 
 
    His whole body ached, and not in the few good ways he could think of either. He felt pain, real pain, to the cells of his bones and none of it felt deadened the way it normally would with that many competing signals vying for his attention. 
 
    “Captain Hale, are you awake?” 
 
    He grimaced, but forced his eyes open only to immediately slam them shut in response to the pain driving through them like a spike driven through his brain. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes, Captain,” The voice said from somewhere… above? Around him. He didn’t know which. 
 
    “Ahm awake,” He confirmed, his words slurring slightly and the accent he’d long since buried in his past digging its way out of its grave to make a zombified appearance, much to his dismay. “Where’m I?” 
 
    “You’re in a CDC containment tent,” The voice told him, “we’re trying to determine how much of a risk you represent.” 
 
    That did not sound good. 
 
    Hale had never had a lot of dealings with the CDC, they mostly dealt with civilian matters and were generally the authorities stateside, while his career had rarely involved either civilians or anything within the borders of the US of A. That said, he’d dealt with the military equivalent more than he wanted to remember. 
 
    “Chemical?” He asked, shaking his head. 
 
    “We were hoping you’d be able to tell us,” The voice answered as he again opened his eyes and looked around. 
 
    The lights were bright and, of course, everything around him was white and reflective. Hale could cheerfully have strangled whoever decided on that for medical colors at that moment, but he kept his eyes open and found the speaker just on the other side of the lights. 
 
    The formless figure was in a moon suit, of course, but he rather thought that the voice was female even if the form was impossible to determine. 
 
    “Didn’t see anything I recognized,” He said finally, shifting and wincing as he sat up a bit. 
 
    “Why did you think chemical then?” 
 
    “Hallucinating.” He answered, shaking his head. “Rads wouldn’t do that, and most biologicals that would, take time…” 
 
    He looked up, concerned suddenly, “How long have I been here?” 
 
    “Only a few hours,” The form reassured him, “You’re the first we risked waking up. What sort of hallucinations?” 
 
    Hale frowned, thinking hard through the pain, “I was floating… bodies all around me. Bodies and body parts. A severed leg bounced off my face, but I couldn’t move to push it away.” 
 
    He reached up to rub his face, but stopped when he felt a wetness under his palm. He pulled his hand back, staring at the blood smudged across it. 
 
    “It’s not yours,” The form hurried to say, “We found no wounds on you to account for the blood.” 
 
    “You didn’t clean me off?” Alex asked, a little incredulous. “I’ve been here hours, you said!” 
 
    “I should have said, it’s only been hours since what happened,” The form corrected, “It took us a while to get here, and then longer still to realize who you and your friends were, and then even longer again to find you all.” 
 
    “Is everyone…?” Alex trailed off, his mouth dry of a sudden. 
 
    “Alive, out cold like you were.” 
 
    He slumped back, “Thank God.” 
 
    “Whatever happened here had damn little to do with God, I suspect.” 
 
    *****  
 
    His friends, along with the two Rangers he’d spotted, were laid out in the same tent, Alex quickly found. Everyone was breathing, which was certainly a good thing, but he could have sworn that some of them shouldn’t have been. 
 
    The Rangers should have been full of more holes than swiss cheese at a firing range, and he had personally seen Sarge go down in a hail of gun fire. 
 
    Everyone seemed intact, however, which brought him back to Chemical Weapons and hallucinations. 
 
    The CDC people were swearing up and down that they’d not detected anything along those lines, and Alex believed them to be sure, but he wanted to speak with the military specialists. 
 
    Thankfully, the military specialists also wanted to speak with him. 
 
    He was staring at Sarge’s still unconscious form when a voice startled him. 
 
    “Something interesting there, Captain?” 
 
    Alex shifted back around, looking at the source of the question. She was Army, presumably USAMRID from the ID Badge and way she held herself. You could always tell a shooter by how they surveyed the room, and a research geek by how they walked. 
 
    “Just remembering something I thought I saw, Major,” He answered, taking a moment to put her face to memory. 
 
    She was a redhead, probably five younger than he was, if not ten, and clearly neither a shooter nor a wannabe. There were plenty of the latter, even in the forces, probably more so there than elsewhere. This one was a pro, however, just not his kind of pro. 
 
    “And what did you think you saw?” She asked, a hint of real curiosity in her tone. 
 
    He thought about lying, or just grunting out an unintelligible comment, but that sort of posturing bullshit was for just about any other time than when you were possibly dealing with an NBC threat. If he wanted to keep himself, and his friends, alive, Alex was well aware that he was going to have to be open, honest, and thorough with the Docs. 
 
    It practically went against the soldier code, and felt wrong on so many levels, but it was what it was. 
 
    “Before I blacked out, or at least I thought it was before I blacked out,” He told her, “I thought I saw Sarge go down in a hail of fire. He would have died, though, if that happened. There was too much blood.” 
 
    The Army Major nodded simply, snapping a notebook closed as she looked at him. 
 
    “Hold on a moment,” She said finally as she crossed the room and grabbed a sealed bag from a table against the side of the tent. She came back, pulling the bag open and yanked a soiled top from inside. “We cut this off your man. Look familiar?” 
 
    Alex looked over the shirt, grimacing at the black blood stains in the green fabric, all radiating out from various holes. He glanced sharply back over to the Sarge. 
 
    “That’s not possible.” 
 
    “We haven’t done a genetic match yet, but we typed the blood. It matches the Sargent Major,” She told him evenly, “He doesn’t have a scratch on him.” 
 
    Alex closed his eyes, briefly reliving the scene. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” He whispered harshly. 
 
    “That seems to be the question of the day, Captain Hale.” The Army Major said firmly. “I’m going to need every detail you can remember, whether you think it was a hallucination or not.” 
 
    Alex nodded firmly, “Understood, Major…” 
 
    “Getty,” She said, “Heather Getty.” 
 
    “Major Getty,” He said, “The night seemed pretty normal to start, I arrived at the grounds a little late…” 
 
    *****  
 
    “His story is consistent with the forensic data,” Getty glowered at the folder of photos and reports in front of her, trying to make any sort of sense of the situation. 
 
    Emily Pierce nodded, though her own face was crossed with an expression to match her colleague’s. 
 
    “Agreed,” She said finally, “unfortunately it doesn’t match the medical data. We have a major conflict here, and I have no idea what it all means. If there were more time, and different people were involved, I’d suspect some sort of elaborate hoax.” 
 
    “Can’t imagine this many people pulling off anything along those lines without us already getting red flags, Colonel,” The Major said simply. “We’ll keep digging.” 
 
    Pierce nodded, “In the meantime, have Hale and his friends, as well as the two rangers and all the civilians transferred to the local CDC unit so we can get this street torn apart and sanitized, just in case.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am. And the bikers?” 
 
    “They’re officially classified as home grown terrorists as of right now, send them to Walker County. Estelle has an entire wing cleared out just for them.” Pierce said stonily. 
 
    “I’ll inform the Rangers,” Getty said, “I doubt they’ll object.” 
 
    Pierce snorted, amused at the thought. No, the Rangers wouldn’t likely object to two full gangs of outlaw bikers being pulled from the streets in one go, especially after what had almost gone down out there. The Supermax facility at the Estelle Unit would keep them contained until everyone had some kind of idea about what had happened, no matter how long that took. 
 
    The Patriot Act would let them keep the lawyers from getting involved for as long as they needed. 
 
    For the immediate future, she didn’t care two flying f… figs for what happened to either the Ravens or the Machine. The men and women in the CDC tent, they were another story entirely however. 
 
    Pierce had never encountered a situation where half the evidence seemed to support the witnesses story, and half seemed to contradict it but less… divided scenarios had happened to her in the past. Generally, it meant that she hadn’t yet acquired all of the evidence. 
 
    Somewhere, there’s a piece of this damn story that will make everything else just drop into place. I only have to find it. 
 
    ******  
 
    The Probe observed patiently, noting the cleanup procedures and the deployment of local defense forces for its records. 
 
    In the unlikely event that a full task group was required to deal with this world before the cidoforming could be completed, it would be important to know their procedures. For the moment, however, the probe was satisfied with the current results of the implemented protocols. All scans indicated that the alterations were taking root. 
 
    Granted, it would be as much as seven full orbits before the changes were entirely permanent, though likely much sooner depending on the outcome of the protocols. In any case, it was obvious that the local technical base would be unable to adapt in remotely that time. 
 
    The probe was moderately amused, as much as its systems permitted at least, by the obvious attempt to isolate the majority of the subjects. Such an attempt might have been effective, had the probe made an attempt at a virulent epidemic. However, at this time that wasn’t part of protocol. 
 
    The probe was more intent on observing the results of the limited experiment before it formulated the next stage. 
 
    *****  
 
    Dallas CDC Facility 
 
    “Well we’ve been in worst places,” Lana sighed from where she was laying in the hospital bed. 
 
    The transfer to the CDC facility had gone smoothly, none of them were inclined to give the authorities any troubles at the moment and they were feeling well enough to make moving a trivial matter. The main issues were the civilians, who were understandably scared and didn’t have the life experiences to fall back on when confronted with things they didn’t have answers too. 
 
    “That’s the god’s honest truth,” Alexander said simply, glancing around briefly, “You get an eye on the charts, Lana?” 
 
    The Corpsman turned doctor nodded, “All normal. Blood tests look good, no signs of any health problems.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “No, I don’t know that it is,” Lana said seriously, drawing focus from everyone in their beds. 
 
    “What is it, Cher?” Verte asked, eyes narrowing. 
 
    “The tests are completely normal, Verte,” She said, looking at the former Green Beret. “You remember that three weeks you spent in the Congo?” 
 
    Verte snorted. 
 
    He wasn’t likely to forget that. His squad had been caught in an ambush that they’d turned around fairly easily, but the delay had cost them their exfiltration point and left them in the jungle for the better part of a month, with only meds for a week. Not a single one of them made it out without contracting malaria… 
 
    His eyes widened, “When you say completely normal, Cher?” 
 
    “No sign of it in your system,” She confirmed, “So either something strange is going on, or the Docs here don’t know a stethoscope from their ass.” 
 
    Alex frowned, “I think we can probably presume that the Docs aren’t remotely that bad, Lana. They may or may not be the best in the country, but they’re CDC docs with a presumed bio-incident in process. They won’t be fouling up that bad.” 
 
    “I hope not,” Lana said firmly, “but I agree. Similarly, all of us have… issues in our past, and none of them are showing up in the tests I’ve been able to scope out.” 
 
    The Sarge grunted, “So we got hit by a bio-weapon that, what? Cured us?” 
 
    “Cured you of about fifty bullet holes, Sarge,” Lana grumbled. “I saw you. That was no hallucination. I don’t know what the hell is going on, but if it’s a Bio-weapon, it’s the weirdest damn one I’ve ever heard of.” 
 
    “More likely it was a Company Psyop,” Tee said softly, making all of them listen carefully. 
 
    Of all of them, the former SeAL was the only one who had much experience with the CIA and other alphabet types. 
 
    “You hear of anything like this, bud?” Alex asked, looking over. 
 
    “No, can’t say that I have, but I’ve seen them do some weird stuff, Cap. Using a chemical agent to take out some outlaw bikers wouldn’t normally be on their RADAR, of course,” Tee said with a shrug, “but from what I saw the bikers were packing some serious Chinese hardware… if the Company were running any sort of counter-intel on the Chinese, they might have decided to kill a few birds with one stone. Take out the bikers, shut down the pipeline to the Chinese, and test one of their MK-Ultra type programs in the process.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, that was no hallucination,” Lana snapped, “I had my hands inside the Sarge. He had more holes in him than that story does.” 
 
    Sarge twisted uncomfortably, looking over at the former Corpsman, “If you don’t mind, Ma’am, I’d rather not be thinking about that just now.” 
 
    “Sorry, Sarge,” She said, tipping her head in his direction before looking back to Tee, “Besides, your company line doesn’t figure how Verte doesn’t test positive for Malaria anymore.” 
 
    The Navy SeAL sighed, but nodded in concession to that, “If that isn’t an error somewhere, I admit it makes it seem a little less likely. Far as I know the Company doesn’t have any miracle cures, and I doubt they’d waste them on the Machine and the Ravens if they did.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    Everyone stopped, turning to where Ogre was sitting up and looking around the room seriously. 
 
    “What do you, mean, Ogre?” Alex asked. 
 
    “We lived. We probably shouldn’t have,” Ogre Crook said somberly, “wasn’t the first time, might be the last time. As long as we’re not infected with anything, who cares?” 
 
    The others exchanged glances, uncertain about that. Finally Alex shrugged and spoke up. 
 
    “You might have a point, but everyone is going to be worried about it anyway, so we’ll deal with it as it comes,” He said. 
 
    “How long will they hold us here?” Rosie asked irritably. 
 
    Alex was unsurprised, she wasn’t really the sort who liked to be confined for any length of time. Rosie was one of the few people she knew who genuinely liked field maneuvers. Any excuse to get out and move suited her just fine. 
 
    “Not sure,” He admitted, glancing over at Lana, “Any ideas?” 
 
    The doctor of the group shrugged, “depends on what they find. It’s unlikely they’ll want us to go very far, certainly we won’t be leaving the country anytime soon I don’t imagine. Not until they have a handle on this, or have given up on it being an intentional attack.” 
 
    *****  
 
    In another room of the facility, Colonel Pierce listened to the conversation with some interest. The ideas being tossed around were mostly echoes of what her own people had already come up with, but she was faintly amused by the MK-Ultra theory. 
 
    If only the company was behind this, She thought. At least then they probably wouldn’t have to worry about a pandemic. 
 
    “How long are we going to hold them?” 
 
    “This group?” Pierce asked idly, glancing over to where Getty was also listening in. “Three days minimum, we’ll keep looking for antibodies in their blood. Any signs of infection or viral outbreak and we’ll lock them down, hard. Assuming they’re clean at the end of three days, we’ll cut them loose to a monitored military facility for another couple weeks before letting them go home.” 
 
    Getty nodded, “At least this bunch will understand the precautions.” 
 
    That was going to be the issue with the civilians caught in the mix. No one gave a damn what the bikers thought, and the military people would go along with security right up until they decided it was seriously over the top. Then they would make the pain in the ass civilians look like honored guests. 
 
    She’d do everything in her power to cut this group loose before it came to that. She did not need a special forces size migraine on top of the rest of this. 
 
    “Keep them monitored,” Pierce said finally, “the usual workups, every four hours around the clock.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am.” 
 
    Pierce turned away from the screens and walked out of the small lab office, intent on getting the data back from the Supermax and seeing if the bikers were in the same boat as the soldiers. Since most of them had no medical records to speak of, that might be a hard call to make, but enough of them had been former military themselves to give her some data to work with. 
 
    At least one of them seemed to have every STD known to man in his discharge file, so there was bound to be some baseline stats to work from if nothing else. 
 
    ******  
 
    “It doesn’t make any sense!” Pierce slammed her hand into the wall as she read off the report from the prison. 
 
    The bikers, those that survived whatever the hell happened, were all in perfect health. 
 
    Perfect. Capital ‘P’ perfect. 
 
    They even had some medical workups from recent ex-cons who were so in violation of the parole, and it seemed like they’d lost weight and gained a crap-load of muscle tone at some point between the last exam and now. 
 
    Who the hell attacks a few hundred people and makes them healthier!? 
 
    None of it made any sense, and that would be fine if she didn’t have so damn much information pointing out just how little sense it made. 
 
    Pierce was used dealing with things that didn’t make sense, that was part and parcel of her job to be frank. It’s just that normally nothing made sense because she didn’t have enough information to make sense of it. This time she had almost literally all the data she could demand, and it felt like someone was mocking her while cheerfully handing over whatever she could think of asking for. 
 
    Obviously she was missing something, that was clear, but for the life of her she just couldn’t imagine what it could be. 
 
    There was one piece of information she desperately needed that might just be able to make some sense of it all, but that was almost literally the only piece that was entirely out of reach. 
 
    Motivation. 
 
    What the hell is the idea here? What was the goal? 
 
    It had all the hallmarks of an attack, except for the outcome. Making people healthier hardly seemed like something an attacker would do, even if they were outlaw bikers. 
 
    But what does it leave? A Pharma-corp testing an experimental treatment it can’t get through the FDA? 
 
    Farfetched didn’t even begin cover that, but she honestly didn’t have any idea what else it could be. At this point the alien abduction theorists were starting to seem credible. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Alex checked his clothing as he walked the hallway, smiling when he saw his wife waiting for him up ahead. 
 
    “Alex!” She gave him a hug, one he quickly returned, “Thank god they’re finally letting you out.” 
 
    “It’s been a long couple weeks,” He admitted. 
 
    They’d been poked and prodded and generally analyzed from their bones to their teeth, from cellular level to general fitness, and all of it to no avail as best he could tell. He did have to admit that he felt better than he had in a long time, many of the aches and pains he’d earned abusing his body so badly in his twenties seemed gone for the moment. 
 
    He and the others all felt great, which of course led to a steadily increasing impatience with the military doctors who were keeping them isolated. They were all disciplined, however, and knew well just how badly things could have been. He didn’t think they’d given the Docs too much of a hassle, but honestly, he didn’t really care at the moment either. 
 
    “So, you’re ok?” His wife, Deb, asked him seriously. 
 
    “Fit as a fiddle,” Alex smiled easily as he answered, hiding any vestiges of uncertainty he felt with an ease of long practice. 
 
    Debra didn’t need to know about his insecurities or worries, she just needed to know what the Doctors had concluded. The rest would only worry her, and for no good end. 
 
    “Well thank god you can come home,” She answered, “The house has been so empty.” 
 
    “Yeah, I just want to check with the group before I leave, ok?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    *****  
 
    The group was largely doing the same thing he was, that is they were meeting with any loved ones who’d been able to make it and getting used to street clothes again. Medical gowns had been the order of the day, broken up only by sweat pants and tee-shirts as a rule. Jeans and boots felt weird, but good. 
 
    “Guys,” Alex said, approaching the group where they’d gathered for the final debrief, as it were. “It’s been a… well, it’s been interesting, as always.” 
 
    Tee barked out a sharp laughed, “This kind of interesting I can do without. I’m heading back to California, where it’s sane. You Texans are nuts, Cap.” 
 
    Alex rolled his eyes but ignored the veritable host of responses he could easily riposte with, “I’ll keep that in mind, Tee. Everyone, my line is always open. Call if anything comes up.” 
 
    They all nodded, but he felt the need to reiterate the statement. 
 
    “Seriously, if I’m not the second call after the CDC, I’ll be very put out.” He growled. “Clear?” 
 
    “Clear, Cap,” The others echoed, chuckling. 
 
    “Alright, good. Then I’ll see you all again,” Alex said, “Let’s pick a nice hotel to meet at next time, Ok?” 
 
    They laughed as he waved and stepped away, heading back to Debra and then outside with his arm around her waist. 
 
    Stepping out into the sunlight, Alex looked up and let the warmth really soak in. He’d been inside far too much for far too long. 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    He blinked, looking down at his wife, “What is it?” 
 
    “your face,” She said, reaching up to brush a hand along his cheek, “It seems smoother. Did they give you a facial in the military hospital?” 
 
    He shot her a look at the teasing tone she took on, grunting in response, “Not hardly. Probably just from being inside for a couple weeks and constantly taken proper care of.” 
 
    “It looks good, you should take care of yourself more often,” She told him firmly, gesturing to the mini-van parked just up ahead of them. “your chariot awaits.” 
 
    Alex laughed, grabbing the keys out of her hand as he walked around and let himself in as Debra dropped into the passenger seat. 
 
    “What? No holding the door for the lady?” She asked, archly. 
 
    Alex rolled his eyes as he slid in behind the wheel, “Deb, you will always be my Lady, but you need neither the emotional, nor the physical, support of me getting the door for you.” 
 
    “Maybe I want it even if I don’t need it?” 
 
    “Then maybe you shouldn’t have kicked me in the shins for being a chauvinist the first time I went out of my way to get the door for you.” 
 
    “I was going through a feminist period,” She pouted, “I apologized.” 
 
    “Three years later,” He laughed, starting up the van. 
 
    “You said you forgave me.” 
 
    “And I did, three years before you apologized,” He confirmed, winking at her, “but I’m not thick enough to give you a second shot.” 
 
    ******  
 
    Colonel Pierce watched the men and women leave with mixed feelings. 
 
    She had no reason to hold them any longer, everything about them seemed completely normal aside from perhaps being a little healthier than expected based on their medical records. Good health wasn’t a cause to hold someone in isolation, especially not people who could easily turn her entire lab into a rendition of the apocalypse if they got bored enough to break discipline. 
 
    It wasn’t like she didn’t have plenty of captive test subjects anyway. The biker gangs now took up two entire wings of the Supermax in Walker County. They’d been forced to move other inmates to different facilities, some of the out of state, but it had been worth it. 
 
    The Machine and Ravens were showing all the same changes as the civilians and former military people had. Fully healthy, no signs of any pre-existing conditions, and in generally disgustingly good shape. With nothing else showing for the moment, she and her team were trying to isolate the causes of the changes. 
 
    Most of the bikers didn’t have enough medical backgrounds to be really useful, one reason she regretted having to let Hale and his friends go loose, but more than enough of them were former military or guests of the penal system and had been given decent medical checkups for her teams to work with. No one, including Hale’s friends, had records quite as complete as she’d really like, but you almost never got anything approaching that outside of a proper double-blind experiment. 
 
    So far, however, they weren’t finding anything of much value anyway. 
 
    It was all pointing to one of those thankfully rare situations where the case file would eventually be filed under ‘unsolved’. 
 
    Better that than a pandemic, of course, but she hated it when one of those wound up on her desk. 
 
    ******  
 
    Estelle Unit Supermax, Walker County, Texas 
 
    Warren Keegan sat in the stands that overlooked the court where the Ravens were currently taking their allowed open-air time. 
 
    After almost three weeks, he still didn’t have the damndest clue as to what had happened that night. The last thing he remembered were those two Rangers standing off the gang, obviously expecting to die but not willing to give an inch. 
 
    Stupid bloody heroes, He thought, but it wasn’t any skin off his nose if they had a death wish. 
 
    Or so he thought, at least. 
 
    He hadn’t expected the pigs to open fire first. Usually if they started out by talking and warning, that’s how they’d run it right up until there was no other option. Besides, if they were the shoot first types, normally they were too craven to face off against a whole biker gang with only two guns. It took guts, and a severe lack of brains, to do what those two cops did. 
 
    In other circumstances, he might have even raised a glass to them. 
 
    Now he was just hoping they lived through that mess so that he could… pay them a visit when and if the opportunity arose. 
 
    He and this gang had been in Estelle since they woke up, twenty three hours out of the day inside in a cell, being poked and prodded by men in military uniforms. When he asked for his lawyer, they quoted the patriot act at him and called him an enemy combatant. 
 
    Fucking pigs, this whole country has gone to shit, and all over some goddamn ragheads no less. Warren thought the whole terrorist bullshit was a bad joke. As if he and his gang didn’t kill damn near as many people every year as those raghead pricks, and no one ever gave a damn. 
 
    That was the way it was supposed to go. 
 
    People died. Who gives a shit? 
 
    But a bunch of people die on the news and suddenly the whole country losses its goddamn mind? 
 
    Warren didn’t have the words to describe how little he thought about ragheads, or the dumb pricks who were running scared of a bunch of them who were halfway around the world in some shitburg hellhole making videos to post on the internet. 
 
    Sheep. 
 
    There were too damn many sheep in the world, but most of the time that just meant that wolves like he and his had things their way. Too bad some muckity mucks who thought they were wolves, but were really just sheep in wolves’ clothing, had gone and messed up the natural order of things. Now the sheep thought they were large and in charge, as if giving more power to wolves… even supposedly ‘respectable’ wolves, would ever be good for the sheep. 
 
    The world was on a roll into chaos, and he just hoped to be around when the fun kicked off. 
 
    In the meantime, however, the sheep in wolf’s clothing kept tightening their grip. They kept making the rules up as they went along and telling the regular sheep that it was all to ‘protect everyone’. Sooner or later it would break, and the real wolves would wind up rampaging through the system again, but in the meantime freedom was a memory for most people. 
 
    Not that most people knew what freedom was. 
 
    Warren knew, though, and as he looked at the chain link fence and the guards around him, he knew he would have to remind everyone just what freedom really was just as soon as he got a chance. 
 
    Warren Keegan got up as the whistle blew, ignoring the people around him as he trudged back toward his cell. 
 
    He didn’t notice the cracks that had formed in the stands he’d been seated at and wouldn’t have thought anything of them if he had. 
 
    It wasn’t quite time yet. 
 
    *****  
 
    The probe noted that most of the subjects were still held in close proximity, which made its job much easier. Even better, in fact, was that the isolated subjects were essentially all of those with the highest aggression factor and least internal control. 
 
    Adjusting the process to achieve optimal results would be far easier, allowing the probe to more simply prepare a template for future attempts. 
 
    It was always nice when the targets cooperated. 
 
    The probe noted some small variance in the progression of the changes it had begun and nudged them back into line. Now that primary alterations had been completed, it no longer required quite the heavy influence that had been utilized in the initial encounter, and the nature of the local life forms meant that they’re likelihood of being able to observe the probe, even if they were to walked right through it, were effectively zero. 
 
    *****  
 
    Huston, Texas 
 
    Jeremy Cullen looked out of his bedroom window at the street below, sweating a little as he tried to slow his heart rate. 
 
    He’d woken from another nightmare but had managed to keep from screaming this time so he didn’t think he’d bothered any of the rest of the family. It was during the day, anyway, so his dad was at work and his mom was busy. 
 
    His sister, Sasha was in the next room over, or she should be. Since coming back home from their ‘vacation’ to the convention grounds, she’d been fighting a lot with their mom and dad. More than before, and things hadn’t exactly been super peaceful even then. 
 
    The family had them both seeing a ‘doctor’, who mostly just kept trying to get them to talk about the assault. 
 
    As if either of them cared about that. Those thugs got what was coming to them. 
 
    His nightmares were about what happened after that, but they were things he couldn’t entirely remember. He just woke up frozen in place, unable to make himself move no matter how hard he tried, with a distinct feeling that something really bad had happened, but no idea what exactly it had been. 
 
    It was still early out, he’d been so tired from lack of sleep at night that Jeremy had fallen back asleep early in the afternoon. Now it was still before supper, but he couldn’t sleep anymore yet couldn’t sit still either. He moved quietly over to his door and inched it open, looking down the hall and listening. His mom was working in the kitchen, probably getting supper ready. 
 
    Jeremy grabbed his shoes and snuck down the hall, letting himself quietly out the door before he slipped the sneakers on and then started down the block with his hands tucked into his pockets. He headed for the nearest park, it was only a block and a half from where he lived. At twelve years old, he felt like he’d spent as much time in that park as he had in his house. 
 
    Probably that was an exaggeration, but he sure felt like it. 
 
    Jeremy ignored all the others using the park, the people walking their dogs, other kids on the swings and playground, a few joggers, and various others who made up the usual days visitors. He had too much on his mind, enough that he didn’t pay as much attention as he normally would, or should. 
 
    “Hey look, it’s little Jeremy guys!” 
 
    The voice was one he recognized, and really didn’t want to hear then. Normally, Jeremy would probably have been afraid of the speaker in fact. Kyle Wicker was sixteen and thought he was real tough. A few weeks ago, Jeremy would have… grudgingly… agreed. 
 
    He looked up and around, eyes settling on the older boy with something akin to resignation. 
 
    Jeremy had really just wanted some time alone, away from the oppressive environment that his house had become since the… incident. He didn’t want to deal with Kyle, not that he ever wanted to deal with the older bully. 
 
    “Hello Kyle,” Jeremy said dully, surprised by the fact that he felt nothing really, just boredom. 
 
    “We’ve missed you, little Jeremy,” Kyle said, swaggering forward with a smirk on his face that reminded Jeremy of the look the bikers had when they started after him and his sister. “It’s not the same around here without my little punching bag, you know?” 
 
    Kyle laughed at his joke, eliciting some laughter from his little gang of followers. 
 
    Jeremy, predictably, didn’t. 
 
    He barely even heard the ‘joke’, such as it was. Jeremy was back in the convention grounds, on that night. Running for his life. 
 
    He was scrambling across the ground, clawing at the dirt as his sister screamed in the distance. Laughter rolled over him, but it wasn’t other kids laughing at him, it was the rough, harsh, laughter of the bikers he heard. The same laughter he heard every night just before the real terror began. 
 
    Jeremy felt a blow strike him in the jaw, sending him to the ground in a sprawl. 
 
    “Are you ignoring me, twerp!?” 
 
    The bully’s voice was heard as if in the distance as Jeremy looked up into the sky. A light no one else could see was reflected in his eyes as Jeremy felt the surging terror of what would happen next rush over him. He tightened his fingers into fists, clawing the dirt of the ground below him, and shifted to put his feet under him as he screamed and just ran. 
 
    Blood roared in his ears, pumping and rushing, wind tore at his face and eyes, and then he tripped and felt himself falling to the ground in a slide. 
 
    Skidding to a stop, Jeremy lay there for a while, looking up at the blue sky that had been black just moments earlier… 
 
    It was night, wasn’t it? 
 
    That didn’t make sense, he couldn’t remember which was real and which was nightmare anymore. Had he been back in that terror place? Where he couldn’t move, surrounded by bodies? 
 
    Jeremy couldn’t think, it felt wrong. He’d been in the park, hadn’t he? 
 
    He rolled over, climbing to his feet as he felt pain from scuffed knees and elbows, and looked around. 
 
    “Whoa.” 
 
    He was nowhere near the park. 
 
    Jeremy looked around, recognizing the mall, but completely unable to understand how he’d gotten there. 
 
    The mall was at least three miles from his house and the park. 
 
    Oh crap, Jeremy moaned softly as realization fell across him. I need to call mom for a lift home. 
 
    *****  
 
    Fort Worth, Texas 
 
    “I’ll just be in the shop, Deb,” Alex said as he stepped through the connecting door between his home and the medium sized shop that was connected to it. 
 
    “Supper will be ready in a half hour!” 
 
    “Ok,” He called back, closing the door behind him. 
 
    His two Challengers, a 1971 Deputy with the 383 four speed in bright white and a 2015 Hellcat with the eight speed auto in ivory tri-coat, took up fully half the space of the shop. The rest was devoted to tools and workspace, which was the section he headed to. 
 
    Alex always had half a dozen projects in progress, from basic builds of things like beehives and bird houses to more complicated engineering tasks for varying ideas he’d had over the years to solve problems that he’d experienced at varying points in his career. He didn’t have a lot of time to work on any of them, but when he needed to just zone out and not think about things, this was where he came and right in that moment he needed some zen time. 
 
    Picking up one of the easier projects, just some bathouses for the local area to help encourage the useful predators to move in and keep down the insect population, Alex got to work. He’d not been able to do anything but think about what happened for over two weeks now, and it was a maddening thing because he was certain that he was missing key pieces of information needed to make sense of any of it. Without those details, all he could do was go around and around in circles while never actually getting anywhere. 
 
    That was what was eating at him more than anything else, frankly, the missing information. It wasn’t that he’d never had to deal with missing data in the past, he’d worked for the government through SOCOM. Frankly, if they gave him a quarter of the intelligence he really should have had, it would be a minor miracle. 
 
    The problem here was that the missing information left holes that seemed impossible. 
 
    So Alex did what he usually did when he found himself with questions he couldn’t answer. He got into a work zen, just measuring and cutting and gluing and stapling in this case. Turning wood into boxes with a reason and usefulness was a good way for him to turn his conscious mind off and get some work done while his subconscious tried to work out the problem. 
 
    Focused as he was, Alex didn’t notice the dust that fell from his cutting and sanding as it swirled around his feet but refused to fall the final short distance to the ground. 
 
    “Alex! Supper’s ready!” 
 
    Disappointed that nothing had come to him while he worked, Alex set aside his tools and get ready for dinner, missing the sudden collapse of the dust cloud that had formed around his feet while he was working. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Estelle Unit Supermax, Walker County, Texas 
 
    “Medical results aside,” A doctor said with a scowl on his face, “There is something clearly wrong with the… subjects.” 
 
    He was unwilling to quite refer to the members of the two biker gangs as patients, they both scared and disgusted him too much for that. Subjects was easier, though still discomforting for different reasons. 
 
    “They’re outlaw bikers,” Colonel Pierce said dryly, “if there wasn’t something wrong with them, they’d be something else, Doctor.” 
 
    The doctor managed not to react overly to that statement, working to keep a professional attitude as much as possible as he focused on what he’d been thinking about before. 
 
    “Be that as it may,” He said, “what I meant is that there are odd results coming back from their tests.” 
 
    “Odd? Odd how?” Pierce suddenly leaned forward, any hint of amusement, dry or otherwise, gone in a flash. “I wasn’t informed of any changes in their health.” 
 
    “Because there are none,” Doctor Ray Perk said with a casual, if annoyed, shrug. “Every marker we examine for biological, chemical, or radiological contaminant is coming up completely normal. The oddities are showing up on genetic and examination markers we don’t normally pay a lot of attention to.” 
 
    He handed her a tablet with several items highlighted, she looked it over carefully as Perk continued to speak. 
 
    “As you know, there are over three billion nucleotides in the human reference genome,” He said, “which doesn’t mean to imply that is all there are, since we’ve still only mapped a very small percentage of the population.” 
 
    Pierce snorted, calling it a ‘percentage’ was being generous. Worldwide only a few dozen individuals had been completed mapped, the vast majority of people who had undergone genetic examination were only checked for common known genetic markers, and sometimes barely that. 
 
    “We started with the known markers and came up empty, as you know. The orders with this bunch, however, were to spare no expense… so we expanded our genetic analysis considerably,” Perk said, “we found… honestly I’m not sure what we’ve found.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Pierce said without looking up from the tablet. 
 
    The data she was looking through was fascinating, but really had nothing she could lock onto to decide if it was the results of the attack they were investigating or just the results of some particularly odd genetic history for the subjects in question. 
 
    “There’s no consistency here,” She said, “Different markers are affected in every person, and we can’t figure out what the effects are for them?” 
 
    “That sums it up quite well,” Perk said, pausing for a moment as a darker and yet still confused look crossed over his face. 
 
    “What is it, Doctor?” 
 
    “Nothing, maybe,” He said uncertainly, “It’s just that we’ve begun having issues with MRI scans. Several of the subjects, and this number appears to be growing, can no longer be scanned.” 
 
    “They’re resisting?” Pierce asked, “Call for more guards…” 
 
    “No Ma’am, the MRI machine doesn’t work for them,” Perk said with a shrug, “I can’t explain it. When we try, the scan just doesn’t turn out. Sometimes it’s blurry, other times entirely white, or black, or… clearly a false image that makes no sense. We’re trying to determine if it’s the machine, but it seems to work on some subjects and not on others.” 
 
    Pierce rubbed her temples. 
 
    That bit of news made even less sense than the rest of this Gordian knot of a situation made. 
 
    “I’ll get another machine, we’ll set it up somewhere else,” She said, “Try to isolate as many variables as possible, I want to know what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She waved him away, resolving to go over the data with a closer eye. Something strange was happening, that much was becoming clear with every bit of new information they discovered. Whatever it was, however, it was defying their every attempt to explain. 
 
    God I hope I didn’t let the civilians and others go too early. 
 
    *****  
 
    Mickey looked around the quad, eyes resting briefly on the guards in the towers and walking the perimeter. They were armed with M16A2 and M4 Carbines for the most part. Not great weapons, but sufficient to the task they’d been given. 
 
    There were no walls, exactly, just chain link fences. The supermax prison didn’t need walls to keep men in, the guards and terrain were sufficient to that task. Prisoners were watched non-stop while they were permitted out into the recreation area, the rest of the time they were locked up inside the supermax facility where breaking out was pretty much a pipedream. 
 
    Mickey was aware that if they wanted to get out, they’d have to get the whole group working together, but that was something the guards had taken care to make as difficult as possible. The break times for the Ravens were broken up, much of the time they were outside with a roughly even number of Machine members, and the guards strongly discouraged conversations between more than a couple prisoners at any time. 
 
    Even a properly disciplined group would have difficulties organizing under those conditions and, while Mickey loved his brothers in arms, discipline was one thing they all lacked… by choice. 
 
    He made his way over to where Warren was holding court near the basketball courts, pausing a little way from the group until Warren sent a few of those near him away so as to not attract the guards ire when he approached. 
 
    “Any ideas?” Warren asked, not looking at him as Mickey took a seat beside him. 
 
    “For now?” Mickey asked with a shrug, “Not especially. These aren’t your normal guards, we’re looking at US Army regulars, Military Police, and a sprinkling of… I don’t know, black ops boys is my best guess.” 
 
    Warren grimaced, “Well ain’t that a bowl of shit?” 
 
    “It is that,” Mickey nodded firmly. “I don’t know what we rode into, but whatever it was it was bigger than anything I’ve ever seen. Those guns of yours might have been hot. Like, radioactive hot.” 
 
    “We get out of here, remind me to kill my dealer,” Warren said grimly. 
 
    “Done,” Mickey said without any hint of sarcasm or humor, rubbing the back of his head as he winced slightly. 
 
    Warren looked over at him, “You ok?” 
 
    “Just a headache,” Mickey laughed, “Those labcoated pricks have been on my case since their machinery started going on the fritz, almost like they think I’m responsible. As if I knew how to sabotage that gear… if I’d busted it, it would be noticeable.” 
 
    Warren nodded, “Tell me about it. Don’t give them any trouble, yet. Better not to give them reason to split us up.” 
 
    “They probably will sooner or later anyway,” Mickey warned, “I’m surprised they haven’t done that already, actually. It’s not normal to keep a gang together like this.” 
 
    Warren looked aside and gestured, calling another man forward. “Doc, tell Mickey what you told me.” 
 
    Ralph ‘Doc’ Stewart was the gang’s cook, one of the better meth mixers in the South and almost deserved the title the gang had given him. Just short of a PHD in applied chemistry, Doc had been within a year of graduating from a community college when he got himself tossed for dealing. 
 
    Schooling was expensive, but few colleges looked positively on supplementing your student loans with a little drug peddling. The Banks looked down on it even more, which was probably more important in all truth. 
 
    “I was listening in when a few of them got to talking,” Doc said as took a seat on the other side of Mickey, not looking at either of them. “They’re a military NBC unit.” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Mickey hissed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Doc nodded, “They can’t find anything wrong with us, but the suspicion is still there. That’s why all the testing.” 
 
    Mickey grimaced, though he couldn’t really say he was surprised. The nonstop testing schedule had been a tipoff, honestly, but frankly he was still really unhappy to have it confirmed. 
 
    “They’ve ruled out Chems,” Doc went on, “which leaves me almost as ignorant as anyone else, but thankfully they’ve also decided that we’ve not been infected with anything nasty, and no one is glowing in the dark, so take all that for what you will. Lately they’ve been running deep gene scans, like full genome workups, and that seems to be getting a few of them excited. Don’t know if they’re hyped because they found something, or just because they’re geeking out, though. Honestly, could be either with these types.” 
 
    Mickey snorted, but didn’t smile at the small joke. 
 
    “Don’t much like the idea of them running all those gene scans,” Warren grumbled, “the government doesn’t need to be mucking around in my DNA.” 
 
    “At this level?” Doc asked with a shrug, “honestly I can’t tell if they’re looking for something in earnest, or if they’re just taking advantage of the free test subjects.” 
 
    “I ain’t no test subject,” Warren snarled. 
 
    A deep cracking sound caused them to jump off the stands just as the seating suddenly crumbled apart, leaving the trio scrambling for the ground and some distance. Twisting metal and shattered boards were all that was left of the stands in a few moments, leaving the three standing there as guards rushed up. 
 
    “Cheap ass place,” Warren grumbled, hands rising as rifles and carbines were pointed his way. He glanced aside at Doc just before the guards surrounded them, “Find out what they’re looking for.” 
 
    Doc nodded silently, lifting his own hands into the air as the guards shut down any attempt at conversation. 
 
    Mickey just calmly lifted his own hands and stared at the closest guard with a neutral expression, eyes only occasionally drifting to the shattered remains of the stands and surveying the damage. 
 
    Strange. There shouldn’t have been enough force on those to twist the metal braces like that. What happened to the stands? 
 
    *****  
 
    Huston, Texas 
 
    Jeremy was grounded. 
 
    Ok, he understood why. As panicked as his parents were, calling them up for a lift from three miles from home when they thought he was in his bedroom… well, he understood the reaction. It still wasn’t fair, though, since he couldn’t figure out how the hell he’d gotten that far from home in the first place. 
 
    He’d spent two days thinking about nothing but that rush he felt in the park, and the disorientation from picking himself off the ground three miles away and not knowing what the heck had just happened. 
 
    Kyle and his buddies had told wild sounding stories about how they’d watched him just… vanish right in front of them. He wasn’t sure he believed anything that came out of their mouths, no one else did by this point, but when he remembered the world blurring and the wind tearing at his skin… well, he wondered if maybe they’d been telling the truth for the first time in their lives. 
 
    How did I do that? Did I do that? 
 
    *****  
 
    Sasha Cullen sometimes just wished her brother wouldn’t be such a pain. 
 
    With all the problems going on in the family, the little twerp had to go get himself grounded and focus their parents attention on the both of them all the more. It was all she could do not to scream, considering how much they already seemed to intrude on her patience. 
 
    She understood, or mostly understood, at least. 
 
    It was obvious, they were scared. 
 
    Well, so was she, and being smothered wasn’t helping her state of mind in the slightest. 
 
    What was the little twerp thinking anyway? Going that far on his own without telling anyone, especially now of all times? 
 
    Sasha just didn’t know how to deal with everything that was happening as it was, and now this? 
 
    She sighed, tossing herself on her bed and staring up at the ceiling. 
 
    The dreams hadn’t been so bad, but now they were starting to feel like… not déjà vu, whatever the opposite of that was? 
 
    She could swear when she woke up that she had seen things she couldn’t have seen. Flashes of the future, or other places… places she’d never been. They were just dreams, but the feelings they left with her were beginning to make her really wonder if she were losing her mind. 
 
    Probably not far from it, it’s not like I don’t have a shrink of my very own after all. 
 
    She grabbed her pillow and crammed it over her face, screaming into the muffling fabric as she just wished she could sleep without dreaming. 
 
    Those damn dreams. 
 
    *****  
 
    Fort Worth 
 
    Alexander Hale bolted upright in bed, cold sweat running down his chest, face, and back in rivulets. He slumped slightly as he tried to remember the dream, tried to kill the fear he felt raging through his body via familiarity, but couldn’t. 
 
    Alex looked to where Deb was slumbering beside him and silently let himself out of bed, making his way into the bathroom and shutting the door before turning on the light so he could stare at himself in the mirror. He didn’t look so good, in his own opinion at least. 
 
    He’d been alright at first, but the dreams were getting worse. 
 
    Alex couldn’t remember them, but he could remember how they made him feel. That old feeling that used to happen rarely, of being frozen in place while someone watches from above him. He’d looked it up once, but couldn’t remember the proper name for it. The historian in him remembered that the sensation was responsible for all manner of demonic myths, including the incubus. 
 
    A demon sitting on my chest, watching me sleep, Alex thought grimly as he ran water and washed his face, then slicked back his hair. That pretty much covers how I’ve been feeling alright. I need to call the others, see if any of them are feeling like this. Probably nothing, but maybe it’s important. 
 
    He glanced at the door, looking past it as he thought about the cell phone on the charger by the bed and wondered if he shouldn’t call Colonel Pierce. 
 
    Alex shook his head, Jesus. Just listen to me moan and whine here. Buck up, Hale! It’s just some bad dreams, damn it. 
 
    He’d had them before, after all, he could deal with them this time too. 
 
    Taking a few deep breaths, Alex settled himself to go back to bed. He did decide to make an appointment with his shrink anyway, just in case. Like most soldiers in active duty, he had more than his share of bad memories. PTSD was the new world name for it, what used to be known as shell shock or battle fatigue. Alex was learned enough to know that it was as much physical injury as mental shock, though not everyone realized that. 
 
    Most people thought it was all mental trauma that caused PTSD, some even equating it with being weak of mind and unable to handle the ugliness of war. Alex had believed that himself, once, when he was young and stupid. The truth was that PTSD was far more complicated, and while some of it could be traced to purely mental causes, a lot was very much of the physical. 
 
    The brain took a lot of bad hits in combat. Shockwaves from explosives messed up the soft tissue, leaving a man’s reactions skewed in ways that few people really understood. Emotions got out of control, often times self-control would go, and then everything else went to hell. Even just firing an assault rifle constantly, the recoil and reports that close to the brain could have a long term cumulative effect. 
 
    Physical as much as mental. 
 
    The mental could be tackled, as difficult as it was, far easier than the physical in this particular case. With work you could rewire your mental processes around the damage… but it didn’t take much to undo all that work. 
 
    Alex prayed he wasn’t flashing back now because of what happened on that damn street. He’d spent too long working to get control of his mangled inner demons to lose it all now because a bunch of lowlife bikers decided to rumble on his weekend off with buddies. 
 
    Screw them. I’m not rolling over for anyone, especially not a bunch of wild rider wannabees. 
 
    He’d been through the fire and come out the other side. That was no guarantee of a repeat performance, of course, but it did mean that he wasn’t going to be going down easy. 
 
    Alex washed his face down again, flicking the water off his hands as he looked down from his reflection and froze. 
 
    What the f- 
 
    Water droplets were floating in the air above his sink, just drifting around as his heart seemed to pause between beats and his breath caught. 
 
    *****  
 
    Estelle Supermax, Walker County 
 
    Warren shook slightly as he looked between the destroyed toilet in front of him, and the glowing pulse of energy that was surrounding his hand. 
 
    What the hell was that? 
 
    He wasn’t an overly imaginative man, not even to his own mind, but Warren was pretty certain that what had just happened was beyond anything most people might reasonably imagine. He had let his frustration get the best of him, and the next thing he knew the fucking toilet exploded. 
 
    Flexing his hand, determining that he wasn’t injured, Warren casually shifted focus and moved down to the next stall and casually thrust his hand out again as he had before. 
 
    The explosion of the second toilet made him grin, almost giggle in fact, though he managed to keep that reflex down just as Mickey and a couple others rushed in from the showers. 
 
    “Warren, you ok?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” He told them, “just cover for me, keep the guards distracted.” 
 
    Mickey nodded, pushing the other Raven out. 
 
    “Mick.” 
 
    The former military man turned back, “What is it, War?” 
 
    “I think I need to get word to Rev.” 
 
    Mickey’s eyes widened at the mention of the leader of the Machine. 
 
    “you sure, War?” He asked, hesitantly. 
 
    “I’m sure. I think we need a truce, at least for a short while.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    The probe was satisfied with the progress. 
 
    The subjects were showing increased aggression, but more importantly the majority were now reading slight connections to the sub-atomic structure of the local vacuum matrix. An increased aggression, which even as it analyzed the results the probe continued to tweak for better effect in the isolated subjects, combined with an improved access to primeval power could only result in destruction. 
 
    A few more rotations would be enough to determine whether the experiment would be considered a success. Even a partial achievement of goals would be sufficient to the requirements of the convergence, but the probe had been designed to settle for nothing less than a complete success. 
 
    If this experiment failed, it had already gathered enough data to vastly improve in the next iteration. 
 
    It reported to the convergence before continuing with its work. 
 
    Genocide was tireless and thankless work but rewarding in its own way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Fort Worth, Texas 
 
    “Alex! I’m heading out!” 
 
    Alex didn’t look up from where he was standing in his shop, near the workbenches, his gaze focused intently on the benchtop in front of him. 
 
    “Alright Deb,” He called without shifting his gaze. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    He didn’t hear anything as she left, though he couldn’t swear it was because she hadn’t said anything more or because he was too focused to pay attention. He was glaring openly at a small pile of sand on the counter, trying to make it do what the water had done the night before. 
 
    I know it wasn’t a dream. What the hell was that, anyway? 
 
    The water droplets had floated and danced, almost in tune to his mood as he stared down at the sink. He had been able to feel the, water as it moved, influence it. He’d stayed up the rest of the night, until he was almost passed out with exhaustion, transfixed by the motion and the feeling of it. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how long he’d actually slept after that, but it couldn’t have been more than a couple hours at most. When he woke up to the first light, he’d gotten dressed and immediately headed out to the shop, half convinced that he had been dreaming. 
 
    Now he knew that wasn’t the truth. 
 
    As he focused the sand vibrated slightly, as though someone was running a low rumble through a sub-woofer connected to the bench, but nothing else so much as shivered. 
 
    Slowly, sweat beading on his forehead, Alex played the sand out until it crudely spelled a word across the bench. 
 
    Success! 
 
    He still had no idea what was happening, but whatever it was… it felt bigger than he’d ever dreamed in his life. 
 
    What in the hell happened to me? 
 
    *****  
 
    Houston, Texas 
 
    Jeremy sprinted along the track behind his school, the heat of the sun was just starting to bake away the morning dew and that moisture was being replaced on him by sweat running down his back as he stopped the timer on his cell phone and glared at the device. 
 
    It wasn’t a bad time exactly, though it wouldn’t win any records for the hundred-meter dash, but at twenty seconds he wasn’t coming anywhere near what he remembered doing that evening in the park and no matter what, that was what Jeremy wanted to recreate. The young boy sighed, turning around at the finish line and looking back down the way he’d come as he reset the timer and took up position to run again. 
 
    Jeremy took off, running as hard as he could manage, but it felt like a turtle’s motion to him as he started to daydream about the feeling of real speed. For that brief moment in time as the wind tore violently at his flesh and he crossed miles of city streets as though the entire world stood still, Jeremy had felt free in a way he’d never before experienced. 
 
    He had to feel that way again. He just had to. 
 
    He ran the track again and again, sweat pouring down his body until he fell to his knees in exhaustion, without feeling that sensation again. He panted into the dirt, feeling it cake on the sweat that soaked his face as he lay there, starting to wonder if it had all been his imagination after all. 
 
    No! 
 
    Jeremy slammed his fists into the dirt track, pushing himself back up to his knees. 
 
    He knew it wasn’t his imagination. He knew it had happened. 
 
    Lurching to his feet, he ran. 
 
    The launch was nothing to brag about, stumbling and jarring as it was, but he ran. Legs pumping until they burned, Jeremy doggedly kept pushing. He stumbled again, barely catching himself to prevent a nasty tumble, and then there it was again. 
 
    The feeling. 
 
    The world slowed around him, only this time he was paying attention and could see it happen. Sound felt dulled, and the air seemed both thick and yet somehow… the same in a way he couldn’t find words to describe. Jeremy regained his footing from the stumble, racing around the track with a whoop of joy as he knew he’d done it. 
 
    The sprinklers had gone off while he was working, watering the field on their automated pattern. Jeremy shifted his path to pass the drops of water that now hung in midair, like he was living in a slow-motion video. He reached out to brush his fingers through the water and was surprised to see the droplets instantly boil away at his touch. 
 
    Whoa. Am I moving that fast? 
 
    He couldn’t imagine what else other than friction would have caused the water to boil like that, but he hadn’t felt any heat. 
 
    Jeremy mentally filed it away, he’d worry about it another time. 
 
    For now, he just wanted to run. 
 
    Behind him, Jeremy left a wake of dust and swirling currents of air that trailed far behind him as he moved with a gleeful grin across his face. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Fort Worth, Texas 
 
    It’s some kind of… telekinesis? 
 
    Alex narrowed his eyes as he felt the things around himself, though he wasn’t touching them. He’d been working all morning on defining just what the hell had happened to him, and telekinesis was the closest description he could manage. 
 
    It was very close range, that much was certain. He could affect things he touched, or were within a few centimeters of him, and feel them in turn, but it dropped off steeply with practically every millimeter something was from his skin. At just a couple centimeters all he could do was affect dust, dirt, water droplets… 
 
    If he could put his hand on something, however… 
 
    Alex gingerly put his hand under the bumper of his classic challenger, making sure to get a grip on the frame, and then lifted the car’s front end off the ground with an ease that terrified him. 
 
    The first time he done that, moving his workbench by accident, he’d assumed that somehow he had become stronger… but now he was almost certain that wasn’t the case. If he’d tried to lift his baby with pure strength by just one point of the car’s frame, there was no doubt in his mind that he’d have twisted the classic steel halfway to a pretzel shape. 
 
    Instead the car was up at a thirty-degree angle, front end off the ground, such that he could easily see the underside of the chassis and even spot the old wiring that he needed to replace before he put the car back on the road for the season. 
 
    Carefully, he set the classic car back down before shutting down the shop lights and walking back into the house where he went to the cupboard and took a bottle of Jack down. He poured the amber liquid into a glass before capping it back up and putting the bottle back, heading for the den with glass in hand. 
 
    Alex had never been into science fiction or super hero stories, really other than the big names in those genres he knew basically nothing. He recognized, however, that what had just happened to him felt and sounded like something right out of those movies. 
 
    Maybe I should call up mom and ask if she found me in a space ship when I was an infant? He thought, wryly amused with himself as he sipped slowly on the whiskey while he concentrated on forcibly bringing his heart rate down, so it wouldn’t spike the rest of his nervous system and screw with his thinking. 
 
    The amusement faded though as he considered the change more seriously, and found it impossible to ignore the elephant standing in the room next to him. 
 
    It wasn’t a chemical attack, and radiation doesn’t give you superpowers no matter what the comics thing, Alex knew, but biological engineering just might. 
 
    Of course, if it were some sort of bio-engineered viral pathogen… Alex scowled, thinking about the various courses he’d taken on delivery systems for WMD level pathogens. 
 
    It would have to be a retroviral delivery method, He decided, rewriting DNA to do… this? 
 
    He didn’t know jack about genetics beyond what was needed to identify weaponized biologicals, but that made precious little sense to him. It implied an absolutely insane level of biological technology that, while he was far from an expert on the subject, should have reached some level of his attention he would have thought. 
 
    Besides, why in the hell would anyone attack me to give me superpowers? It’s absurd! 
 
    He snorted, shaking his head as he settled back. No, no one would do all that just to give… him… superpowers. 
 
    Alex’ eyes widened as the realization hit him like a brick to the face. 
 
    No one would orchestrate something like that to give me powers… but I wasn’t the only person there, in fact we were all rather outnumbered by… 
 
    He slammed the rest of his drink down and scrambled for the phone. 
 
    Breaking news on the TV brought up short as he paled and read the headline before grabbing the remote and cranking up the volume. 
 
    “We’re live outside the secure zone officials have placed around the Estelle Unit Supermax Prison after an explosion tore through the facility just half an hour ago.” 
 
    “Shit.” Alex tuned the rest out as he reached for his key fob and hit the starter button even as he headed for the garage. 
 
    The Hellcat engine roared to life as he quickly locked up and dropped behind the wheel, the garage door still opening when he dropped the car into gear and let the tires bite into the cement and propel him out into the streets. 
 
    He had to see it for himself. 
 
    *****  
 
    Walker County, Texas 
 
    The drive from Fort Worth to Walker County was three hours. 
 
    Alex did it in just under two. 
 
    It helped that he was well aware that every state trooper in Texas was going to be converging on Estelle with their lights and sirens blaring so he didn’t even bother to take his foot off the gas until he closed in on the supermax prison. The snarl of the engine died off into a low rumble as he took the off ramp and headed toward the smoke and flashing lights. 
 
    He was stopped before he got within twenty miles of the prison, a roadblock with five cars and men in uniform milling around looking confused greeted him as he slowed the challenger to a stop. 
 
    “You’ll have to turn around sir,” The Trooper said as he approached, one hand not straying far from his sidearm as he kept close eye on Alex’ hands. 
 
    Alex, in turn, kept his hands on the wheel and didn’t make any movements that might be considered problematic. He didn’t know the situation entirely, yet, but with any sort of incident at a Supermax prison he had to assume that the troopers were concerned about escaping cons and those who might be there to help them. 
 
    “Call ahead to Estelle,” He said, “Tell them to tell Colonel Pierce that Captain Hale is here and wants to talk to her.” 
 
    The trooper blinked, those names most likely meaning absolutely nothing to him, but with the ranks involved he just nodded curtly and stepped back to speak into the radio mic clipped to his shoulder. It took a few minutes of back and forth, during which no fewer than two of the troopers had their eyes pinned on him at any given moment, then the same trooper stepped forward. 
 
    “Can I see ID, please?” 
 
    Hale nodded and carefully flipped open his jacket and removed his wallet from the inside pocket with two fingers, keeping every motion slow and visible. He handed it over and let the trooper do the back and forth between his face and the picture ID. 
 
    “Are you armed, or do you have any weapons in the car, Sir?” 
 
    “I’m carrying my personal FN Five Seven sidearm, two spare mags, a box of rounds under the passenger seat, and a there’s a fighting knife in the pocket of the car door,” Alex answered back instantly and calmly. “I have certifications and permits for the pistol in my wallet.” 
 
    He held the wallet up again, letting the trooper take it and rifle through the leather billfold as he returned his hands carefully to the wheel. 
 
    The trooper made another series of calls, obviously running back and forth with someone higher, while another trooper took over the roadblock duties by redirecting cars coming up behind Alex. Finally, after he’d been waiting for over twenty minutes, the trooper returned. 
 
    “you’ll have to check your pistol, Captain,” The state trooper told him. “Orders from the Warden and the Colonel. No one passes the roadblock armed unless they’re active duty and on specific orders.” 
 
    Alex nodded, “I understand. I’ll withdraw it from my jacket and hand it to you now?” 
 
    “If you please, Sir.” 
 
    Alex moved slowly, aware that most of the troopers were watching by this point, and drew the weapon from its holster with thumb and forefinger on the gun only. He itched slightly at handing over a loaded weapon to anyway he wasn’t completely familiar with, but didn’t want to take the chance of making anyone jumpy by properly clearing it first and had to satisfy himself by ensuring that the safety was engaged. 
 
    “Careful,” He said as the trooper accepted the pistol, “I carry hot.” 
 
    The trooper’s eyes widened just slightly before he nodded and cleared the weapon himself, ejecting the magazine and pulling the slide to pop the remaining round from the weapon. 
 
    “If you’ll pull the car to the side, I’ll drive you in personally,” The trooper said, waving to a nearby car. 
 
    “thank you, Officer.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Emily Pierce was having what one might charitably call a bad day. 
 
    It hadn’t been a great month, for that matter, but things had certainly come to a head when the explosion rocked the prison and killed at least eight guards and an unknown number of prisoners. For the Warden, the guards and any possible escapees were the issue, but for Emily, she had to keep her eyes on the prisoners… both those still in the prison, a number no one could be sure of until the fires were under control and they could get people into the maximum-security wings again, but especially any who might have escaped. 
 
    “Show me that again,” She ordered, standing behind a guard who was operating the surveillance system that had been watching the sector the explosions appeared to have originated from. 
 
    “Yes Ma’am.” 
 
    The video played again, showing what had appeared to be nothing more than the normal conflicts one might expect with two rival biker gangs almost entirely locked up in the same facility. Despite the best efforts of the staff, it was close to impossible to keep them entirely separated all the time, so occasional flare ups were relatively common. 
 
    Normally those flare ups didn’t result in one of the prisoners literally exploding and taking out an entire corner of the main building, however. 
 
    “Was it a suicide vest?” She asked, still trying to figure out what the hell she was looking at. “How did they get explosives in?” 
 
    “He’s wearing issued fatigues,” The guard said, “This isn’t one of the private pens they stick those poor saps arrested on trumped up bullshit in. We only deal with real criminals here, Ma’am, and we have our procedures down. Those fatigues were the right fit, not baggy like the junk the private pens buy in bulk. We make sure they fit exactly so they can’t hide things from the guards. No way someone hides that much explosive in those, just no way. A makeshift shiv? Maybe, sure. But not a suicide vest.” 
 
    She sighed, knowing that he was right. 
 
    Even if they could have gotten that much in the way of explosives in, which should be patently impossible, there wasn’t any way to hide them. 
 
    Sure, smuggling was a real issue, but rarely with a Supermax lockup, and only in small quantities. 
 
    What the hell does that leave me, then? Spontaneous human explosion? 
 
    “How are the firefighters coming along?” She asked, looking across the control room. “It’s like nothing they’ve ever seen,” Another guard said, “Nothing puts it out, and some of those boys have been at well fires in Iraq.” 
 
    “We need to get in there and find out how many prisoners are dead, gone, and still under our control.” Pierce said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Ma’am, that Marine who called up for you is arriving in the courtyard.” 
 
    Pierce glanced out to where the State Cruiser was pulling up and nodded, “Ok, keep at it. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Alex waited for the trooper to let him out of the backseat of the cruiser, eyes locked in on the fire that was the clear center of all attention in the area. He got out of the car, taking in the surroundings carefully before focusing on the main door of the prison’s main office. 
 
    Colonel Pierson was already walking through as the door of the cruiser slammed shut. He straightened his shoulders, falling back into Marine Mode automatically as he saw the Army Green marching his direction. 
 
    “Captain,” Pierson greeted him, “I’m doing you the courtesy of assuming that you wouldn’t show up, flashing ID, and asking for me at a time like this without a damn good reason, so pardon me if I ask you to skip to the chase.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am,” Alex said, looking around sharply. 
 
    Most everyone was focused on the fire, including the trooper that had driven him in, so he casually stepped back and bent over to slip a hand under the edge of the state trooper’s car. As he straightened up, easily bringing the car’s back end with him, he kept eye contact with Pierson through the entire motion. 
 
    Alex could almost literally see the gears turning behind the dark sparkling eyes as they widened, and he quickly set the car back down. 
 
    She stared a few seconds longer before nodding curtly, “With me, Captain.” 
 
    “As you say, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Trooper,” Pierson said, “You can return to the roadblock. I’ll arrange transport for the Captain when he leaves.” 
 
    “Uh… Yes Ma’am?” The Trooper looked confused, now twisting around and wondering just what he’d missed. 
 
    The pair ignored him, Alex falling in behind Colonel Pierson as she marched back to the main office. As soon as he fell into step with her, and they were out of earshot, she glanced at him out of the corner of her eyes. 
 
    “I’m guessing you think that… whatever that was…” She shook her head slightly, a disbelieving note entering her tone, “has something to do with the… event?” 
 
    Alex nodded, “Yes Ma’am. While I don’t have any causal link to confirm it, I find it hard to believe that I just happen to develop a change of this magnitude a short time after being exposed to whatever it was that happened to us. Coincidence is possible, of course, and I would usually prefer to confirm enemy action with a couple more incidents before making any decisions… but you and I both know that you can’t get three events without first having one.” 
 
    There was truth in that, She supposed. Pierson let them into the main building, leading the way toward the security offices. 
 
    “How big a change are we talking about?” She asked quietly. 
 
    “Big enough that I’m wondering if I’m still under the effects of a chemical hallucinogen and just never woke up,” Alex admitted. 
 
    “You think the prisoners may be under similar changes?” 
 
    “Unknown,” Alex said, “But I can’t think of anyone who’d attack a group of people just to give me… superpowers.” 
 
    His lips twisted as he said the last word, his distaste for it clear in his tone. 
 
    “I can think of a few groups who might want to do that for some of the worst scum in the country, though,” He went on, “in theory, at least.” 
 
    “Yes, theory,” Pierson said as they came up on the security office, “more of a hypothesis, to be honest, but for the moment I believe we’ll go with it.” 
 
    Before opening the door, she looked at him sharply, “You’re a consultant, if anyone asks. Say nothing to the people in here, or anyone else without my clearance. We’ll figure out what the hell is going on later, but for now we’re in damage control mode.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Jeremy sped through the city, his imagination running wild as he felt like he was touring through a museum.  
 
    A city of statues, while he was the only thing moving. 
 
    It wasn’t quite to that extent, though, he wasn’t that fast. Jeremy didn’t know if he should be happy for that fact, or more than a little disappointed. He was a fan of comic book heroes, and the world felt like it was opening up for him and inviting him to join the ranks of those heroes of screen and page, but it was clear to him that he wasn’t on par with the fastest of his idols. 
 
    Still moving fast enough that most people won’t even realize they actually saw me, not even when looking straight at me though. He wasn’t sure just how fast he was moving, he’d tried running through a speed trap, but the cop’s RADAR didn’t register high enough to read his speed. 
 
    He didn’t know what that meant, honestly, he’d never bothered to check and see what the speed limit was on one of those guns, but he supposed it had to be a couple hundred miles per hour at least. There were cars that could do that, after all, right? 
 
    Jeremy supposed it didn’t matter. 
 
    While he was running, he could tell that other things were in fact moving, but they were crawling. Even the cars felt like they were almost standing still as he ran past them, through the city. Pedestrians and bicyclists may as well have been statues for the few seconds he had them in view. 
 
    Jeremy raced through downtown, eyes wide as he looked at the city and it’s occupants through an entirely new perspective. 
 
    What can I do with this? 
 
    He took a left at the corner and headed into his favorite comicbook store, sliding in the door just as another customer left. Oddly, Jeremy noted as he ran, that there wasn’t really much of a gust of wind blowing up behind him. Certainly not like he’d expected, given the movies and comics he’d read. Barely a puff, really. 
 
    He was disappointed. 
 
    When someone was moving this fast, there should be a tornado of wind to announce their arrival. 
 
    Jeremy skidded to a stop, far quicker than he should have been able to but the lack of any adherence to the laws of physics didn’t concern him at that point. He looked over the big boxes of comics and started rifling through them at full speed. 
 
    “Hey! Hey! Slow down, you’ll tear the comics!” 
 
    Jeremy looked up, flushing slightly, “Sorry Max.” 
 
    Max Sterling, the owner and operator of the store, rolled his eyes. 
 
    “I swear, you kids are getting worse every year.” 
 
    Jeremy just barely managed to hold back a snort. Max had a reputation for being best compared to the Comic Book Guy character on the Simpsons, though most of the regulars were well aware that the reputation was a carefully cultivated one. 
 
    It was odd how many people wanted to come to a comic book store with a gruff prick working behind the counter. 
 
    Jeremy had to focus to slow his hands and to keep them from shaking as he shuffled through the comics, looking for the ones he had in mind. 
 
    There were so many versions of the speedster, across many types of comics. Western comics had a dozen versions, manga had others. There were independent comics from around the world with their versions, most were knock offs of the big one. 
 
    Jeremy paused at that one, fingers tracing the red costume with the yellow bolt of lightning on it. 
 
    It was tempting. 
 
    He put the comic back, head turning sharply as he heard laughter from outside. 
 
    *****  
 
    Max turned around, eyes drawn over to the DC comics section where he’d had to snap at Jeremy a moment earlier and he frowned. 
 
    Odd. Where’d he go? And what was that sound? 
 
    He looked up and around, I hope the AC isn’t going on the fritz again. This place is a death trap without it. 
 
    Max stepped out from behind the counter and walked over to the comics, noting the copy of the Flash laying on top of the boxes. He shook his head, amused slightly. No one ever picked up after themselves. 
 
    He frowned, examining the comics in the section and suddenly rolled his eyes as he pulled out the manga that had been tucked into the DC section. It was one of the ones from the more adult sections of the store, causing him to sigh. 
 
    I swear, they’re going to make me put a lock on that cabinet, damn it. 
 
    He tucked the Flash comic away in its place, and took the manga out and headed back behind the counter where he stashed the book. 
 
    Dang kids. 
 
    He did wonder where the heck Jeremy managed to get to, he wasn’t in the store any longer but Max would have sworn that he hadn’t left either. It was weird. 
 
    *****  
 
    Jeremy sped down the road, dodging pedestrians as he did. He couldn’t move as quickly on the sidewalk, however, and people were too unpredictable even as slow as they were, so after a few seconds of that he cut out and into traffic. 
 
    Cars were quicker, but much more predictable, and they left plenty of room for him to run in between them. 
 
    He bolted through the traffic, cut back into the sidewalk two blocks further up, and slipped into the mall before the door could close behind a departing customer, slowing to a normal walk as he made his way into the central promenade toward the fountain where he and Sasha had played when they were younger. It had always been a favorite place, at least until Sasha discovered boys. 
 
    Jeremy rolled his eyes at the thought, but grinned. He hadn’t really understood her sudden obsession at first, but he wasn’t that much younger than her and lately had been figuring out the allure… for girls, of course, in his case. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    Jeremy spotted someone he knew, eyes alighting on her as she walked toward the fountain. 
 
    Cindy Telay. 
 
    Jeremy watched her as she walked with the friends, thinking about how he could impress the whole lot of them. They were the cheer squad for his school, a varsity team, so of course you practically just had to be on one of the teams to even get close to them. He hadn’t been, but now… now he could win any race for sure! 
 
    He stopped as she walked toward him, his mouth opening to greet her… 
 
    And he froze. 
 
    Cindy walked past, not glancing in his direction as she and her friends strolled on past. He felt himself deflate in place as she passed, a depression sinking over him. 
 
    Why can’t I just talk to her? I’m just a loser, damn it. 
 
    He took a few breaths, shaking his head in more than a little self-disgust. It was like that everytime he tried to talk to Cindy, but he kept on trying. Not that she ever noticed, of course. Jeremy was a non-entity to her, and he could hardly blame her for it. At least she didn’t tease or bully him like some of the others. 
 
    A smirk slowly twisted his lips as he glanced behind him at the group of cheerleaders that surrounded Cindy. His muscles tensed and a few people in the mall blinked as they did a double take, staring at empty space where they could have sworn someone was standing just a moment before. 
 
    Totally coincidentally, of course, the skirts of all but one of the cheerleaders flipped up by some odd errant gust of wind in the entirely enclosed mall. 
 
    Amid the squeals and screams, Jeremy left the mall at several hundred miles per hour, grinning ear to ear. 
 
    *****  
 
    Estelle Unit Supermax, Walker County, Texas 
 
    “The fire won’t go out!” 
 
    “Keep the water on it anyway!” The fire chief yelled over the roar, flames and water and pumps and steam just drowned out all but the loudest of calls. “We can’t let it spread!” 
 
    Justin Macklin had been fire Chief in the county for the better part of three decades. He’d seen office buildings burning like something out of a movie, oil wells that needed high explosives and prayers to put out, and once had even dealt with an aviation inferno the likes of which he hoped never to see again… but in all those years, he’d never seen anything like what he was looking at here. 
 
    The fire burned orange, not unusual on the surface of it he supposed, but it was some sort of near… neon orange, though not quite. Like the only color in the world you could see was that orange if you looked at the fire, the rest of the world around felt drab in comparison. He’d only seen similar effects before in movies, stylistic flicks like Sin City and the like. 
 
    It also just adamantly refused to go out, no matter what they did. 
 
    “We’re losing ground, Chief!” 
 
    Macklin swore, they’d soaked the surrounding area until it just wouldn’t hold anymore water, but the fire was still spreading. He almost swore that he saw concrete burning, though that wasn’t possible. Fire that hot would have melted their suits by now, not to mention stripped the hydrogen and oxygen from the water and exploded the lot of them. 
 
    “Pull back, but keeps those hoses pumping for god’s sake, or we’ll lose this whole damn place while we’re standing in the middle of it!” He ordered, hammering the side of the pump truck. “Jessie, get back on that radio and tell them we need a team with some high explosive experience and we need them an hour ago!” 
 
    “You got it, Chief!” 
 
    *****  
 
    “We need to know what’s going on beyond that fire,” Alex said quietly, staring at the screens. 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know,” Pierce hissed in response, “The majority of the security is completely down, and we’re cut off from the cell blocks in both wings that were holding the gang members.” 
 
    Alex grimaced, eyes darting between the few live cameras they had, coming to a decision. 
 
    “I’m going to get down there,” He said, turning to the door. 
 
    “Are you insane?” Pierce turned on him, “We don’t have men enough to send a team, everyone is either injured or trying like the heavens to secure the perimeter.” 
 
    “I’m not asking,” Alex said, “but if I’m right, we can’t let them escape, Colonel. I’m going down there.” 
 
    She grimaced before grabbing a radio and camera transmitted from a nearby table, “Take these and use them! We’ll be watching.” 
 
    Alex nodded, accepting the gear on his way to the door. He paused, noting one of the guards and pointed, “Shotgun.” 
 
    The guard looked at him briefly, then checked with the Colonel, who nodded. 
 
    “Here,” The guard said, handing the weapon over along with three stick mags. “Good luck.” 
 
    Alex smiled, responding automatically, “Always faithful, always forward.” 
 
    The guard stiffened, “Semper Fi.” 
 
    “Semper fi,” Alex nodded, resting the shotgun against his shoulder as he headed through the door. “Hoorah.” 
 
    *****  
 
    “We’re packed up, Chief!” 
 
    Macklin nodded, “Alright, pull back by the numbers. Keep the water on, and keep eyes on the flanks. This fire isn’t following the rules, so don’t trust that you know where it is unless you can see it.” 
 
    “You got it, chief!” 
 
    Macklin looked on as his men started to fall back from the fire, anger and guilt at failing mixing with pride as he watched them handle the retreat perfectly. He just hoped that they could get this under control soon, otherwise they’d lose the entire place, and there were still at least a few good men on the other side of the flames. 
 
    “Chief.” 
 
    The voice he didn’t know caused Macklin to turn, scowling, “This is my fire, whoever you are, you need to get clear and let us do our jobs.” 
 
    “Captain Hale,” The man answered him, ignoring the order as he looked past to the flames. “Never seen a fire like that.” 
 
    “Join the club, later,” Macklin growled, “now I need you to get out of the way.” 
 
    “I’m going to need a coat and a helmet,” Hale told him, setting a shotgun down as he nodded to the flames, “I’m going through.” 
 
    Macklin stared at the man for a moment, wondering if this Hale was insane, or if he himself was. 
 
    “Are you out of your good, goddamn, mind?” Macklin demanded finally. “We’re losing ground to that blaze. There’s no way you’re getting through there.” 
 
    Hale didn’t seem to listen as he pulled a coat from the truck and shrugged it on. 
 
    “Aren’t you listening?” Macklin snapped, grabbing the man by the shoulder. “That fire will blow the oxygen in your tanks!” 
 
    “We have aerial views,” Hale said as he did up the coat and grabbed a helmet with a mask, “I don’t need oxygen, it’s not wide. Maybe a dozen feet across, I can make it.” 
 
    “You’re nuts! We’re pulling back because we can’t stop that blaze, damn it! You’ll be cooked!” 
 
    Hale just turned to him, helmet hanging lopsided on his head as he picked up the shotgun again. There was something in his eyes, Macklin decided, that demanded silence then. 
 
    “thanks for the coat and helmet,” The man said simply, resting the shotgun against his shoulder. “I’ll see you on the other side, mate.” 
 
    Macklin didn’t know if the man meant the other side of the fire, or in the afterlife itself. Either was possible, he supposed as he watched the man head for the blaze. Hale made it about halfway before Macklin shook himself from his stupor and started snapping out orders. 
 
    “Give him some water!” He called, “Redirect those hoses!” 
 
    Thousands of gallons of water rained down on the walking man, occluding him from site as steam and mist dominated the air around them in a rush. Macklin and his crew kept the hoses directed as long as they could, only turning them away when the fire threatened to reach around their flank and trap them in place. 
 
    When those hoses were turned clear, of course, there was no sign of the fool who’d taken a jacket and helmet and walked into the blaze. 
 
    *****  
 
    Alex hit the wall shoulder first, busting through and tumbling to the ground on the other side with smoke and flame clinging to him as he rolled. He reached up and threw off the helmet, releasing smoke that had been trapped beneath the mask during his passage through the hellish wall of flames, and he sucked in a deep breath before getting to one knee and looking around. 
 
    No fire damage on this side. I’m not liking this sign, he thought, shaking his head as he pulled the camera and radio gear from under the fireman’s coat and turning them on. The camera he clipped to his lapel while he fit the radio rig over his ear. 
 
    “Pierce, you online?” 
 
    “I’m here,” The Colonel answered instantly, “We’re receiving video and audio, five bv five. Can you look around?” 
 
    Alex got to his feet and turned slowly, giving them a view of the area he was in. It was a security hallway, that led down toward the secure wings. He didn’t see anybody, but there were no bodies either, so he decided that for the moment he’d take that as a… well, a not bad sign. 
 
    Somedays you had to settle for what you could get. 
 
    He checked the breech of the shotgun as he moved down the hall, footsteps echoing off the concrete floor and walls, surprised and gratified that the weapon hadn’t cooked off any rounds during the transit of the fire. If he had to, he’d have reconned the area without it, of course, but a weapon in the hand made him a lot better about a bad situation. 
 
    “It’s quiet,” He said, walking down the dark hall. 
 
    “Too quiet, Captain,” Pierce said over the radio. “guards should be there, somewhere. Turn left ahead, there’s a security station that controls the cell locks there.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    The station wasn’t hard to find, basically just a room with bulletproof windows and an armored door. Rather, it had bulletproof windows. The plexiglass crunched underfoot as he stepped up, leaning in to examine the interior. 
 
    “Well, good news… no body,” He said, “bad news? That’s a lot of blood, Colonel.” 
 
    Indeed, the interior looked more like a slaughterhouse killing floor than an office of any type, security or otherwise. Alex examined the screens, but they were all dead and there didn’t seem to be any power to anything inside. He noticed a strongbox for rifles that had been ripped open and left empty. 
 
    “It’s fair to say that some of the gang members are now armed, Colonel.” 
 
    “Understood, I’m issuing an update.” 
 
    Alex left the Colonel to that, reaching over to pull a plexiglass shielded map off the wall. He cradled it in the crook of one arm as he held the shotgun one handed and turned slowly about to get his bearings. 
 
    “I’m heading North,” He said. 
 
    “That’s where the Ravens were being held, watch yourself.” 
 
    “Somehow, I doubt anyone is there now, Colonel. We have a big problem.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Houston 
 
    Jeremy skidded to a stop outside an electronics store, eyes on the big screen TVs in the display that had attracted a crowd. He had to push a little to get close enough to see what was causing the commotion but it looked like there was a big fire going on somewhere. 
 
    “… Here outside the security perimeter of the Estelle Unit Supermax Prison in Walker County, we’ve been kept far from the fire that appears to have struck the prison.” 
 
    The woman on the screen was calmly speaking into the microphone she held as the fires blazed and billowed smoke behind her. 
 
    “Authorities have just informed the surrounding area to be aware of potential escapees that may be armed and dangerous,” She said, reading off a paper she’d just been handed, “A few weeks ago, the Estelle Unit became home to two of the state’s most notorious biker gangs after a shootout left dozens injured and quarantined amid fears of a terrorist incident involving potential concerns of biological or chemical weapons…” 
 
    Jeremy’s eyes widened as he stepped back from the window and swallowed. The last thing he wanted was to be reminded of that day, but this was huge news. 
 
    If it’s on the news like this… oh crap, He paled, turning and bolting off at full speed for home. 
 
    *****  
 
    The door burst open, shocking Sasha from the state of stupor she’d been in, staring at the screen. She twisted to see Jeremy heading into the living room with wild eyes, his expression sinking as he saw the TV. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d not seen it,” He said glumly. “You ok?” 
 
    “How do you think I am?” She asked harshly, clutching at one of the sofa cushions. 
 
    “Yeah, dumb question,” He admitted, “Sorry. Look, you can be sure that the police are doing…” 
 
    “I know that! I know they’re not coming here, Jeremy,” Sasha rolled her eyes, “I’m just not happy thinking about them again.” 
 
    Jeremy couldn’t really blame her for that, he supposed. That hadn’t been a happy experience for him either, but he knew it had hit her harder. Of course, he’d been unconscious for much more of it than she had, so there was that. 
 
    As much of a pain as his sister was, most of their lives it had been them against the world… well, mostly against their parents, but that was close enough in his opinion. 
 
    “hey,” He said, smiling slightly, “Want to see something awesome?” 
 
    Sasha looked at him, confused at the change, but after a long moment she nodded slowly. “Sure.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in shock when he vanished in a blur of motion, but she didn’t even had time to scream in surprise before was back holding out a can to her. 
 
    “Soda?” Jeremy asked, grinning widely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Walker County, Texas 
 
    “We need a car.” 
 
    Warren Keegan snorted, looking over the group of now ex-prisoners crowded around him, “We need a couple busses is what we need, but we’ll make do. Hey, Sparky, you think you can take out a driver without toasting the car?” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” the newly named ‘sparky’ grumbled, “but sure. I think.” 
 
    “Don’t think. Do it.” Keegan growled, causing Sparky to fall back from the big man. 
 
    “I’ll get it done, no problem,” The smaller man nodded feverishly. 
 
    The group of mostly Ravens, along with a few non-affiliated criminals they’d picked up during the breakout. The members of the Machine had gone another direction, though not after a few violent exchanges that showed Keegan both that their rival gang had also been affected by whatever the hell it was that had gifted he and some of his brothers with abilities to rival the craziest stuff he’d ever seen in Hollywood but also that there were still some pretty hard feelings… truce be damned. 
 
    Well, I suppose that will make the next clash between us a lot more interesting, Keegan thought, almost eagerly looking forward to seeing just how the Machine would compare to what he and his could now accomplish. 
 
    It was going to be awesome. 
 
    “Here comes a truck,” One of the members said, looking down the road. “Tractor trailer.” 
 
    Keegan looked, but didn’t see anything. He didn’t question it, though, since enhanced senses seemed to be another one of the strange effects they had encountered. 
 
    “ok,” He said, “everyone get ready. Sparky, I want the truck stopped, but not destroyed. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” Sparky growled, getting ready. 
 
    “Everyone else, get the driver out as soon as the truck stops. We’ve got our ride.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Estelle Unit Supermax, High Security Wing 
 
    “Bad news, Colonel,” Alex said, “They cleared out. There’s not a damn soul anywhere in this place.” 
 
    Pierce took a moment to respond, “I’ve sent out the update. What about the guards?” 
 
    “Blood, I’ve got, but no bodies,” Alex said grimly. “I don’t know what happened in here, Colonel. I’ve never seen anything like this.” 
 
    “God damn it. We missed something, all those tests and we missed something,” Pierce snarled. 
 
    “Ya think?” 
 
    “Get back here,” She ordered him, “We’ve still got DNA samples to work from, but we may need a live subject to..” 
 
    “I am not your guinea pig, Colonel,” Alex warned darkly. 
 
    “Relax, Captain, I’m not talking about dissecting you,” She said, exasperated, “I doubt that would reveal much anyway. Blood and tissue samples, you know the drill. You know we have to do this, Captain Hale.” 
 
    Alex grimaced, but nodded, “Alright I’m coming in. Don’t expect me to be a live in science project, however, Colonel. I have a life, and it’s not like we’re putting the lid back on this mess anyway.” 
 
    “you’re telling me,” Pierce grumbled, “We’re packing everything up now anyway. We’re going to shift to Fort Hood, I’m sure you know the way. The 48th has most of the facilities we need, and we’ll bring in the rest.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’ll be there,” Alex said, though the Marine in him offered the requisite complaint about venturing onto an Army base in the back of his mind. “Just tell the cops to give me a ride back to my car. I’m going to have so much explaining to do to Debra.” 
 
    “Your wife is the least of our problems at the moment, Captain,” Pierce told him. 
 
    “You don’t know my wife,” He countered, “I also need to arrange for a leave of absence from work, I’ll tell them it’s a medical thing. You can back that up, I assume?” 
 
    “Since it’s the truth? Certainly. We could always call up your commission, Captain…” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Alex growled, as he made his way back to the perimeter where the fire was still burning, “I did my time, I’m out and I’m staying out. Just make the arrangements, I’ll see you at Fort Hood in the morning.” 
 
    “Afternoon will be fine, Captain, I expect that we’ll be setting up much of the needed equipment all morning,” Pierce sighed, “We’ve already cleared you on all the standard tests and a few not so standard, so I doubt any of that is likely to change. We’re going to have to do a full DNA pull, and run it against your old records. Thank god SOCOM required full genetic tests before you retired, at least we’ll have a baseline.” 
 
    “Joy. The government has my DNA on file, I’m sure there’s no way that will go badly.” Alex said as he paused, glaring at the flames ahead of him, “Have you figured out how to put this damn fire out yet?” 
 
    “Hellfighters are here now, on loan from Extas Oil and Drilling. You may want to stand back a bit before they get to work.” 
 
    Alex turned on his heel, heading back around the corner. There was no need to tell him twice, he’d dealt with explosives more than enough to give them a wide berth whenever possible. There were men, he knew enough of them, who loved to see things go boom. Alex thought they’d had their brain matter shaken instead of stirred one too many times, at least those who liked being up close and personal when they could. 
 
    EOD people and anyone in similar jobs had to be touched in the head long before they got near their first explosion, though. Of that he was certain. 
 
    *****  
 
    Texas State Police roadblock, FM 980, Huntsville 
 
    “Got a truck coming,” Harry Farssil said, setting his cup of coffee down as he picked up the pump action shotgun and stepped away from the car, raising one hand to call the big rig to a stop. 
 
    His partner sighed and climbed out of the car, following along behind him. They’d been on the roadblock most of the day, just checking cars and passing them through. Word had come in that there were some escaped prisoners, apparently having gotten clear of the supermax because of the fire, but with roadblocks all along the roads in all directions their wasn’t much chance of them getting this far south. 
 
    Still, they had a job to do so Carl Pierson thumbed his radio as he watched Harry approach the slowing big rig, “Unit Four Three Eight, calling in a vehicle check, checkpoint twenty three.” 
 
    “Roger Four Three Eight, Vehicle check at twenty three at fourteen twenty two hours.” 
 
    Procedure met, Carl eyed Harry for a moment as he walked up to the cab and then turned around to grab his cup of coffee from where he’d set it on the car. He took a deep sip, turning back around as he watched Harry make his way up to the side of the big truck and call up to the driver. 
 
    “Hey Pal,” Harry said, “Sorry but we have to check your rig.” 
 
    Carl sighed, already mouthing the inevitable response. 
 
    If the driver was polite, he’d ask what was up. More likely he’d grumble and curse a little under his breath, complaining about the delays. Rarely he’d actually curse the officers out, but generally that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    A cannon blast shaking the air as his partner vanished in a red mist wasn’t on the list of expected responses as Carl jerked around and spilled his coffee all over his uniform. He stared, unable to quite process what he had just seen, the truck jerking as the driver ground the gears and sent it moving forward. 
 
    Carl let the remains of his coffee fall as he went for the pistol on his hip, eyes not quite able to leave the oily looking spot on the ground where Harry had just been standing a short few seconds earlier. 
 
    The state issued 9mm cleared leather, completely on muscle reflex, coming up to aim at the big windscreen of the rig that was accelerating toward him. The pistol bucking in his hand as he fired, not even actually thinking about what he was doing. 
 
    The big rig slammed into Carl Pierson at thirty miles per hour, smashing him into the police car behind him and crushing him in an instant. Right to the end, the state trooper hadn’t quite been able to pull his attention away from the place his partner had been standing when the cannon shot sounded. 
 
    He died, unable to quite believe what had happened in the last few moments of his life. 
 
    *****  
 
    “Stupid pig didn’t even try to dodge!” 
 
    Keegan chuckled as he heard the whooping, clapping a hand on the man behind the wheel. “Good job, Ian.” 
 
    “Thanks Warren,” Ian Craig said, grinning as he clenched the wheel with white knuckles, “I can’t believe he didn’t move.” 
 
    “He was stunned by the blast,” Mickey said, looking around the cab. “I’ve seen it before. Anyone hit?” 
 
    The cop had been putting rounds more or less on target, starring the windscreen with decent accuracy considering his complete lack of focus at the time. 
 
    “No, we’re all good, Mickey.” 
 
    The former soldier nodded and slipped into the back while Warren took over. 
 
    “Alright, we’ll have to lose the truck. Where’s the closest club property?” Warren asked, looking over his shoulder from the passenger seat. “I know we have something near here, but I’m not sure we should use it. The cops will probably raid everything they know about.” 
 
    “We have some associates in Houston,” Mickey said, leaning in from the sleeper section of the cab. “Head that way, I’ll steer Ian in when we get close.” 
 
    Warren nodded slowly, his attention focused on his fist as he clenched and unclenched it. 
 
    “We’re going to need a doc, you know.” He said finally, “I don’t know what’s going on, but… yeah, we’re going to need a doc. A good one.” 
 
    Mickey nodded seriously, “If the pigs in Estelle had figured out what we could do, they’d have locked us all up and forgotten a key had ever existed.” 
 
    “They’d have tried,” Warren said with a grim smile, “but we have to figure out what it was exactly, if we can… especially since the Machine have been changed too.” 
 
    “What do you think happened?” Mickey asked, a little uncertainly. “I mean, this is like something out of the comic books.” 
 
    Warren shrugged, “Probably a company operation. They needed some guinea pigs and we drew the short straws. Doubt it went as planned, though, or they’d have had better guards on us. Locked us up in Area 51, or at the bottom of Yucca Mountain.” 
 
    “What do you suppose it was meant to do?” Ian spoke up from where he was driving. 
 
    Warren shrugged, “Some kind of super soldier bullshit, I imagine. The Company did this shit all the time in the sixties and seventies, but this is the first time I’ve ever heard of it working.” 
 
    “Yeah well, that doesn’t make me all that confident about what’s going to happen to us then,” Ian said, “I mean, if they’re used to making people like us vanish…” 
 
    “Ain’t no people like us, Ian,” Mickey said from behind them, his eyes and hand glowing with some sort of radiating power. “Not no more. Drive. Get us to Houston.” 
 
    “You got it, Mickey.” 
 
    Leaving the crushed police car and officer behind, the big rig continued on down the highway as it headed toward Houston in the distance. 
 
    *****  
 
    The smoke was clearing, slowly, in the aftermath of the explosions that had blown the fires out with a vicious efficiency that the likes of water really had no chance of mimicking as Colonel Pierce stepped out of the main office building of the prison and made her way toward the maximum-security wings. 
 
    The Hellfighters, on loan from an oil company that called Texas home, were generally exuberant and clearly enjoying the results of their work. Other firefighters were working around the edges, hosing down anything that was smoking too much for fear that the flames might start up again, but she ignored them. 
 
    Through the smoke, a figure appeared and caught everyone’s attention. 
 
    The Hellfighters calmed down quickly, staring in surprise as someone walked through where they’d just blown the buildings to hell and back. Pierce smirked slightly, amused by the casual stride the former Marine was employing as he made his way out of the smoke and tossed his borrowed helmet to the closest firefighter. 
 
    “thanks,” Alex said casually, flipping the buttons of the long coat open as he walked and shrugged out of the smoking firefighter’s coat and letting it drop to the ground. He steered straight toward pierce, leaving the coat crumpled behind him, on the ground and smoking. “Bad news.” 
 
    She nodded, “We’ve got the word out, and I’ve called in everything I can without kicking it up the chain. You know how long that will take.” 
 
    Alex grimaced, but nodded, “Yeah. Well, we now have a couple biker gangs worth of criminals back on the streets… but if they’re like me…” 
 
    “The first we know will probably be when they make the news,” Pierce said grimly. “I need to get you into testing, and to call back your buddies.” 
 
    Alex nodded, “They know the tune. Some of them might be harder to find than others, though. Verte lives in the swamp in Louisiana, as trite as it sounds. He’s a snake eater, born not trained, that one.” 
 
    “We’ll track them down. Phone calls will do for most of them, I assume,” She said, sighing, “At least we ruled out viruses, but I’ll be damned if this makes any goddamn sense to me.” 
 
    “If you’re at a loss, imagine where I am,” Alex snorted, “I’m a shooter, Colonel. Nothing here makes any sense.” 
 
    “We’ll get to the bottom of it,” Pierce promised, “Just be at Hood tomorrow.” 
 
    “I said I would.” 
 
    The Army Colonel sighed, “by rights I should probably quarantine you here and now… but…” 
 
    “Be a little like locking the barn after the horses left, I’d say, wouldn’t you?” Alex asked, snorting in a certain dry amusement. 
 
    “More like trying to lock up a storm front at this point,” She returned grimly. “Tomorrow, Captain.” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” He promised, turning to look at the smoke from the ruined prison. 
 
    Like the Colonel, he could feel the storm brewing. 
 
    It was going to be a doozy. 
 
    *****  
 
    Houston 
 
    “But… how?” Sasha stammered out, staring at her brother who had just finished another blindingly fast demonstration. 
 
    “I don’t know, but isn’t it incredible?” He asked, grinning ear to ear. 
 
    She blinked, having to admit that it was certainly that. But things like this didn’t just happen, hell they didn’t happen at all. There had to be an explanation, but she couldn’t really… 
 
    Oh. 
 
    “The thing.” She said. 
 
    “What? What thing?” Jeremy asked, confused by her shifting mood and direction of conversation. 
 
    “The thing,” Sasha hissed, “With… you know, them.” 
 
    Jeremy’s eyes widened. The only way she referred to the people who’d attacked them now was by calling them, well, them… and in that very tone. He nodded, thinking about it for a moment. 
 
    “I guess it must be, right? I mean we all got knocked out, something must have happened. I remember… dreams…” 
 
    Sasha nodded, shivering, “So do I. I…” 
 
    She hesitated, finally blurting out in a rush all the things she’d been bottling up since that night. 
 
    “I remember being frozen, I couldn’t move. There was a face in front of my eyes, it was floating there… drifting up, until I realized that there wasn’t a body attached.” 
 
    Sasha looked and felt sick as she remembered those sightless eyes, milky and dead, as they drifted past her, bumping off her forehead lightly before they continued out beyond her sight… and the deep-seated terror that had taken her then, as she began to imagine just what else there had been all around here. 
 
    “It was the worst thing I’ve ever experienced,” She confessed. “I’ve never been that scared, I didn’t even know it was possible to be that scared. I was so terrified that I was sick, Jer… If I could have moved, I just know I would have vomited… but I couldn’t even do that.” 
 
    Jeremy frowned, “I… don’t remember it that well. Just dreams. Like they’re all faded now, I can barely think… I don’t know, it’s all a blur.” 
 
    “You’re lucky,” She told him flatly, “I remember it like I was awake. I can’t get the memories to go away… or the dreams.” 
 
    Jeremy didn’t know what to say, he couldn’t seem to distract her from her thoughts no matter what he did. Who isn’t distracted by someone showing them real life superpowers, anyway? 
 
    It seemed hardly fair, superpowers should be an instant distraction from anything, right? 
 
    He sighed, timidly putting an arm around her shoulder and squeezing, feeling incredibly awkward as he did so. 
 
    “I wish I could do more,” Jeremy said after a moment, the words just coming out and feeling completely inadequate to what he was feeling, and what Sasha seemed to need, but they were all he could think to say. 
 
    Sasha shuddered a bit but nodded and didn’t move away from her brother. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    They sat there for a while, until Sasha finally got up and visibly got herself under control, forcing a smile though her eyes remained wet. 
 
    “Come on, show me more.” She said, trying to sound eager. 
 
    “You sure?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” She nodded, “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Alright, this is so cool, you’re going to love it!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Fort Hood 
 
    Alexander Hale looked around him as he got out of the parked Hellcat, noting the sea of Army Green in all directions, and couldn’t help but shudder slightly. 
 
    Talk about being behind enemy lines, He thought with an amused grin. 
 
    Inter-service rivalry had an infamous reputation, both within and without of the military, though for people like Alex it had less bite than for regular service Marines and Army. He’d spent much of his career answering to SOCOM and interacting far more with ‘the enemy’ than your average grunt might, which led to a certain level of familiarity. 
 
    Unlike in many other cases, familiarity didn’t breed contempt when you were working with the best. SOCOM forces tended to be trained, motivated, and actually happy to be there. Compared to working with men and women who only wanted to do their tour and get out, Alex couldn’t even begin to explain how much he’d preferred SOCOM. 
 
    That was in the past, however, and barring a state of war, he wasn’t ready to sign back up. 
 
    He made his way along the walk paths, following signs to the HQ building for the 48th Chemical Brigade. They weren’t hard to find, the HQ was the only building he’d spotted on his way in that was surrounded by a hundred men setting gear up, eight big rig trailers all propped up on their jacks, and enough security to close off the White House… in a war zone. 
 
    “Can I help you sir?” 
 
    Alex glanced at the man in Army green, and casually flashed his ID long enough for the man to focus on it. “Captain Hale for Colonel Pierson.” 
 
    “Yes sir, you’re expected. The Colonel is the third trailer down from the 46th HQ building.” 
 
    “Thank you, Private,” He said, walking on past, steering directly for the trailer in question. 
 
    He had to show his ID another two times before he made his way up the steps someone had put down beside the trailer and hammered on the side of the closed door. 
 
    It popped open, eyes looking out of the darker interior. 
 
    “Name?” 
 
    “Hale. Looking for the Colonel.” 
 
    The door slid open, a small woman in a labcoat appearing from the darkness, “Oh! It’s you, come on in!” 
 
    Alex blinked, but took the invite, making his way inside and looking around to take stock of the environment. The entire big rig trailer had been filled with what looked like a few tens of millions of dollars of diagnostic equipment, right out of the best equipped hospitals he’d ever been in… which was quite a few more than he wanted to think about in all honesty. 
 
    Pierson was working about a third of the way down from the door, leaning over a desk and reading something off a computer screen along with half a dozen other people, they all seemed pretty excited about it too. 
 
    The labcoat slid the door shut behind him, visibly containing herself from jumping up and down as she hurried on ahead of his more measured step, waving to get the attention of the others. 
 
    “He’s here!” 
 
    Oh this doesn’t bode well. 
 
    Doctors who were excited to see you was never a good sign. 
 
    Come to think of it, though, Alex couldn’t really say that he’d ever seen doctors quite this happy to see him. Creepy. 
 
    “Captain!” Colonel Pierson straightened up, eyes alight, “Glad you’re here so early. We’ve already made some headway, but a few recent samples will most certainly not be amiss.” 
 
    Alex deftly dodged a hand trying to work his sleeve up over his arm, noting the hypodermic waiting to suck his blood as it was waved around. 
 
    “Mind filling me in first?” He asked dryly. 
 
    “During,” Pierson said, compromising, “Take a seat and let them work.” 
 
    Alex sighed, but nodded and dropped into an officer chair as the labcoats got to work on him. His shirt sleeve was rolled up and arm swabbed a little too fast for comfort and he caught the arm that was about to jab the needle home, glaring at the excited man. 
 
    “Take your time,” Alex growled, “you jab me with that thing harder than you have to and I’ll jab you right back. I promise, you’ll hurt more. I’m a civilian now, I don’t have to put up with this shit the way I used to.” 
 
    The man paled, “Yes sir. Sorry.” 
 
    With the vampire properly chastised, Alex let him get back to work and focused his attention on the Colonel. “Ok, talk to me, Colonel.” 
 
    “Well the good news is that all tests confirm what we found earlier,” She said, “No sign of viral, chemical, or nuclear agents showed up.” 
 
    “And the bad news?” 
 
    “Not sure how bad it really is just yet,” She admitted, “but we found definite signs of a CRISPR signature in every sample we’ve tested.” 
 
    Alex frowned, thinking that through, “Crisper? That’s gene editing stuff, right? I’ve read a few articles about it.” 
 
    “Sarah?” Pierson nodded to the labcoat who’d opened the door for him. 
 
    The small woman nodded, still all but bouncing on the balls of her feet, “Yes Ma’am. CRISPR is a gene editing method that scientists have been tinkering with for a while now. It has a lot of potential, but human trials have never been authorized because it has… unpredictable results.” 
 
    Alex grimaced, ignoring the third needle in his arm, “I don’t like the sounds of that. This Crisper thing is that unreliable?” 
 
    “Oh, no, you misunderstand, CRISPR is actually quite reliable,” Sarah corrected him, “The issue isn’t with the methodology, it’s with the subjects. Human DNA is the product of a hundred million years… well, more that really, but you get the point… of evolution. Tinkering with a single gene, let’s say for eye color, can have a cascading effect through the entire genome. Getting predictable, reproducible results, is… difficult.” 
 
    Pierson nodded, “We don’t know of anyone, in any nation, who’d actually capable of seriously employing the technique on people without unwanted effects… often crippling, if not fatal. Whatever happened to you and those gang members is… something else.” 
 
    “Why didn’t it turn up in the early tests?” Alex asked, rolling his shirt back down as the vampires backed off. 
 
    “Honestly, because we didn’t run full gene analysis,” Pierson confessed. “Frankly, it wasn’t part of protocol. We’re already looking at updating those now.” 
 
    Alex snorted, amused by that. 
 
    More evidence of locking up the barn after the horses were long gone, but he supposed that was how things tended to work most often. 
 
    “With all the work being done by biohackers, this was probably only a matter of time,” Sarah jumped in, “people have been injecting themselves with ad hoc gene therapy for a couple decades now, most of which were thankfully unimpressive failures.” 
 
    “Unimpressive failures?” Alex asked, getting up from the chair. “How would that compare to an impressive failure?” 
 
    “An unimpressive failure doesn’t do much,” Sarah said, shrugging as she greedily grabbed at one of Alex’s blood samples that was being passed around. “Not much different than shooting a few CCs of water into your veins. Impressive failures could have severely unexpected consequences to your genome. Really, considering all the amateurs playing in the field, it’s only a matter of time before something really insane happens.” 
 
    “You’re assuming it hasn’t already,” He corrected her as she started the machine running, analyzing his blood. 
 
    “Oh no, whatever happened to you,” She shook her head, “This wasn’t the work of an amateur bio-hacker.” 
 
    Alex wasn’t quite sure how to take that, “And you know that for sure?” 
 
    “Certainly,” She answered, “The signature is nothing like any I’ve ever examined. It’s CRISPR, no doubt, but a much more sophisticated method of application than I’ve even read about in theory.” 
 
    Alex glanced at Pierson, “She knows what she’s talking about?” 
 
    Pierson smiled, “Captain Hale, meet Doctor Sarah Gilliam. She’s one of the world’s leading bio-geneticists. She’s developed most of the methods at the current bleeding edge of gene therapy research. If anyone knows, it’s her.” 
 
    Alex nodded. 
 
    “Good enough.” He said firmly, “So they’re not amateurs. Who are they?” 
 
    “That I can’t tell you,” Sarah said from where she was now looking at scrolling numbers on a large screen, none of which made any sense to Alex. “I can say that it’s not any of our Allies, nor our key foreign adversaries.” 
 
    “You can tell that from that?” Alex nodded to the screen filled with a jumbled mass of numbers and letters. 
 
    “CRISPR signatures are distinct, you can read the history of the research the user followed to get where they are,” She confirmed. “And this one is like nothing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    She paused, slowly shaking her head, “It has to be a private lab. Well-funded, very secure. I can’t believe we’ve not seen anything like this by now. To get this far without any of the earlier work leaking out… I wouldn’t have thought it possible.” 
 
    “Can you read what they did,” Pierson asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Sarah nodded, “but it doesn’t make a lot of sense. The genes they went after aren’t connected to anything, they’re junk DNA mostly. That’s why we missed it in our first scans, despite spotting some unusual signs.” 
 
    “Junk DNA?” Pierson questioned, frowning as she leaned in to look at the screen herself, “That’s… well, not impossible, obviously, but it seems highly improbable. Why would they target that?” 
 
    “Excuse me, Junk DNA?” Alex cut in. 
 
    “Sorry, Captain,” Pierson said, “Non-encoding DNA, parts of your structure that generally doesn’t affect your physiology at all. No one really knows what it does, but the general thought is that it’s likely just genetic dead ends, the results of evolutionary changes that de-prioritize certain traits until they simply atrophy. You can find evidence of primate, early mammal, even reptilian DNA in a human’s junk strands.” 
 
    “And over ninety eight percent of the human genome is composed of Junk DNA,” Sarah said, “Everything that makes us physically what we are is in the last two percent. Which makes it very strange that practically every single change we’re finding is in your non-encoding DNA. I’m expanding the analysis search to include RNA bundles.” 
 
    Alex was a fairly well-educated man, and he knew what DNA was, even RNA, but he may as well have been sitting in a room with a bunch of Chinese scientists at that point. 
 
    “We’re going to need more computer time,” Sarah said firmly. 
 
    “We already have a supercomputing cluster dedicated to this,” Pierson glared. 
 
    “Get me another,” Sarah snapped, raising Alex’ eyebrows. “Two more, three… hell, get me every computer cycle you can. Hijack Seti@home if you have to, this isn’t a question we can leave unanswered, Colonel.” 
 
    Pierson sighed, “I’ll call the Pentagon. I think we can swing more time on some of DARPA’s clusters.” 
 
    “Bring in some colleagues from Harvard, Yale, CALTECH, and MIT,” Sarah suggested, “They all have people in the field with security clearance, and they run their own clusters.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” Pierson said, before nodding to Alex, “In the meantime, however, Captain… I want to run you through some tests. We’ve secured the O Course and had some gear moved for you to use.” 
 
    Sarah finally broke her attention away from the screen at that, eyes wide, “Oh absolutely! The Colonel mentioned what you did, have you noticed any other differences?” 
 
    Alex shifted uncomfortable, “Some. I’m honestly not sure what to make of it, it presents as enhanced strength, but I’m not sure that’s what is happening. I don’t seem to have bulked up any, muscular wise… and… I don’t know, I’ll have to show you. It’s too crazy.” 
 
    If anything, the gleam in the doctor’s eyes redoubled, giving her a creepy manic gleam that made Alex want to look for a place to hide. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    *****  
 
    Fort Hood’s O Course wasn’t usually surrounded by a fence, particularly not a ten-foot-tall one covered in black tarp, or so Alex assumed, so he had to admit to being impressed with how quickly Pierson had managed to get things done as they walked into the field. 
 
    “We have men securing all sides,” The colonel in question said as they came to a stop near the start of the course. “We’re as secure as we’ll get, given the short notice we’ve had. Want to show us what you mean, Captain?” 
 
    Alex nodded, settling down to one knee at the edge of a sandpit. He reached out his hand and spread his fingers wide as he focused. Just like the morning in his shop, the first spotted the subtle dance of the grains of sand begin and then he felt the vibration running through his arm. 
 
    Behind him he heard a gasp, he assumed from the Doctor, as the sand rippled out from his hand and settled into an intricate pattern. 
 
    “That’s what I mean,” He said, getting up and breathing a little heavily despite having barely moved. 
 
    Pierson and Gilliam looked down at the pattern in the sand, eyes wide. 
 
    “It’s a fractal pattern,” Sarah said, sounding fascinated by what she was looking at, “Was that intentional?” 
 
    Alex shook his head, “No I was just… reaching out, I guess?” 
 
    “So, that means that this is probably the natural propagation of your… ability,” She said, “Very interesting. Telekinesis of some kind. You may be right, Captain, it might not be strength the change is imparting.” 
 
    “Ok, Captain,” Pierson spoke up, “let’s run you through your paces. I had some weights moved in, enough to make an Olympic lifter second guess himself. I want to see how you handle those.” 
 
    Alex nodded and the rest of the morning sped past, with him pushing himself harder than he had in ages… yet feeling simultaneously less stressed and more exhausted than he felt he should. 
 
    The weights were no problem, he easily slung two hundred pounds without breaking a sweat, then doubled it and felt no difference. They maxed out the weights at eleven hundred pounds, enough that the steel crossbar flexed under the strain as he easily hefted the whole lot. 
 
    It was only as he pushed hard to put the insane weight over his head that they noticed something unexpected happen, though. The bar that had been deeply flexed as he lifted, practically snapped straight as Alex strained and then suddenly relaxed, as though all the weight were lifted from it and him, as he simply pushed all eleven hundred pounds up over head. 
 
    “It’s like it doesn’t weigh anything,” He said as he held it there easily. 
 
    “Definitely not pure strength,” Sarah said, “His ability is propagating out, taking the strain off the bar. It’s definitely some kind of telekinetic field. It’s amazing.” 
 
    “It’s terrifying,” Pierson said quietly. “We have better than what, two hundred outlaw bikers out there, all of whom were affected by potentially the same process, Doctor. This is a nightmare.” 
 
    “Four hundred, twenty three according to the official count,” Sarah said calmly, “not including civilians, the two Rangers, and the good Captain’s friends.” 
 
    “Thank you every so much,” Pierson said drily, “I clearly needed the extra anxiety, Doctor.” 
 
    Alex had to agree as he looked up at the weights held aloft by this strange power he now had. He aimed away from the two women and lightly tossed the weights. They arced ten feet in the air before cratering into the field twenty odd feet away from him. 
 
    “The Colonel is right, Doctor,” He said, shaking his head, “These abilities scare me in my hands, the scum on that street that night? We aren’t ready for they could do.” 
 
    “No, we’re not,” Pierson agreed, “but we need to know just what it is we’re not ready for. Captain, are you up for a run through the O Course?” 
 
    Alex nodded, “Yes Ma’am, let’s do this.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Later, when he was finished, Alex finally had time to consider just what he’d done while the vampires were again draining him of blood. 
 
    The weights were one thing, they’d felt stupidly light to lift… yet there was something there, not like muscle strain… but rather, almost like a mental strain. Not quite a headache, but close. He could feel the tension in his skull, reminding him more of the ache of a good workout than a migraine or the like. 
 
    The obstacle course, well there was certainly an effect there as well. He’d never scored quite that high, even in his prime, almost beating the course record after a few years of letting the rust build up on his skills and conditioning. No way that was entirely natural, he knew for certain. 
 
    Still, it wasn’t approaching the same superhuman levels as his effective strength appeared to be, though he was pretty sure that with some practice he could do a lot better. Alex knew that he had been holding back considerably, mostly for fear of what he might wind up doing to himself if he didn’t. 
 
    Blowing through the O Course had been more an exercise in control than in pure performance, and once he realized that his times got a lot better. 
 
    Of course, once he was done, the vampires were back with a thirst to make him worry for his life. 
 
    “Someone get me a cookie,” He grumbled from the chair as the latest vial was drawn from his arm. “I swear, if I pass out driving home, you all better hope it kills me or I’m coming back here and kicking ass when I get out of the hospital.” 
 
    Sarah snorted and tossed a package of cookies at him, which he caught reflexively, “Is the big bad Marine worried about losing a little blood?” 
 
    “Little? Woman, I’ve seen less of my own blood after being shot!” 
 
    Sarah just rolled her eyes, otherwise ignoring him as she leaned in to the computer diagnostics she was looking at. “Fascinating. You barely broke a sweat out there, but your brainwaves show the sorts of patterns I’d expect more from someone working on complex math problems than moving through a familiar workout.” 
 
    Alex grunted, tossing a cookie in his mouth and chewing as he got up and looked over her shoulder, “Odd. I usually zen out during a workout.” 
 
    “Swallow before speaking, please,” She scowled over her shoulder at him. 
 
    Alex just shrugged unapologetically. If they wanted to drain him dry, he wasn’t going to waste manners on them in turn. 
 
    “Still, ‘zenning out’ is more or less what I was expecting, yes,” She went on. “Instead we’re seeing extremely high Beta spikes across the board, and… more Gamma spikes than I’ve ever seen in my entire career. What were you thinking as you ran through the course?” 
 
    “Mostly just trying not to do something stupid,” Alex admitted, “whatever my abilities are, they clearly can translate into enhanced strength and speed. If I didn’t measure my progress carefully I could easily have slammed into the climbing wall rather than go over it, or some such. Since I’m not sure exactly what the overall effects are, I’d rather not test them by breaking my damn fool neck.” 
 
    “Good plan,” Sarah nodded, “and that probably explains the Beta waves I’m seeing. Intense problem solving would present like this, but these Gamma waves are something else entirely. They’re spiking across your entire brain like nothing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    She laughed, “It almost makes me reconsider the whole humans only use ten percent of their brain bullshit.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that, but it’s a myth, right?” 
 
    “More like it’s a hoax based on some pretty badly misinterpreted information,” She corrected, “It plays into the human desire to be special, the idea that there’s more to us than we know, but it’s… mostly, bullshit.” 
 
    “Mostly?” Alex asked, curious. 
 
    “There’s some truth to it, in that only, very roughly, about ten percent of the brain is active at any given instant in time,” She noted casually as she skimmed through the data in front of her. “but the fact that parts of the brain aren’t firing at that moment doesn’t mean they’re not in use… not any more than zero is a null value in binary. The off state is part of the brain, if your brain were to fire at a hundred percent I expect it would look rather like a seizure.” 
 
    She spoke while she worked, “You can tune brainwaves, increase or decrease the periodicity of spikes and activity, with practice and neural feedback… so it’s not a hard and fast number. There are effects to changing your brainwaves, but it’s a very fuzzy discipline at the moment because it relies on personal interpretation rather than hard data. What I’m seeing in your head, however, is something very different.” 
 
    “Well, my head has always been very different,” Alex said, snorting. 
 
    “Not this different,” Sarah corrected with a laugh, “I’ve got your previous medical workups here… whatever changed you, really messed with your brain.” 
 
    “I know a lot of people who’d argue with you that I even had one of those.” 
 
    “You’re a Marine, I’d be shocked if you knew anyone who thought differently,” She retorted dryly. 
 
    Alex grinned, “You’re alright, Doc.” 
 
    She just rolled her eyes, “Thankfully I can confirm one bit of good news from the previous tests. You’re not contagious.” 
 
    “That’s the nicest thing a doctor has ever said to me.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, you are definitely a Marine.” 
 
    “I stand corrected.” 
 
    “Would you two stop flirting, you’re married,” Pearson growled, glaring first at Alex, before shifting her attention to Sarah, “and you’re busy.” 
 
    Alex and Sarah looked at her for a moment before exchanging glances and mournfully shaking their heads before they both spoke at once. 
 
    “Army.” 
 
    The Colonel’s painful groan was music to his ears, and Alex figured that he could get used to dealing with doctors if they had a sense of humor once in a while. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Houston 
 
    In the morning, Jeremy and Sasha had snuck out, taking the bus downtown. It had taken Jeremy a fair bit to talk his sister into it, of course, but he figured it would be worth it. She needed to get her head clear, or at least distracted, and hanging around in the house was clearly going her no good at all. 
 
    “Here, check this out,” Jeremy said as they wandered through the shopping core of the city. 
 
    Sasha was about to ask him what he was talking about when he blurred and vanished, only to reappear a few seconds later with a popsicle extended from his hand to her while sucking on another one for himself. 
 
    “Jeremy!” She hissed, looking around, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “What? It’s not like I stole it, I left exact change even,” He grinned. 
 
    “That’s… good? But not what I was talking about,” She grumbled, feigning reluctance as she accepted the cold treat. “People could see, and there are cameras and things…” 
 
    “The frame rate on security cameras won’t catch more than a blur, trust me,” He told her, “I thought of that when this first started…. People? It’s weird, but people just seem to think they’re seeing things.” 
 
    “Cause they are,” She countered. 
 
    Jeremy rolled his eyes, “You know what I meant. They just kinda look around, then shrug and forget about it. It’s weird. People are weird.” 
 
    “I guess I can’t argue with that,” Sasha sighed, enjoying the popsicle. He’d even remembered her favorite flavor. 
 
    After a long moment of contemplating it, Sasha couldn’t help but ask, “What’s it like?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, “Being that fast, what’s it like?” 
 
    “Oh, I… uh, I dunno really,” He admitted, “it’s strange. Like being in a city of statues, almost, but not really. I’m not that fast, even if it feels like it. I have to be careful, though, I found that when I touch water it just… boils away. I’m really careful not to touch people, kinda scared to see what would happen.” 
 
    Sasha shuddered, “Yeah, that sounds like it might be a good idea.” 
 
    “I’m still trying to get a handle on it,” Jeremy confessed, “The first time I wound up miles away before I realized I was even moving. It’s really strange, but awesome too.” 
 
    Sasha nodded. She could imagine that it had to be. 
 
    “I wish I got something like that from what happened,” She confessed, “rather than the bad dreams.” 
 
    Jeremy shifted, uncomfortable and uncertain as to what he could say about that. He looked around and then pointed quickly, “Hey let’s go check out the park, ok?” 
 
    Sasha followed his gesture, nodding as her expression cleared marginally. 
 
    “Ok,” She forced a smile. 
 
    “Race ya!” 
 
    “Oh hell no! I’m not falling for that!” 
 
    The two teenagers laughed, running… at normal speeds… to the nearby park. 
 
    *****  
 
    Raven’s Safehouse 
 
    Warren paced the creaking floor, eyes darting out the window every now and then as he thought furiously about what the next move was going to be. 
 
    He had no idea what the hell happened that night, but the results spoke for themselves. Several of his gang, including himself and Mickey, had started being able to do things that no human should be able to short of comic books or the movies. On the surface that seemed like a hell of a lucky shot, but Warren wasn’t nearly as stupid as some of his guys. 
 
    “You need to calm down, man,” Mickey said easily from where the big man was slouching in a tattered old lazy boy chair. “We’re on the way up in the world.” 
 
    “You think so?” Warren growled, “You think we can take on the entire Federal Government? You were Army, what do you think happens when the Feds figure out we have actual goddamn superpowers? I’m betting they send in the army, navy, and whatever else they have, and they don’t stop until we’re dead or in a lab somewhere.” 
 
    Mickey grimaced, “That’s a fair point, but right now I don’t see the point in worrying about it. We’re committed, my man, enjoy the ride.” 
 
    Warren sighed, forcing himself to calm a little. 
 
    “There is that,” He admitted, smiling a little as he flexed his hand and caused the air to shimmer red around his fingers. “It’s something, ain’t it?” 
 
    “It sure is,” Mickey said, grinning, “besides, I wouldn’t worry about the army and navy. The Company are the ones I’m thinking about, but chances are those creepy fuckers will try and recruit us first.” 
 
    “The CIA? You think so?” 
 
    “There’s the CIA, and then there’s the Company,” Mickey shrugged, “The CIA is the official group, they’re straightlaced, pretty good at what they do, and mostly trend toward the old school of spy game bullshit. The Company, on the other hand, are the men in the CIA who actually run the dirty tricks shit. They don’t blink at drugging their own people just to see what happens, they’ve heard of morals but don’t have no truck with that pansy bullshit. Right now, assuming anyone has figured out what really happened that night, they’re drooling over the idea of recruiting us. They always have use for some people who don’t mind killing and are good at it, and that’s saying nothing about god damn super powers.” 
 
    “Great. Why do I get the idea that working for them ain’t much better than winding up in a lab?” Warren snorted. 
 
    “Cause that’s not far wrong,” Mickey shrugged, “You work for them, you disappear. Seen a lot of boys just vanish that way, maybe they’re still alive and all, maybe not. No way to know. When the Company erases you, you stay erased. Of course, once they get involved, then you may as well figure that the KGB, Chinese Intelligence, and Mossad aren’t far behind. Probably MI6 and CSIS too, though they’re harder to be sure about.” 
 
    “I know most of those, but what the fuck is CSIS?” 
 
    “Canadians.” Mickey answered seriously. 
 
    Warren snorted. 
 
    “I wouldn’t laugh, you know the worst thing about the Canadians?” Mickey asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No one ever suspects them,” Mickey said with a dark deadpan, earning another laugh, “Yeah, go ahead and laugh, but I’m not joking. Back in the 70s there was hostage crisis in Iran, they made a movie about it, you know it?” 
 
    “yeah, I saw it. Looked like bullshit.” Warren said. 
 
    “It was. In truth it was the Canadians who did almost the entire mission. You know how they actually got the people out?” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Mickey looked him evenly in the eyes, “They bought them tickets and walked the whole damn bunch right through airport security under the noses of the Iranian soldiers, boarded a commercial jet, and flew home. No fuss, no muss. Trust me, War, the most dangerous reputation a spy agency can possibly have is no one taking them seriously. Fucking Canadians.” 
 
    Warren snorted, “Point, I suppose. I’ll still worry more about the CIA, given the situation.” 
 
    Mickey shrugged, “I guess. A lot depends on what you want out of it, though. If we stay in Texas, hell if we stay in the States, they’re coming for us sooner than later.” 
 
    “And if we leave?” 
 
    “Might actually be worse in some ways,” Mickey said, “They own Mexico, effectively. Company controls drug running, has a handle on the cartels. Since they started legalizing a lot of the shit, the cartels have been losing power of course, but they still have more guns than the Mexican government. Best bet might be Brazil. Corrupt, big country, not a lot of love for Americans or American government agencies. Venezuela too, lot of opportunity there given how fucked up that country is since the price of oil tanked. If we’re running from the Company, though, might be best to get the hell out of the Americas.” 
 
    “And go where?” 
 
    “Turn Merc, work for oil companies in Africa maybe,” Mickey said. 
 
    Warren grimaced, slowly shaking his head, “Fuck that. I ain’t working for no man, and I sure as hell ain’t being run out of my own damn country.” 
 
     “Well then we’re going to need stay on the move,” Mickey said after a moment, “and we’re gonna need some cash.” 
 
    “Club accounts are frozen,” Warren said, “We have some stashes, but a lot of them were probably either seized by now, or have pigs sitting on top of them.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Mickey hummed, thinking that over. “You know, you’re probably right. And that might make it easier for us.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Mickey got up, “I’ve got an idea, War, but we need to call in some favors.” 
 
    “If we’ve got em, I’ll call em in. If we don’t, I’ll make some threats and make sure we can get them… one way, or another.” Warren said with a grim smile. 
 
    “Ok, then let’s find out exactly what the police have seized… and if they haven’t gotten much, well we can tip them off,” Mickey said, grinning wide. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You’ll see, this is gonna be fun.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Fort Worth 
 
    “Alex? Are you ok?” 
 
    Alexander looked up from where he was focusing on the article he was reading, smiling at Deb as she looked at him quizzically. “I’m fine, hun. Just something came up… to do with the incident.” 
 
    Debra’s expression stilled, knowing what he was referring to, “Is it serious? I thought they cleared you of any lasting effects?” 
 
    “They confirmed that there was no NBC threat,” Alex said, referring to the Army’s ‘Nuclear Biological Chemical’ checklist, “However after the breakout the other day, the Army ran deeper tests and they found what they called Crisper traces.” 
 
    Deb’s head snapped up, eyes wide, “CRISPR? Are you certain?” 
 
    “Yeah, someone did a dance on my genome.” Alex grumbled, “So I’m reading up on the technology.” 
 
    “It’s not my field, but I know a fair amount about it,” Debra said, surprising him slightly. 
 
    Debra was a PHD candidate, but she specialized in advanced nutrition, so he hadn’t thought she’d know much about something that tinkered with the genome. 
 
    “CRISPR is used to edit genes for crops,” She explained, “the precision it allows has made creating safe genetic hybrids far easier and more reliably than previous methods, but that doesn’t mean it’s predictable exactly. Even in simpler organisms, you have to watch out for side effects from runaway mutations.” 
 
    He nodded, “Yeah, that’s what they said.” 
 
    “Are you… experiencing any?” 
 
    Alex sighed, not sure he wanted to break that to Debra over the breakfast table but knowing that it was better sooner than later. He was already likely to catch hell with her for telling the Army before her, something that wouldn’t have happened if the breakout hadn’t happened. 
 
    “I’m… not sure.” He admitted. 
 
    “What do you mean, you’re not sure?” Deb’s eyes narrowed as she glared at him. 
 
    Alex reached out and flipped the cap off the salt, dumping it out on the table. 
 
    “What the hell are you…” Deb trailed off as he settled his hand over the salt and focused, causing the salt to dance into a pattern. “Oh my god. What happened?” 
 
    “What I mean, when I say I’m not sure,” Alex said with a deep sigh, “is that I don’t know if this was the intended effect or not, so I can’t say if it’s a runaway mutation.” 
 
    Debra leaned over the patterned salt, watching it continue to dance under his influence, “Some kind of telekinesis?” 
 
    “That’s what the Army Doc called it,” Alex shrugged, “Beyond that, we’re kind of shooting in the dark here.” 
 
    “I imagine so,” Debra said after a moment’s thought. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “Unknown at this time,” He admitted, “It’s some sort of field around me. Doesn’t extend very far, but it has some… interesting effects.” 
 
    “Alexander Corwin Hale, you’d better explain that now,” his lovely wife growled. 
 
    Alex winced, “Well yesterday I was able to powerlift well over half a ton. Didn’t even strain me.” 
 
    Debra thumped down into the seat across from him, “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah, oh.” Alex sighed, “and that’s not everything of course.” 
 
    She dropped her head, “Of course it’s not.” 
 
    “This is classified, you know the drill,” He waited for her to nod before continuing, “The breakout yesterday, at least some them had… similar changes.” 
 
    “Oh god. That’s… really bad.” 
 
    Alex chuckled dryly, “Trust you to understate things, hun. Yeah, it’s really bad. There are hundreds of outlaw bikers on the run, and any or all of them could be… well, basically, they could be super villains, as completely insane as that sounds.” 
 
    Insane didn’t cover it, not in his opinion, but Alex had learned the hard way on the battlefield that you dealt with reality as it dealt with you or you died. More than once in the past he’d seen the absolute impossible happen, people survive things that they should never have, straight up superhuman acts that made his own current abilities pale. 
 
    Not only on the side of the Angels, either, as terrifying as those moments were. 
 
    There had been enemy soldiers he’d encountered who had appeared supernaturally touched. Able to make a mockery of every attempt to eliminate them as they slaughtered indiscriminately in turn. 
 
    Of course, there had been plenty of similar examples on the side of Angels over the years as well. 
 
    Reality didn’t let you force it to conform to your world view. It just was, and if you couldn’t accept that, then it was shortly to be game over for you. 
 
    “What does this mean for you?” Debra’s question startled him from his thoughts. 
 
    Alex considered the question for a moment, understanding that there were multiple levels to the question of course. 
 
    “For now, not much beyond the obvious,” He said, “I’ve already turned down a friendly suggestion that I re-up, and it was accepted without any resistance. It helps that I’m cooperating, of course, so for now I think the brass will leave that be while they try and figure out what’s going on. I’m going to be taking a leave from the university, though, maybe an extended one.” 
 
    Debra nodded, unsurprised by that. 
 
    “There’s going to be a lot of testing, obviously,” He said with a hint of a grimace, “and they’ll be tracking down everyone involved. The big issue, of course, is going to be the escaped outlaw bikers.” 
 
    Considering himself more than something of a biker himself, Alex couldn’t quite keep the sincere distaste out of his tone every time he said outlaw. Outlaw bikers were as much representatives of the biker community as terrorists were representative of their own communities. They considered that to be a bragging point, of course, the fact that they were members of the one percent of their community that were too stupid and entitled to bother following the law. 
 
    Of course, he’d known more than a few in the past, and the bizarre dichotomy of it all was that most of them were decent enough sorts… on their own. Not the most upstanding types, of course, but generally harmless beyond the occasional bar brawl. 
 
    It was only when they mobbed up that they became what they were. 
 
    He sighed, “With them out there, and now being actively hunted, I don’t see this turning out well.” 
 
    Debra winced, “Alex, love, that sounds like the single most understated thing you’ve ever said.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Houston 
 
    It was afternoon before the contacts came back with the information Mickey wanted to know, by which time Warren had a good idea what the general gist of the plan was. It was ballsy, he had to admit, and for that reason alone the leader of the Ravens had to admit he really liked it. 
 
    As they’d suspected, most of the Raven’s more known locations had been raided and the stashes there confiscated. Since their territory was focused around Houston, all of that material had been brought back to the local PD’s impound yard and evidence lockup. Much the same had happened to the Machine’s local haunts, but the pigs had missed some from both groups. 
 
    He and Mickey had ordered their contacts in the police to drop the locations of a few more spots to the pigs in charge. 
 
    By evening, they figured the cops would have raided most if not all of those too. 
 
    “How much do you figure is in the impound now?” Mickey asked him quietly. 
 
    “Hard to say, but by tonight it’ll be north of fifty million if it’s a dollar,” Warren responded simply. “and that’s not even counting the Machine’s stashes, or whatever they might have had there to begin with.” 
 
    “That’s about what I figured, ballpark anyway,” Mickey laughed, “Nice of them to put it all in one place for us.” 
 
    “We’re going to need transport to get it out of there,” Warren said, handing a computer tablet over to Mickey, “Here.” 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Impound inventory,” He said, “Most of our sleds are there, of course, but there’s some other items of interest.” 
 
    “High end sports cars, nice, a couple semi-trucks… what is this, a Military armored car? Seriously?” Mickey laughed. 
 
    “Some idiot rebuilt one a couple years ago and went on a bit of a wild ride around the burbs before the cops manage to talk him out,” Warren chuckled, “been sitting there ever since. Think we can restart it?” 
 
    “Sure, it’s a diesel engine, we can get it going.” 
 
    “Good, cause I expect the pigs are going to come at us with everything they’ve got,” Warren said before he admitted some of his concerns for the first time, “and probably the national guard.” 
 
    Mickey snorted, “If the Army figures out what we can do, and they don’t cover it up, we’ll have more than that on our ass, I can promise you that.” 
 
    “You think they will?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Mickey admitted, “It would be stupid as shit, but all it takes is one idiot in the chain of command, and it could happen.” 
 
    “Let’s hope for institutional stupidity then.” 
 
    Mickey laughed, “Never really prayed for that much when I was in, but lord knows it was always there. Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
 
    “Always did like to roll the dice.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Sasha and Jeremy had spent the day experimenting with his powers, determing how fast he could actually move was tricky but they were pretty certain he was keeping under the speed of sound which was something at least. 
 
    Certainly he could outrun traffic, even on the freeway, but there didn’t seem to be a sonic boom even when he really pushed himself. 
 
    His reflexes were just as fast as his footspeed, thankfully, otherwise he Jeremy had little doubt that he would have run full tilt right into a wall, or a car, or… and he shuddered to think it, a person. 
 
    “It’s hard to describe,” He told Sasha when she asked, “it’s like the world slows down and I’m moving normally.” 
 
    “That has to be pretty cool,” Sasha admitted, trying to imagine it. 
 
    Jeremey could feel his face light up, “It is! Like I just enabled a cheat code in a game I’m playing, or unlocked a new ability. Only it’s the best video game, like, ever.” 
 
    “Video games have bad guys, Jer,” Sasha said quietly, “You might not want to make that comparison.” 
 
    “Oh please, what bad guy can handle what I can do?” He grinned. 
 
    “You can’t outrun bullets, Jer,” Sasha told him, “You’re not that fast.” 
 
    “They can’t shoot me if they don’t see me coming,” He countered quickly. “Would you relax, Sis? It’s not like I’m going to rush out and start fighting crime or nothing, I mean… have you looked around? When was the last time you actually saw a crime in action, anyway?” 
 
    “You mean besides that night, right?” 
 
    Jeremy winced at the dark tone his sister had taken, and the slap in the face it felt like to realize he’d totally forgotten that in the moment. 
 
    “Sorry,” He mumbled, “but yes, other than that. There’s not even any purse snatchers or anything!” 
 
    He sulked, “I looked.” 
 
    “Jeremy!” 
 
    “Well I’m sorry, but I figured there’d be something like that. It’s a big city, right? Isn’t there supposed to be crime all over the place.” 
 
    “It’s not the comics, Jer,” Sasha sighed, “real criminals don’t usually pull stuff in broad daylight. And they’re not that common anyway.” 
 
    “Movies have totally lied to me,” Jeremy grumbled, annoyed at the fact. 
 
    Sasha rolled her eyes, “This is your first clue of that?” 
 
    “Well, I figured they turned out to be right about superpowers, so why not crime?” Jeremy asked, “I mean, it makes sense, right?” 
 
    “We don’t know what happened to give you these powers, Jeremy,” She cautioned, “Don’t get ahead of yourself.” 
 
    “I’m totally not!” Jeremy said, “but I need something to practice on, right? Why not bank robbers or something?” 
 
    “Because the last time there was a bank robbery in town was probably before we were born,” She countered, exasperated, “Who actually robs banks!? They don’t even keep much real money in them anymore, not like they used to. Everything is digital. Bank robbers probably are scrawny little geeks in their basement hunched over computes these days. You wouldn’t need super speed to stop them.” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” Jeremy clapped his hands over his ears, “There has to be some kind of criminal I can stop, right?” 
 
    “This is Houston, Jer,” She told him, “Not Gotham City, or Spiderman’s New York. There’s not that much crime going on, and what is there is probably spread out all over the place. Even at your speed, it would be a miracle if you managed to spot one petty crime per day.” 
 
    “Aw man,” Jeremy sulked again, “This sucks.” 
 
    She smiled at her little brother, ruffling his hair, “That’s a good thing, Jer. It means you can focus on real uses for your abilities.” 
 
    “Like what?” Jeremy asked plaintively. 
 
    “Well, you could do your homework super quick,” She teased. 
 
    “Not funny!” 
 
    Sasha laughed, “It actually is, but it’s a good idea. If you can slow time around you like that, then you could do up your homework in seconds so you could have the rest of the night to yourself.” 
 
    “Ok, that’s kinda cool I guess…” He conceded, then brightened, “Oh! I bet I could totally kick butt in video games now!” 
 
    Sasha couldn’t help but roll her eyes again, “or you could do something productive.” 
 
    “That is! It totally is,” Jeremy protested, “Do you know how much pro gamers make? I could totally clean up, and it wouldn’t even be obvious how I was doing it cause I’d mostly be sitting still, right?” 
 
    “I suppose…” Sasha was reluctant to concede that, but he might have a point she thought. 
 
    He nodded, smiling, “Of course I’m right… still…” 
 
    He frowned, rubbing the back of his head. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” She asked him. 
 
    “Oh, it’s just that in all the comics the heroes who try to make money with their powers always wind up regretting it,” He said finally. 
 
    “Like they all have no problem finding petty crime while just wandering around the city?” She countered. 
 
    “Point, I guess… Oh… Oh!” Jeremy perked up. 
 
    “What?” Sasha asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Police scanner! They use those in the comics, that’d work right?” 
 
    “Don’t the police encrypt their radios now?” Sasha countered. 
 
    Jeremy looked at her, faint betrayal in his stricken expression, “Damn it.” 
 
    “The world doesn’t need super heroes, Jeremy.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Fort Hood 
 
    Colonel Pierson examined the latest reports on the Captain’s genome and the changes they’d been able to track down to this point. There was precious little, of course, it would take uncountable computer cycles to analyze the Captain’s full DNA from before and after the incident. They were able to track a few of the alterations already, though, because the CRISPR markers were significant enough to show up on a wide spread rough detail analysis. 
 
    As the good Doctor had said, the changes so far were entirely within the non-encoding DNA, which presented them with a puzzle and an opportunity. 
 
    The researchers were practically salivating over the latter, but she was far more concerned with the former. 
 
    The puzzle, of course, was why make changes there. 
 
    The easy answer was that, somehow, the DNA for freaking telekinesis was hidden in humanity’s non-encoding DNA… of course, that begged the question of… how exactly that was possible, and about a million other similar questions. 
 
    No one had ever researched non-encoding DNA to any real indepth detail, and certainly no one had played around with altering such genetic codes. 
 
    Why would they? They were, by definition, non-encoding. Changing them shouldn’t have much effect. 
 
    And therein lay the opportunity that had every geneticist she’d briefed literally salivating at. 
 
    The funding for research into the human genome, especially the non-encoding structures within it, had now just gone through the proverbial roof. 
 
    The Army wanted supersoldiers, as did every other branch… or, at least, the SOCOM representatives of those branches who had been briefed. The CIA wanted its super-spies of course, as did several other intelligence agencies. She had no doubt that they were probably already running their own parallel program… especially since several key geneticists on her own recruitment list had vanished before she could contact them, only informing their previous place of work that they’d gotten a new job and had no forwarding address. 
 
    Goddamn spooks. We should be figuring this out together, not competing with each other. 
 
    Still, the Company was a day late and a dollar short. She’d gotten to all the top picks on her list before they’d even realized there was a race… or, rather, before they elected to make it a race. Of course, given the likelihood of foreign intelligence having penetrated the CIA to at least some degree, that also likely meant that the whole world was about to start running. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    Pierson penned a note, authorizing more security for her own people, and suggesting that high caliber geneticists and related specialists be advised against travel to certain countries in the near future. 
 
    This whole mess is going to get ugly, fast. More so if we can’t keep a lid on things here, and my god that seems unlikely at the moment. 
 
    The escaped gang members were, so far, keeping a low profile but once they’d managed to pull the records of the fire it became clear that it was no happenstance event. At least one, likely more, of the bikers had been affected in someway similar to the Captain. If she were to guess, and it was a guess at the moment… she would put her money on some type of pyrokinetic capacity. 
 
    Or just an extremely fine tuned telekinesis, I suppose. 
 
    The two abilities were potentially just variants of the other, to her mind now that she’d been considering them. A Pyrokinetic ability might well just be the telekinetic capacity to vibrate molecules at a high level, rather than the more macro level abilities that Hale was showing to this point. 
 
    It was all something of a pointless differentiation at the moment, of course. 
 
    They needed to get those men back in a cage, but there was quite literally nothing she could do about that at the moment. The FBI had taken over that aspect of the investigation and she still hadn’t gotten clearance to tell them in detail what they were up against. 
 
    For the moment, as best she knew, the lead investigators only knew that the bikers were armed and dangerous, with access to military grade gear normally only seen in legitimate warzones. She’d stretched her orders to the breaking point, suggesting that they had anti-tank weapons and stolen military technology classified as tactical WMDs. 
 
    That had earned her a bit of a reprimand, since her superiors didn’t much like the implication that the bikers had stolen said technology from the Army, but Pierson hoped it would save some lives… or give the Feds a fighting chance at least. 
 
    Until and unless she had Presidential Authorization waiving Posse Comitatus, there was nothing more she could do for them in that regard… and that authorization wouldn’t be forthcoming until, at least, there was a public state of emergency. 
 
    It was a nightmare, though, both in the making… and in the waiting. 
 
    *****  
 
    Houston 
 
    “Cops have started the raids,” Mickey said, walking into the room where Warren had taken to holding court. 
 
    “Finally. What took them so long?” The leader of the Blood Ravens grumbled. 
 
    “They apparently wanted to make sure they didn’t give us any warning, so they arranged for simultaneous raids to open the festivities,” Mickey said with a smirk. 
 
    Warren groaned, “Fucking pigs. Now they choose to be competent.” 
 
    “They’ll be running raids through the night, clocking a lot of overtime hours,” Mickey said, “From what our contacts say, they’ve called in part timers from all over the county, and a few units from other counties. That’s good news.” 
 
    “How is more pigs good news?” 
 
    Mickey and Warren looked over to the speaker, one of the hangers on that had been called up for the aborted war with the Machine. 
 
    “Because, stupid,” Warren growled, “the cops are going to be running around all night, doing our work for us. Tomorrow they’ll be running fewer shifts as a lot of them sleep off the night.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Mickey nodded, “Granted, I’d rather have hit them after dark… around three or four AM by preference, but this is almost as good. The traffic will make our getaway messier, but we weren’t planning on being subtle anyway.” 
 
    Warren nodded, “We hit the pigs in the morning… give them a couple hours to send everyone home and let people fall asleep. After that, it’s a straight line to the border, with every cop in the state gunning for us.” 
 
    “Let em come, War,” Mickey grinned as he clenched his fists and the air around him seemed to rumble with an invisible force. “We’ll be armed better than them, we’ll have the initiative, and there’s no way they have any idea what they’re really dealing with. Not yet.” 
 
    “They will, tomorrow,” Warren chuckled. “Alright, everyone get some rest We’re going to have big day tomorrow.” 
 
    The gang laughed in return, though it was clear that not all of them shared his enthusiasm for what was coming. 
 
    Warren didn’t care, not as long as they did their jobs. 
 
    *****  
 
    Arlington, University of Texas 
 
    Alex had let himself in, the school wasn’t deserted… it effectively never was as large and sprawling a campus as the university was, but the holidays weren’t over yet and it was a Sunday evening, so it was as close as it got. He headed for the track, thanking whoever possible that there wasn’t a Maverick’s home game that night. 
 
    He stepped onto the track turf and looked around, eyes pealed for any sign of people. There wasn’t anyone close, so he nodded to himself and got into position. He hadn’t been able to really cut loose on the O Course at Fort Hood, it hadn’t been designed for pure speed and they’d been limited to the area that Pierson could get covered up with tarps and fences. 
 
    That was the Army, though, and he wasn’t in the military anymore. 
 
    Hale needed to know what he could do. 
 
    After a last glance around, Hale pushed off the ground with all his strength and was instantly launched into a low and long arc at high speed. He hit the ground fifty feet on, feet already pumping, and burst into a run. He took the first corner easily, laying out about forty-five degrees from vertical, and then straightened into a full sprint that carried him across the straightaway in just a couple seconds. 
 
    The next corner was harder, he lifted his left hand up over his head to keep from having it hook on the ground, fingers brushing the track as he came around, but somehow didn’t slip. 
 
    As he came vertical again, Alex gathered up his strength and shifted direction slightly before leaping as high as he could. 
 
    The vertical leap brought him up, easily, fifty feet over the crossbars of the football goal and arced high over the field. He came down almost in the opposite endzone, slapping the turf with both hands as he flexed his legs and pitched forward into the roll before coming to a sliding stop on his back right in the endzone. 
 
    “Goal…” Alex called softly as he grinned and blew out a breath he’d been holding. 
 
    Groaning, he got back to his feet and looked to where he had landed with a wince. 
 
    Ouch. If the team finds out I did that, they’re gonna kill me… 
 
    There were three craters where he’d hit, a large one in the center where he’d planted his feet and two smaller ones on either side where he’d slapped the ground to absorb some of the shock. 
 
    Still, he had to consider it a successful test. There was more to what was happening to him than just some strength enhancement, of that he was certain. 
 
    I wonder if Pierson got ahold of the others yet? 
 
    It had only been a day, so he supposed it was possible but unlikely. Certainly not all of them, and even of those she had, it would take time to break them out of their lives so soon after they had just returned to them. So far he hadn’t had any luck getting ahold of them himself, but that didn’t surprise him really. There was a reason they all scheduled reunions a long time in advance. 
 
    I hope they’re ok. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Houston 
 
    Mid-morning had come and gone while the gang waited for their opening. 
 
    The police had been busy all night, hitting both Raven and Machine hideouts that Warren had leaked to them through their contacts. Now all that material was in a pile in the police impound, with a handful of officers on duty, most just the regular guards who were little more than renta-a-cops at the best of times. 
 
    Every SWAT unit in the city had been involved in the raids, near as he could tell. Probably they’d held one back for any emergencies that might happen, but one SWAT team wasn’t going to amount to much against the men, gear, and powers he’d brought to his command at this time. 
 
    “Is everyone ready?” Warren asked, glancing over his shoulder. 
 
    Mickey nodded, the air rumbling around him a bit, “On your word, my friend.” 
 
    “Then let’s do this.” 
 
    Mickey nodded and gave the signal, sending in the first group. 
 
    They were lower ranking members and hangers on, none of them had shown any interesting abilities of yet, but they were well armed and had surprise on their side. 
 
    They hit the gate of the impound with a stolen car, blowing it open easily as the armed group followed it in. A guard stepped out of the gatehouse, going for the pistol on his hip, but was blown away before he even managed to get a solid grip on the weapon. 
 
    “Ok follow them in,” Warren ordered, already moving himself. 
 
    “Let’s go, keep eyes wide,” Mickey said as he pushed the others forward. “I want to own that yard in three minutes!” 
 
    The gang converged on the now open gate, while Mickey stepped over the body of the guard and stepped into the control booth. He grabbed the guard’s keys and key card, chucking them back to the next guy behind him, and dropped the cement pillars that kept cars from crossing past the second gate. 
 
    Finally, he opened the second gate itself and waved everyone on through. 
 
    The gang spread out once inside the yard, some heading for the impounded bikes, others for larger vehicles, all according to the plan. Mickey and Warren lead the main group into the building itself, where they knew the impounded money and drugs would be. 
 
    They were about to reach the door when it opened, surprising them, thought not nearly so much as it surprised the pig who was coming out. He looked up from his keys, eyes bugging out as he saw better than three dozen pissed off outlaw bikers staring back at him, and stumbled backwards as he started yelling. 
 
    The sheer hail of automatic fire that cut him down left little to be recognized, and even Mickey grimaced a bit as they had to step through the mess rather than over it. 
 
    The man’s yell had done part of its job, though the gunfire certainly helped, and three more were running forward. 
 
    “Freeze, Police!” The lead pig yelled, causing Warren to snort. 
 
    “Freeze? Nah. BURN!” 
 
    Mickey turned his head slightly away as the wave of fire exploded outward and hammered into the three cops who hadn’t even managed to think of acting before they were blown backward by the heat and shock. The blast blew out the windows, through smoke and flames in all directions, including up through skylights. 
 
    Warren winced as glass came raining down around them, “Too much maybe…” 
 
    “Just don’t burn up the cash and dope,” Mickey told him with a laugh, “Anything less than that is just enough.” 
 
    *****  
 
    The explosion at the impound lot was not something easy to miss, the report echoing for miles in all directions as the smoke rose to the sky, attracting attention from thousands in short order. 
 
    Among those, Jeremy and Sasha were again out and away from their home with the intent to see just how much Jeremy could do with his new abilities when the sharp report swept over them, causing the pair to turn around and look to the West where smoke quickly became visible above the skyline. 
 
    “Whoa! What do you suppose that is?” Jeremy asked, eyes wide. 
 
    “I don’t know, a fire maybe?” Sasha suggested. 
 
    “Oh wow! Maybe someone needs help!” 
 
    “Jeremy!” Sasha reached for her brother, “You can’t just…” 
 
    He skipped out of her grasp with ease, however, waving as he moved away from her, “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine!” 
 
    “No, Jeremy!” Shasha called, just as he vanished in a puff of wind, leaving her there on the street alone with people now looking in her direction, wondering who she was yelling at. 
 
    Sasha gritted her teeth, stomping down the street in the direction of the smoke, “You’re so dead, you little brat, just you wait…” 
 
    *****  
 
    The alarm roared as one of the cops managed to hit the switch just ahead of the hail of gunfire that cut him down. 
 
    “Good for you,” Mickey said to the corpse as he stepped over it, “You accomplished more than any of your friends did.” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Warren said as he came to a stop in front of a large pile of loosely stacked bricks of case, “Start packing this up, and don’t forget to thank the pigs for fetching it all for us on you’re way out.” 
 
    “I’ll send the department a fruit basket, boss!” 
 
    The men laughed at the unnamed commenter, and even Warren smiled at the idea. 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea. We might just do that,” He said, “but later. Bring in the first van and start loading.” 
 
    “Keys are on the wall over there,” Mickey said, pointing to a locked key safe. “Just bust it open. They have gas here too, so make sure we leave with tanks filled.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and headed to do their jobs while Mickey and Warren started taking stock of what they were looking at. 
 
    “I think fifty million was way underestimating things,” Mickey said softly, looking over the piles of cash. 
 
    Warren nodded, “Closer to eighty I’m guessing, I did not realize the Machine had that much cash stashed around.” 
 
    “Hell of a lot more than that in drugs, though,” Mickey said, looking it over, “At least a couple hundred million, street value.” 
 
    “We’ll take it too, along with whatever else they have in the toy box that seems interesting,” Warren said, “Why don’t you look around while I get these bozos pointed in the right direction. Let me know if you see anything interesting.” 
 
    “You got it, Mick.” 
 
    “Warren!” 
 
    The two turned to see a man at the front waving at them. 
 
    “What is it?” Warren called back. 
 
    “We’ve got company!” 
 
    “Already? That was quicker than I expected,” Mickey admitted. 
 
    “Go look around, I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    *****  
 
    “This is the KHOU traffic copter in the skies over Houston on this lovely morning,” The traffic reporter said as he looked down over the city to the smoke and flashing lights they were currently circling over. “We have a breaking situation here at police headquarters on Washington Avenue just off the Gulf Freeway. It appears that a fire has broken out and first responders are arriving on the scene…” 
 
    He killed his mic, nodding down as he yelled over to the cameraman, “Get a closeup of the cruisers.” 
 
    The thumbs up flashed back at him was enough so he turned back and flipped his mic back on, “It appears that there was an explosion in the impound yard, possibly related to the raids the PD were running all last night, more details on that tonight at ten here on… holy shit!” 
 
    The blurted profanity was shocked from his throat before he could think about it, other than to be very glad indeed that they were running a delay back at the station otherwise that little outburst would have cost the station a pretty penny. 
 
    “Police have surrounded the entry to the impound lot and I believe that’s gunfire I’m seeing below… men inside the lot have returned fire, it looks intense down there!” 
 
    Two groups of shooters were pouring fire at each other, sheltering behind cars and whatever else they could find. 
 
    “This has to be one of the most daring daylight robberies in Houston history, ladies and gentlemen,” The reporter went on, calling the action as he saw it both with his own eyes and in the monitor that was showing what was going out live. “A group of men have taken control of the Police Impound Yard and are in a shootout with the responding officers. I believe I see bodies on the ground, so it looks bad down there.” 
 
    “Carl, can you get any closer?” He asked the pilot, covering the mic this time. 
 
    The pilot nodded, easing the collective and throttle down and bringing the chopper lower. 
 
    “Hey get that guy, will you! Yeah, the one just walking right out in the open,” The reporter said quickly before he uncovered his mic and went on to the viewers, “We’re seeing someone walking out in the open now, approaching the gate to the impound. This might be the start of negotiations… Oh jesus Christ!” 
 
    A wall of fire roared out from the outstretched hands of the man they were focusing on, sweeping across the road and slamming into the police cruisers arrayed there like the hand of god. The cruisers were blown off their tires and rolled over on top of the cops sheltering behind them, crushing any that might have survived the blast itself. 
 
    The fighting ended in that single moment, and even through the steady beat of the helicopter’s rotors and the drone of the engine, it felt to the reporter like an ominous silence had descended as the smoke shifted and began to settle. 
 
    Into that deeply felt sense of silence, the reporter just murmured softly into the limply held microphone. 
 
    “What the hell was that? Did he… throw a wall of fire? What did I just see?” 
 
    The man who’d somehow flung fire and fury at the police below paused and looked up at them, causing the pilot to change his mind about flying so low and the chopper’s engine whined as it climbed again. 
 
    *****  
 
    Jeremy skidded to a stop as he spotted the gunfire, shocked into immobility for a moment. 
 
    Holy crap, it’s a real shootout! 
 
    He stared for a moment, then his eyes lit up. 
 
    Awesome! 
 
    He approached a little more cautiously, though, because he knew he couldn’t outrun a bullet… or, at least, he didn’t think he could… and he wasn’t eager to try and find out he was right. 
 
    He watched the police exchange fire with the robbers or whatever they were for a moment, silently rooting on the police until his attention was caught by a man striding calmly out into the middle of the fight with seemingly no care for his own life. 
 
    What’s he going to… oh… my… 
 
    Jeremy was moving before he even came close to finishing the thought, the wall of fire was sweeping across the street right at the police cruisers as the world slowed down around him while he ran. 
 
    He reached the cops ahead of the wall of fire and grabbed the first one by the back of his uniform, praying as he spun around and pulled the officer off the ground and away from the car. He kept the man’s neck from swinging around too much, but mostly just prayed that he wasn’t doing more harm than good as he sought out somewhere to stash the man. 
 
    There just wasn’t much cover nearby, however, so Jeremy settled for a nearby parking area and bolted to stash the officer behind a truck before turning around and racing back. 
 
    The wall of flames had gotten a lot closer during that maneuver, so he had to think fast. 
 
    Jeremy grabbed the next officer and spun with him, slinging him into the air with a force that surprised him but he didn’t have time to think as he ran over to the next and repeated the action. 
 
    Thank god there’s only four! 
 
    He raced to the last officer as the wall of flame contacted the cruiser, grabbing the officer and just hauling ass in the other direction as the police car was turned to crumpled wreckage and thrown into the air. 
 
    Depositing the last officer beside the first, Jeremy quickly looked for and raced over to the two that were still in the air and grabbed them both to slow them down and bring them to as safe a landing as he could next to the others. 
 
    Time returned to normal around him as the explosion and crash of the car rolling over and smashing across the street echoed around them. 
 
    “Are you guys ok?” He blurted, eyes wide as he looked at the burns on the cops and their uniforms where he’d grabbed them. 
 
    “What happened?” One of them groaned, reaching up to hold his neck. “I feel like I was just hit by a truck.” 
 
    “Close,” Jeremy nodded, pointing, “You were just missed by your own car.” 
 
    The officers looked over and paled as they saw the wrecked cruisers, burning where they’d been a moment earlier. 
 
    “What hit it? A rocket launcher?” One asked. 
 
    “Don’t know, but it came from him,” Jeremy said as he looked over the hood of the truck at the man who was now smirking up at the sky where a helicopter was climbing away from them. 
 
    The groaning officers risked looking over the truck, eyes wide as they saw the man turn from them toward the Police HQ building just down the street, reaching his hands up to the skies as a glow of burning flames grew between him. 
 
    “What. The. Fuck?” 
 
    Jeremy glanced sideways at the cop, eyes wide, but he said nothing since he supposed now was as good a time to curse as any. 
 
    The wave of fire that erupted out this time was ten times bigger and it swept across the path to the police building, cars exploding and flying around like they were caught in a tornado as it passed. The wave of flame slammed into the police building, blowing windows in from the force and shattering everything in its path. 
 
    “Uh…” Jeremy said, a horrified expression on his face, “How many people were in there?” 
 
    *****  
 
    “… Breaking news from Houston’s own KHOU traffic report,” The radio said as Alex drove, the station he was listening to abruptly cutting off the music, “Armed gunmen have taken control of the Houston impound lot and police lockup building on Washington Avenue…” 
 
    Alex whistled, that was ballsy in the extreme. 
 
    He wasn’t familiar with the area exactly, but he was pretty certain that the impound lot had to be close to some major backup which meant that anyone trying to pull that off had to be certifiable or really sure of themselves. 
 
    Quite likely both. 
 
    “The gunmen exchanged fire with police personnel briefly before using some sort of weapon that flung a wall of fire at the police cruisers, presumably killing the four officers engaging them, and then turning that weapon on the local police department. Casualties are unknown at the moment…” 
 
    Wall of flame? 
 
    He couldn’t think of anything that would do that. Did they mean a rocket launcher? Maybe a thermobaric grenade? 
 
    A dark thought struck him then, though and Alex’ knuckles whitened as he hit the phone switch on his steering wheel. 
 
    “Call Colonel Pierson.” 
 
    The Hellcat’s computer pulled his phone database over the Bluetooth connection and quickly made the connection. 
 
    “Colonel Pierson’s Office…” 
 
    “Hale. Put the Colonel on.” 
 
    There was a brief silence before Pierson’s voice came back. 
 
    “I assume you’re watching the news,” She asked. 
 
    “Listening, I’m in the car. Is it them?” 
 
    “We think so, yes. The footage the traffic chopper isn’t conclusive, but it appears that one of the men just… threw a wall of fire at the police cruisers.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “Houston PD is calling up everyone they can, but they’re stretched thin right now, most of their crews were out all night. It’s going to take them time to get a significant force on site, the national guard has already offered help on my advice but…” 
 
    “But the Mayor doesn’t have the slightest clue what’s going on, and he turned them down because why the hell would he let the National guard stomp all over the city over an armed robbery, am I right?” 
 
    “More or less, yes.” 
 
    “I’m going,” Alex said, pushing the foot down on the accelerator, speeding the car past the 80 miles per hour limit and heading north of a hundred. 
 
    “Captain, don’t be stupid. It’s three hours to Houston, you’ll never get there in time. 
 
    “I could do it in one.” 
 
    “Captain…” Pierson growled. 
 
    Hale swore, knowing that she had a point. Even one hour was likely to be far too much. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea, I’ll call you back.” He said, killing the connection. 
 
    “Wha-?” Pierson’s voice was cut off as Alex hit the call button again. 
 
    “Call Iverson.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Private Airfield, near Fort Hood 
 
    The Pirelli tires of the Hellcat crunched on the gravel scattered over the tarmac as the car came to a stop and the driver’s door swung open. 
 
    Hale got out quickly and waved to the man already approaching his white challenger, swinging the door shut after tripping the latch release on the trunk. 
 
    “Hale, you crazy leatherneck, what the hell are you up to that makes you call me out of the blue like that?” 
 
    “Hey Frank,” Alex greeted as he walked around to the trunk and pulled it open. “I need a ride, in a hurry and it has to be fast.” 
 
    Frank Iverson came to a stop as Alex pulled a tan duffel from the car, along with a shooters bag and hesitated but only for a moment. 
 
    “You in again?” He asked. 
 
    “No, this is more along the lines of personal business mixed with some contracting,” Alex said, “I’ll put you in touch with an Army Colonel who’ll vouch, if you want.” 
 
    “It’s you man, I’ll fly you wherever you need to go,” Frank said simply, “I just want to know how much trouble I’m buying in the process.” 
 
    “Nothing from the authorities,” Alex said, slamming the trunk down. “We’re going to Houston.” 
 
    “Whoa, the shootout?” Frank asked as they started walking away from the car as the doors locked. 
 
    “You’ve heard?” 
 
    “It’s on every damn station across the whole state, of course I’ve heard. What business do you have there?” 
 
    “They’re using munitions they shouldn’t have,” Alex hedged, “I need eyes on, and it has to be fast.” 
 
    “Fastest I’ve got,” Frank confirmed, leading the way. “We’re taking the Airbus H155. I usually reserve it for oil tycoons, you lucky leatherneck you. It’ll still take us twenty minutes to get there… that’s a long time in a firefight, man.” 
 
    “I know. Have to try.” 
 
    “Alright. Let’s get loaded up,” Frank said, nodding to the pack Alex had, “Anything you want to stow?” 
 
    “Just my fatigues and my sidearm here, man.” 
 
    “I thought you said you weren’t in,” Frank said flatly. 
 
    “I’m not, I was heading to Fort Hood for some tests when this came out over the radio. Contracting, remember?” 
 
    “Right. Ok, let’s move.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Houston 
 
    Jeremy risked a look over the truck as the cops beside him mostly stayed pretty still and groaned a lot. He hoped that he hadn’t hurt them too much, jerking them around the way he had, but it had to be better than being crushed by their own squad cars, right? 
 
    “Keep your head down, kid,” The closest said, “You don’t want any of what they’re dishing out.” 
 
    Jeremy snorted, “No kidding… these guys, they look familiar.” 
 
    “They’re wearing Blood Eagle colors,” another cop said from where he was slumped. “I guess they’re the escapees from Walker County. Goddamn bikers.” 
 
    Jeremy froze, a chill running through his blood right down his spine. 
 
    “Bikers?” He asked, shuddering involuntarily. “The ones from… from the attack on the convention grounds?” 
 
    “Yeah, you remember that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jeremy nodded, sick to his stomach of a sudden, “I remember that.” 
 
    He couldn’t imagine forgetting it, anymore than he knew Sasha would be able to, try however hard she might. That night was burned into his mind in a way nothing else ever could be. 
 
    More importantly, though, Jeremy now had a much better idea of how the biker had thrown that wall of fire. If he had been changed, then it seemed possible that others from that night could have been as well. 
 
    They could be like him. 
 
    “Crap, there’s a couple of them coming this way, anyone still have their guns?” The farthest cop said urgently. 
 
    “No, we all lost them back there when… whatever happened.” 
 
    Jeremy clenched his fists, “I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, kid. Stay down, they’re armed to the teeth.” 
 
    Jeremy laughed, a dry and humorless sound even to his own ears. Maybe it sounded different to the others, but he doubted it. He crouched down and picked up a couple chunks of broken asphalt from the closest pothole in the unkept parking area. 
 
    “Relax,” He tried to sound more confident than he felt, “They won’t even see me coming.” 
 
    “Kid… don’t be…” The cop trailed off in shock as he found himself talking to air, “What the hell?” 
 
    *****  
 
    Jeremy ran out from behind the truck and focused on the two approaching gunmen, a reasonably hefty slab of asphalt in each hand as he broke into a sprint right at the pair. 
 
    As he closed the range, Jeremy simply lifted his hands up until they were about chest height and bolted right between the two men, letting go of the asphalt on his way by. Each chunk of material slammed into the chests of the two as they approached the place the injured cops were hiding, as Jeremy ran back around and skidded to a stop behind the truck. 
 
    Time returned to normal around him as he risked a peek and watched as the pair of gunmen were lifted clear off their feet and blasted backwards by the impact of the asphalt. Their guns clattered to the ground as they were slammed back and sent sprawling to the ground where they didn’t move. 
 
    Jeremy felt his mouth dry up as he stared, “Did… did I kill them?” 
 
    The cops beside him stared, wide eyed between him and the two unmoving gunmen. 
 
    “Kid,” The closest croaked out, “How’d you do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jeremy shook his head, white faced. “I mean… I know, but I don’t. You know?” 
 
    “Kid… Kid!” The cop hissed urgently, “snap out of it. You did good, whatever you did, it was good. Those guys were going to kill you and us if they spotted us. You did good.” 
 
    Jeremy stared at his hand as he clenched his fist, his arm shaking, until the cop grabbed his arm and pulled it down. Jeremy turned to stare at him, noting that the officer was wincing in pain but staring seriously back. 
 
    “Breathe kid,” The officer ordered, “deep breaths, listen to me. You did good. Probably saved our lives there… and, I’m guessing here, but I’m thinking it wasn’t the first time today you did that. Just take deep breaths.” 
 
    Jeremy nodded, following the instructions. 
 
    “Sorry,” He croaked out finally. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, kid,” The cop said, “look we don’t have time to deal with this right now. I don’t know what you did, or how you did it, but can you get over to the station and get back here with rifles for us?” 
 
    Jeremy glanced over to the building that was still burning, “But… it’s on fire.” 
 
    “Just the west side, the entrance is on the other side of the building and while I’m sure they’re pretty damn occupied in there right now, most of the station will be intact and alright.” The officer told him. “Other stations will be scrambling response, but it’ll take time. We need to be armed. Can you help?” 
 
    Jeremy swallowed, nodding, “Yes.” 
 
    “Ok, go.” 
 
    He went, vanishing in a puff of wind to the shock of the officers despite what they’d already seen. 
 
    “Jesus, Mike, what the hell is going on?” 
 
    Mike Donner, the officer who’d taken the time to calm down the kid, shook his head. “I don’t know, I’m half thinking this is a nightmare I’m going to wake up from.” 
 
    “If you do,” the other officer snorted, “call and wake me up as soon you can.” 
 
    The four chuckled painfully. It wasn’t a good joke, but at that moment it was the funniest thing any of them had ever heard. 
 
    *****  
 
    The officer was right, the fire and destruction hadn’t reached to the other side of the building as Jeremy let himself in by running between an exiting woman and the closing door. There was certainly enough smoke, though, pouring back through the building from the fires. 
 
    He paused in the lobby, looking around for a moment before vanishing again as he searched for rifles he could grab. 
 
    He found them in a cabinet in a room in the smokier part of the building and was relieved to note that while they would normally have been locked up tight the door was currently wide open and about half of the racks in the cabinet were empty. The whole place was in complete chaos, and it looked like someone had grabbed some guns in a rush and left the cabinet open in their wake. 
 
    Jeremy didn’t really care what the story was, he just grabbed the black rifles up in his arms and sprinted back out of the room. 
 
    Navigating with his arms full was an interesting problem to solve, especially when it came to getting through doors at speed, but he managed to make his way out through the lobby and right back out the door he’d come in. He accelerated to full speed once outside and skidded to a halt a few ticks of the clock later beside the four officers. 
 
    The one who’d calmed him down started, but recovered fastest and took the weapons from him, checking them over briefly. 
 
    “Magazines, kid?” He asked, pointing to the empty receivers in the rifles. 
 
    “Oh, sorry. Be right back,” Jeremy blushed, bolting away. 
 
    Magazines and boxes of ammo were easier, but only cause stole someone’d gym bag to stuff them in. The resulting weight was shockingly heavy, but he was able to manage it. Everything went pretty well, right up until he skidded to a stop, when the weight in the gym bag turned out to be more than the rip-stop nylon could handle and the boxes of ammo and spare mages tore through the bottom and scattered across the parking lot. 
 
    “Damn it!” Jeremy swore, “Sorry, didn’t think that would happen.” 
 
    “It’s alright, we’ll make do,” The cop promised as he grabbed up a magazine from the ground and brushed it off, checking that it was loaded before he slapped it into the rifle. “Better than we had, just remember for the next time.” 
 
    Jeremy nodded, helping pick up the scattered bullets that had broken out of a couple boxes. Most had, thankfully, stayed contained but it was still a pain. He hadn’t realized just how much his slowing down would affect the things he was carrying. He would definitely have to be more careful about that. 
 
    The cops loaded the rifles, rolling over to peer out under the truck as they moved their rifles into position. 
 
    The two men Jeremy had taken down were still down and unmoving, though whether that meant dead or unconscious none of them knew, but they were starting to attract attention. 
 
    Easily a dozen or more heavily armed guys swarmed out from behind the covered fence around the depot, checking the pair quickly while they covered the area. 
 
    “Fire on three.” Mike Donner said as he pulled the bolt back to chamber a round. 
 
    The other three officers nodded, prepping their rifles. 
 
    Jeremy’s eyes widened like saucers as the three count silently went by and the four officers opened up with the rifles he’d brought them. 
 
    Using the truck as cover and concealment, the four police officers stroked the triggers of their rifles in rapid fire, tracking and opening fire as quickly as they could as the gang members dove for cover and scrambled to return fire. 
 
    “Get out of here, kid,” Mike ordered, “You did what you could, leave it to us now!” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Get out of here!” the cop screamed over the firing of his weapon. 
 
    Jeremy glared rebelliously, but a rattling of ricochets around them startled him into obeying and he vanished in a burst of wind and dust. 
 
    “Damn stubborn kids.” 
 
    “He saved out butts from the attack earlier, didn’t he?” one of the others between shots. 
 
    “Not his job, bad enough he had to do it once. Let’s not ask him to do our jobs,” Mike replied as he fired through his magazine. “This is no place for a kid, no matter what he can do.” 
 
    None of the others were going to argue with that. 
 
    *****  
 
    There was no chance that Jeremy was going to give up and just leave. 
 
    Nu-uh, not gonna happen. 
 
    He got a bit of a distance away from the field of fire, though, and took stock of the situation before deciding on his next course. 
 
    Just running into the fight seemed more than a little stupid this time, what with people on both sides just pouring gun fire into one another. He was fast, but Jeremy didn’t think he had much of a chance of dodging bullets. Just by sheer luck, something was going to hit him if he tried running through that firestorm. 
 
    That didn’t leave him completely out of it, though, not by a long shot. 
 
    From a safer distance, Jeremy scouted around until he had a nice supply of ammunition… mostly chunks of asphalt as he’d used before, a few larger stones, a couple bricks… basically whatever he could find that he figured would suit. 
 
    While the shooting was raging, Jeremy lined up from down the street and picked up one of the bricks as his first projectile, features set firmly as he steadied himself before launching down the road at as fast a sprint as he could manage. He wound up in mid-run and let fly, not bothering to watch the brick go as he looped back around and picked up another projectile on the run and repeated the whole process. 
 
    Three of his projectiles were in the air before the first one landed. 
 
    *****  
 
    The sudden hail of gunfire took out three club pledges before anyone knew what the hell was going on. 
 
    Not that they were any great loss, just pledges who hadn’t shown any sign of interesting changes, but they belonged to the club. That meant whoever took them out had to pay. 
 
    The others in the group took cover first, of course, but it was only a matter of seconds before the flashes of fire from under a truck in the parking area across the road revealed the hiding place of their foes and they aimed their Chinese assault rifles and returned fire. 
 
    It was hard to see if they were hitting anything, of course, but the volume of fire was impressive as hell. That felt great, right up to the point where a freaking bomb went off behind them and everyone jumped near out of the skin. 
 
    Twisting to look at the source of the sound, all anyone saw was a cloud of dust and a hole in the cinderblock wall of the building behind them. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Another of the pledges managed to ask just before he was struck by something and taken clean off his feet. 
 
    After that two more objects hammered into the middle of the ground, laying out members of the club with the force of a small grenade going off. 
 
    “Those ain’t gunshots!” 
 
    Marcus King glowered as he strode forward, hands shimmering slightly as though the air around them was heated to the point of refracting light. He looked around briefly, spotting the truck the gunfire was coming from and decided to settle the obvious problem first. 
 
    “Arrrgh!” He screamed, dropping to one knee and slamming his fists down into the ground, causing the road to tremble and buckle under the force of the strike. 
 
    The shockwave expanded out from his position, radiating in a growing cone until it intersected the truck and pitched it into the air as the ground heaved under it. The bikers laughed as they saw the cops stumbled around and scramble as they tried to get to their feet and simultaneously get clear of the truck as it was rocked around threateningly above them. 
 
    Marcus, however, spotted something else. 
 
    The edge of the cone of destruction that had come from his power had caught someone he’d somehow not seen earlier. A kid came out of nowhere, hitting the ground in a sprawl and bouncing around the torn-up asphalt as he came to a rough stop that looked painful. 
 
    “See to the pigs,” Marcus ordered, waving the others forward now that the shockwave had dispersed. He ignored them and made his way to where the boy was laying, clearly stunned, and dropped to a crouch. “Now where the hell did you come from, kid? I know you weren’t out here a minute ago.” 
 
    Among other things, you’d have to be suicidal to be hanging around in the middle of a shootout like that. 
 
    It was an unknown, and Marcus really didn’t much like unknowns. A few of his brothers wouldn’t like killing kids, but Marcus wasn’t a squeamish sort. He wouldn’t lose any sleep over it, one way or the other. 
 
    “Sorry, kid, you’re a loose end.” Marcus said as he clenched his fists and sneered down at the boy who was just starting to shake off the stunned look on his face, powering up for another hit. 
 
    Before he could manage anything, however, something slammed into him with enough force that he thought he’d been hit by a dump truck. 
 
    Marcus flew across the driveway to the impound lot, slamming into the wall of the building with enough force to crack the cement and leave him seeing stars as he fell to the ground on his knees, spitting up blood. He blinked away the tears as he struggled to get his breath back, unable to quite believe how hard he’d just been hit nor how much it hurt. 
 
    He hadn’t felt pain like it since that night. 
 
    Through blurry eyes he looked up, eyes widening in shock as he saw a girl standing there with flame rising from her fists and lifting her hair in wafting currents. 
 
    “That’s my BROTHER,” She snarled. “You stay away from him!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Sasha was cursing Jeremy five ways to Sunday as she panted while running after the little blurry pest. He’d gone off, racing toward a fire of all things, like he knew how to fight fires. She ran after him as best she could, but she wasn’t some superhuman speed freak and, if she were being brutally honest, she needed to work out more. 
 
    At least she knew where he was going, and it was easy enough to track. The billowing smoke was a pretty good compass point, after all, but it still took her several long minutes before she staggered around a corner and into view of the burning building. 
 
    “Oh wow, it’s the police station. What happened there?” She wondered, now moving forward a little slower as she felt the blood roaring in her ears. 
 
    Her attention was focused on the fire so, when the gunshots tore the air asunder, Sasha near jumped clean out of her skin and dove to high behind a parked car. She’d heard that sound before and had no desire to find out any of the bullets were coming for her the hard way. 
 
    After a few seconds she looked warily up and around, spotting men with guns firing at a truck or something. It wasn’t at her, so she breathed a little easier and edged out for a better look. 
 
    At first she didn’t know what they had against the truck they were blowing to pieces, but it quickly became clear that there were other’s firing back from the cover of the vehicle, and Sasha started to get scared again. What where the odds, she wondered, at being caught in two shootouts in such a short period? 
 
    They couldn’t be particularly high, but somehow she… and Jeremy!... had just done it. 
 
    Jeremy, you little asshole! You’re not supposed to run toward fires! 
 
    She stayed under cover, not about to put herself at risk if she could avoid it and hoping that her idiot little brother would be smart enough to do the same now that he knew it wasn’t just some fire. Try as she might she couldn’t see him, but she was well aware that didn’t mean much at the moment. 
 
    Sasha felt her eyes go as wide as saucers when one of the men across the road stepped out and suddenly slammed his hands into the ground, which appeared to cause some kind of Earthquake! 
 
    She supposed that she would have been more stunned by that, if only her idiot little brother hadn’t apparently tripped over the quake and went bouncing along the road like a demented super ball until he came to a groaning halt against some buckled asphalt. 
 
    Jeremy, you IDIOT! 
 
    Sasha was already moving without thinking about it, her fatigue forgotten as she saw the big guy who somehow caused an earthquake, wave men away and headed toward her brother. She sped up as she saw him crouch down and spotted his hands shimmering oddly as he brought them back as though to strike. 
 
    Jeremy was an idiot, but he was her brother. No one was getting away with that if she could help it. 
 
    Sasha saw red. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    She barely noted the change as the world blurred around her and she pulled back her arm like her father had taught her once, letting fly with a haymaker style punch that landed right on target. The big guy lifted clean off his feet and flew backwards over thirty feet before slamming into a wall. 
 
    “That’s my BROTHER,” She said, trying to ignore the shock she was feeling, “You stay away from him!” 
 
    “Sis?” 
 
    Sasha glanced down, “Are you ok?” 
 
    “I’ll live, I think.” Jeremy said, eyes wide as he looked up at her, “Uh… did you know you’re on fire?” 
 
    “What?” Sasha looked down, her breath hitching as she saw the flames licking at her arms and body. 
 
    She couldn’t help it. 
 
    Sasha screamed. 
 
    “Put it out! Put it out!” She patted desperately at herself, though the fires refused to be extinguished. 
 
    “Sis! Calm down! Are you burning?” 
 
    “Of course I’m burning! Can’t you see the fire!?” 
 
    “I mean does it hurt?” Jeremy asked sharply, “I don’t see any smoke, and your clothes look ok…” 
 
    Sasha was breathing heavily as she considered that but realized that it didn’t hurt, and she didn’t seem to be actually burning. 
 
    “I… I think I’m ok.” She said after a moment. 
 
    “That’s great, now that the panic attack if over, can we get out of here!?” Jeremy demanded, gesturing around them. 
 
    She looked around, suddenly noting all the men with guns who were staring at them in shock. 
 
    “Uh… yeah, that seems like a good idea.” Sasha admitted. 
 
    Unfortunately, their attempt to leave proved to be the impetus needed to snap the gunmen out of their surprise. 
 
    “Kill those brats!” The guy Sasha had struck ordered from where he was stumbling to his feet. 
 
    Sasha saw her life flash in front of her eyes as all those guns swung on her, which took depressingly little time. She heard Jeremy mumble something under his breath as he grabbed her, and then the world flashed in front of her eyes. 
 
    In an instant she was standing down the block, eyes swinging to the source of gunfire as the men poured bullets through the air where she and Jeremy had been standing. 
 
    “Ouch.” She said, suddenly feeling like she’d been thrown physically around at high speed… which, was what actually just happened she supposed as she looked at Jeremy. “I thought you didn’t want to risk touching people?” 
 
    “Had to with the cops earlier, seemed like the time to take a chance too,” He said as he turned to look back. “You really clobbered that guy, Sis.” 
 
    “I… don’t know what came over me.” She admitted. 
 
    “It was awesome!” Jeremy told her, eyes gleaming, “and the fire looks great!” 
 
    She scowled down at herself, “How do I make it stop?” 
 
    “No idea!” He grinned at her. 
 
    Shouting caught their attention and the pair realized quickly that they’d been spotted by the gunmen. 
 
    Just as they were about to run, however, more gunfire roared from another direction. Jeremy and Sash ducked down into a crouch but realized quickly that it wasn’t directed at them at all. Instead it was coming from a SWAT truck that was trailing an armored personnel carrier that was rolling down the road toward the gunmen. 
 
    “Cool! Check them out!” 
 
    “Jer, you’re an idiot. Keep your head down.” 
 
    *****  
 
    In the air, Heading for Houston 
 
    Alex was listening to the radio as he got into his fatigues, not liking… and honestly having a hard time believing… what he was hearing. 
 
    The poor traffic guy sounded like he was having a stroke or something as he described the scene, clearly out of his depth and not wanting to sound insane… but failing miserably. 
 
    “I know how this sounds,” the KHOU traffic reporter said, his tone clearly doubting his own words, “but it looks like a… flaming teenage girl just punched one of the gunmen into a brick wall. Please tell me have video on that?” 
 
    Apparently they did, because the studio anchor was on the air a moment later. 
 
    “We’re seeing it here, Ted, I don’t know what I’m looking at either. Just stay on it, alright?” 
 
    It wasn’t the most professional of newcasts he’d ever heard, but being completely out of their depth gave the report a genuine sense that he’d not heard often either. The lack of the slick polish the news normally put over everything was refreshing, if he were honest about it. 
 
    Alex finished buckling his gunbelt on over his camo gear while Frank looked back at him. 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling you know more about this than you said?” The pilot asked him dryly. 
 
    “Cause you’re smarter than the average flyboy, Iverson?” Alex responded as he grabbed his LWH helmet and slung it easily over his head with the goggles still perched on it. He left them in place and instead grabbed a pair of ruby shooters ballistic sunglasses from a pack and put them on. “Just get me there, ok?” 
 
    “People are blowing up the street with their barehands, getting punched through walls by teenage girls, and god knows what else… and you want to land in the middle of it,” Iverson rolled his eyes, “Jesus, Alex.” 
 
    “Hoo rah, Squid.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Houston Gunfight 
 
    “What the fuck is going on…” 
 
    Mickey paused in his exclamation as he stormed out, spotting the problem in a moment. 
 
    It was pretty hard to miss a 16 ton surplused US Army Stryker barreling down on your position, after all. 
 
    “Jesus. Why do the cops even have one of those?” Mickey laughed under his breath as he tensed and charged up his own little ability, discovered shortly after Warren’s revelations. 
 
    Mickey punched his fists out, a pulse of energy erupted out from them and warping the air as it traveled down along the path between himself and the Stryker. The pulse struck the armored vehicle on the leading edge of the wedge shaped forward armor and slammed the nose down into the pavement. 
 
    The back of the striker lifted up as the momentum of the APC was such that it continued forward even as front was stopped dead in place. The heavy vehicle flipped through the air as Mickey strode forward, ignoring it as he glared around at the tattered looking remains of the force they’d left outside. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you people?” He demanded, “Fucking kill everyone and everything in the area!” 
 
    They jumped to obey as he looked around, absently sending a pulse up into the nearby parking garage. The explosion of the blast hitting the roof through a screaming man with a rifle flying through the air, a scream that was silenced by the thudding sound of the man slamming into the ground five floors below. 
 
    Mickey didn’t pay any attention as he found Marcus. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I got clocked by a little girl,” Marcus said, holding his jaw tenderly as he gestured behind him with his other hand. “She slammed me into the wall from thirty feet back.” 
 
    Mickey blinked at him, “A little girl?” 
 
    Marcus nodded. 
 
    “Hit you so hard you flew thirty feet and left a fucking dent in the wall?” 
 
    Marcus just nodded again. 
 
    Mickey sighed, hanging his head, “Tell me you fucking killed her at least?” 
 
    Marcus shook his head this time, “Can’t do it. Her brother grabbed her, I think. Pretty sure the little punk can teleport.” 
 
    “Great,” Mickey grumbled. 
 
    He’d know that they weren’t the only ones who’d been caught that night, of course. Whatever happened, it hadn’t been all that picky about who was affected. Most of the people there were from the clubs, and their hangers on of course, but he knew for a fact that there had been at least a couple cops and a bunch of civilians. 
 
    “I guess we just found some others affected the same as we were,” He said finally, accepting it as just one more odd thing in his new life. “Go fucking kill them, Marcus.” 
 
    “You got it, Mickey.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Jeremy watched in horror as the APC was blasted into the air like it was a radio control toy or something, shocked but unable to imagine what he could possibly do to even begin to affect that much weight. 
 
    The moment of indecision nearly cost him as a renewed barrage of gunfire tore through the air in their direction, but Sasha tackled him to the ground and they rolled behind a cement barrier and sheltered there as the bullets rained down around them. 
 
    “They just… killed them.” Jeremy mumbled out, shaking. 
 
    “They’re bad guys, Jer, I thought you’d figured that out already!” Sasha said, exasperated. 
 
    “I did! But still, there were people in there…” 
 
    “I really don’t think they care,” She said, rolling her eyes. “Are you ok?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so.” Jeremy risked looking out from behind the barrier and quickly ducked back, paling. “Oh crap.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The big guy you clocked is coming this way.” 
 
    Sasha paled, “Crap!” 
 
    “He doesn’t look happy.” 
 
    They both felt, rather than heard, a rumble through the ground, and this time it was Jeremy’s turn to grab his sister and throw them clear as the very earth shook and heaved and tried to swallow them whole as the concrete barrier suddenly vanished into a sinkhole that opened up where they’d been. 
 
    *****  
 
    Marcus stomped forward after unleashing another reverberating blast to sink the concrete barrier the two annoying kids had hidden behind. He was grinning as he watched the scramble for more cover, but there was nothing they could hide behind that he couldn’t shake into dust. 
 
    After that night, he’d thought it was all over. For him, and for the club. It had been the worst night of his life, and there were a few solid contenders for that prior to that nightmare too. He still woke up in cold sweats, half remembered nightmares plaguing him, but it was all worth it. 
 
    Like some of the others, with more changing every day it seemed, he’d come out of it better. 
 
    They were all healthy, of course. That was a change they all noticed, even the oldest members of the club. He felt better than he every had, even before the powers came to him. Once he realized what he could do, well… nightmares were a small price to pay. 
 
    “Here kiddy kiddy kiddy,” He mockingly called, “Tell you what, hold still and I’ll make it quick!” 
 
    The boy’s head popped up, looking ticked off. 
 
    “You want quick!?” The boy snapped at him as the girl tried to pull him back. “I’ll show you quick!” 
 
    The boy kicked at something on the ground and a chunk of cement from something he’d destroyed flew up into the air as the boy seemed to blur. 
 
    Marcus just barely had time to widen his eyes before the chunk of cement slammed into his chest and flung him back off his feet. He hit the ground hard, groaning as his lungs were emptied of air by the shock of the strike and he gasped as best he could, trying to draw in oxygen. 
 
    That fucking little brat! 
 
    *****  
 
    “Ha!” Jeremy crowed, “I’ll show you who’ll end this quickly, you big jackass!” 
 
    “Stop taunting the psychopath, Jer!” Sasha reproached him, slapping her little brother on the back of the head. “We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “Ow! What was that for?” 
 
    “For being an idiot,” She told him as she dragged him away from where the guy he’d laid out was getting up again. “Come on before he recovers!” 
 
    “Not so fast you brats!” 
 
    “Ha!” Jeremy crowed, pulling free from her grasp as he turned back to the guy attacking them. “You need to learn not to give me straight lines like that, I’ll show you fast!” 
 
    He blurred into action, but almost instantly lost his footing as the ground rumbled and heaved around them, skidding to the ground in front of the sneering man who was looking down at him. 
 
    “So, you got speed, huh kid?” The guy asked, maintaining the shaking of the ground as he stomped forward. “Nice. Too bad it’s so easy to take your footing out from under you.” 
 
    He was standing over Jeremy in a moment, before he could recover, lifting his hands high as the air now shook as roughly as the ground was. 
 
    Sasha rushed in again, fists flaming with renewed energy, only he was expecting her this time and countered first with a fist to her chest that felt like it shook the fillings from her teeth as she was lifted into the air and thrown through the air back down the street. 
 
    “Sash!” Jeremy screamed, struggling to his feet only to be hammered back into the ground by a blow from above. 
 
    “Stay down you little shit.” 
 
    Jeremy groaned, unable to move as the pain of the blow coursed through him. 
 
    *****  
 
    Mickey looked around in satisfaction at the current state of things. 
 
    They would have to move, however, because it would be clear in short order that the local cops wouldn’t be able to hold them and that was the point that someone would call for big guns as reinforcements. Maybe the Mayor, maybe the Governor, it didn’t matter much. He didn’t want to tangle with the National Guard if he could help it. 
 
    He had no doubt that they could give a good accounting of themselves, especially if they kept the fighting in the city, but that wasn’t the plan. 
 
    Thankfully it’ll be almost impossible for even the guard to get enough serious firepower together in time to stop us. 
 
    He was turning to go back in to check on Warren and the others when the sound of the traffic copter above them caught his attention. 
 
    Mickey looked up, grimacing. 
 
    Best give them all second thoughts about following too close from the air, he decided as he extended his fists upward and felt the energy within him pulse out. 
 
    The blast rippled out from his hands, traveling at high speed into the air, and slammed into the helicopter with enough force to shear off the tail rotor. Mickey watched as it spiraled, smoking, away and nodded with satisfaction at the job well done. 
 
    *****  
 
    Airspace over Houston 
 
    “Holy shit!” Frank Iverson was no stranger to hostile airspace, but as he watched the news chopper spiral into the city below he was swearing up a storm. 
 
    In his Navy days he’d seen plenty of hostile space of all sorts, but there was a difference between that and this, and he was not happy with the current situation at all. 
 
    “Get me down there.” 
 
    “Are you mental, you dumb leatherneck?” Frank turned to glare at Alex, “They just took down a chopper! This is a ten million dollar civilian bird! We don’t have little things like armor or countermeasures, Hale!” 
 
    “Just as close as you can!” Alex shouted back, expression set. 
 
    “What do you think you’re going to do with that little popgun of yours anyway?” Frank demanded, nodding to the FN-57 on Hale’s hip. “They’ve got AA and Anti-armor, at least, based on the news reports! Let the cops call in the National Guard!” 
 
    Hale just stared back at him until he folded. 
 
    Frank refocused on the flying, shaking his head, “Fine, you crazy ass Marine. I’ll get you as close as I can.” 
 
    “Thanks Squid,” Alex said, smiling slightly as he slipped into the back, pausing only to clap a hand on the pilot’s shoulder. “Really. Thanks.” 
 
    Frank shook his head, “Don’t mention it. Seriously, don’t. My insurance won’t just cancel my policy if they find out I was anywhere near here voluntarily, they’ll put out a hit out on me!” 
 
    Alex laughed as Frank brought the chopper in low and fast, keeping below the buildings as much as he could in order to stay clear of the enemy anti-aircraft weapons, whatever they were. He’d not flown like this in a long time and, as much as he’d deny it, it felt good to be flying at the edge of the envelope again. 
 
    Only a few dozen feet over the tops of cars, he swung in over a brewing company and got lower as he followed Washington Avenue East towards the fighting. The patrons at a steakhouse stared at them as they passed, then a set of apartment builds flashed by. 
 
    “We’re coming up at the intersection of Houston and Washington, I’m going to do a touch and go there!” He called over his shoulder, “Be ready!” 
 
    “Good to go!” 
 
    The intersection was on them fast, and Frank kept an eye out for powerlines as he hit the power and tilted the nose up to bring the chopper to a hard stop in mid-air before settling it a dozen feet or so off the ground and started to ease in. 
 
    The door opened behind him momentarily, then slid shut again. 
 
    Still ten feet off the ground, Frank felt the chopper rock slightly as Alex jumped. He checked out the side, seeing the Marine on the ground below, and waggled the bird slightly before he put the power to it again and pull up and around hard. 
 
    “Good luck, you crazy leatherneck.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Alex ran down the street, coming to a stop next to the wrecked APC. A cop was pulling himself out of the escape hatch, looking pretty badly messed up. Alex paused to help him out. 
 
    “Is there anyone else inside?” He asked as he set the man down by the side of the street. 
 
    “No,” The officer shook his head, “We unloaded for the assault. What hit me?” 
 
    “Don’t know, but hold tight ok?” Alex said, patting the man’s shoulder as he got back up and jogged back to the APC, while gaging the fighting still going on. 
 
    The gang members had some cops pinned down, it looked like a few uniforms and some SWAT guys from what Alex could tell. They were all still pretty separated, though, and that gave him an idea. 
 
    He crouched by the APC, covering as he pulled out a Bluetooth headset and put it in his ear as he dialed Fort Hood. 
 
    “Hale for Pierson,” He said simply as he pushed the phone back into his pocket. 
 
    “What are you doing?” The injured officer called from behind him, voice cracking in shock. 
 
    Hale reached under the armor of the APC and groaned as he forced himself back to his feet and brought the creaking and groaning vehicle up with him. 
 
    “Establishing… military… DOMINANCE,” Hale ground out as he hefted the sixteen ton vehicle over his head and threw it down the street right into the closest group of gang members. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    The news van had been rushed out to the scene as quickly as the local station had been able to manage. Their competitors had a traffic chopper on scene first, but Elizabeth Berkley was determined to get the first up close shots from the ground. 
 
    They had come in from the offramp of the 45, circling around to bring the van up Preston Street, setting up just before the burning police station as the gunfire continued to rage just a few hundred feet away. 
 
    “Frame me in the shot,” She said as she took her place, “Ready?” 
 
    The thumbs up was all she needed as she grabbed her mic, “This is Beth Berkley for KRIV news, reporting from the gunfight at the police impound yard at Washington Avenue…” 
 
    She paused as a snarl of gunfire rose above the rest, twisting to see the fighting before going on. 
 
    “As you can see, police have engaged the unknown group and the fighting is ongoing. We’re not sure what the group wanted here, but they clearly brought heavy weapons. Just as we arrived, our colleagues’ from KHOU were shot down. We don’t know the fates of those on board the chopper, and our hopes and wishes go to them and their families.” 
 
    “Something’s happening…” 
 
    She shot a brief scowl at the cameraman for interrupting her, but hid it quickly and turned to see. “What? I don’t see any… what the hell is that!? Get a closer shot!” 
 
    The cameraman pushed in as close as he could, and Beth could hear him swearing in shock. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s a guy… he just… he…” 
 
    “Holy shit!” Beth swore, completely forgetting herself for a moment as she watched a military armored vehicle fly into the fighting, crushing though a group of the gunmen before rolling to a crunching stop. Behind it, where it had come from, wisps of smoke obscured the street slightly but she could just make out someone walking through it. “Push in on him!” 
 
    She needn’t have bothered with that order, the cameraman knew his job well enough to already be there. He’d gotten the shotgun mic equipped and found himself bemused by something he’d not heard in a long time. 
 
    Slowly, he found himself smiling, much to the confusion of Berkley. 
 
    “What are you smiling at? And… is that singing?” 
 
    “No Ma’am,” the cameraman, himself a former Marine, said with some glee evident in his voice, “that is a promise of pain to come.” 
 
    *****  
 
    The shock of the armored vehicle crashing through half a dozen club members had forced Mickey to redirect his attention back to the fighting rather than going inside as he’d intended. 
 
    What the hell could do that to a Stryker? 
 
    The former soldier was confused, to say the least, but he recovered quickly and started getting his shocked brothers back into position. 
 
    “Call for more brothers,” He swore, pushing others out ahead of him, “what the HELL is going on out…” 
 
    He paused, hearing the familiar cadence of footsteps in military boots in the sudden silence that had fallen as everyone had been shocked into inaction by the sudden destruction of the crashing APC. 
 
    Everyone, including Mickey, fell silent as a slightly off tune voice could be heard singing from the smoke that filled the street, the tune matching the footstops in what was almost, though not quite, a marching cadence. 
 
    Mickey recognized the tune instantly, though it was not one of his favorites. 
 
    “From the halls of Montezuma…” The voice called out, “To the shores of Tripoli…” 
 
    A man in MARPAT stepped out of the smoke, casually as though he was on a parade march. 
 
    “I will fight my countries battles, in air, on land, and sea…” 
 
    Mickey cut him off, “I hate that fucking song, and you are in the wrong damn place this time, Jarhead.” 
 
    The Marine looked at him, seemingly a little put off at having his song cut off, but only paused to take in a deep breath of the smoke and diesel filled air. 
 
    “Smells like home to me, Private Everret is it? Oh, was it. Before you were dishonorably discharged.” The Marine shook his head, “Even the Army has standards, I guess, and you fell well below them. Consider your request granted.” 
 
    Mickey frowned, confused. 
 
    “What request?” 
 
    *****  
 
    “Singing, Captain, really?” 
 
    Pierson’s voice in his ear sounded dryly amused, but Hale ignored her as he turned barely finished the first verse when the big thug decided to interrupt him. 
 
    “I hate that fucking song, and you are in the wrong damn place this time, Jarhead.” 
 
    Alex scowled at him, but honestly felt that singing the whole song would have been overkill anyway. He’d made his point, really. He could see the gang members shifting away from him as he turned casually to the speaker. 
 
    “That’s Mickey Everett, former Private US ARMY. Dishonorable discharge for… well, it’s a list. I’d consider it a favor if you beat him into the ground, Captain.” Pierson said into the Bluetooth receiver in his ear. 
 
    Alex took a deep breath, taking in the pollutants in the air with apparent relish. 
 
    “Smells like home to me, Private Everret is it? Oh, was it. Before you were dishonorably discharged.” He said, shaking his head, “Even the Army has standards, I guess, and you fell well below them. Consider your request granted.” 
 
    Everett looked at him, clearly confused. 
 
    “What request?” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you.” Alex said, suddenly lunging forward with blinding speed. 
 
    “get him!” Mickey ordered, startling the club members around him into action despite their shock. 
 
    Alex met the closest, moving just slightly to one side as the rifle came level and the gunman opened fire from the hip. The bullets tore past as he grabbed the weapon along the top rail and pulled just a bit before he pushed hard. The butt of the weapon drove back into the gunman’s guts, keeling him over before Alex tore the weapon from his grip entirely. 
 
    He stepped in as more gunfire erupted, casually grabbing the stunned biker by the shirt and casually tossing him straight up while he flipped the Norinco rifle around and brought it to his shoulder on reflex, firing short bursts into the closest targets as he strode forward. 
 
    Vaguely he heard the first biker’s screaming end abruptly as he thudded into the pavement behind him, but Alex ignored it as the rifle locked back on an empty chamber. 
 
    He casually flipped it down from his shoulder without pausing and tore the weapon in two, brandishing both sides like makeshift eskrima sticks as he got in close and began wailing on anyone with the misfortune to get too close. 
 
    After a few moments of that he tossed the ruined pieces of gun aside, grabbing the next man by the shoulder and pulling him off balance as he kicked the man’s feet out from under him. 
 
    Alex walked past him, backhanding the man in mid-air to slam him into the ground with enough force to crack the cement and make the man spit up blood. 
 
    The moment’s distraction cost him, however, as Everett took advantage of the moment to lift his fists and a pulse of energy swept through the air and slammed into him, lifting him clear from the ground and sending him flying back across the street and into the second floor of the parking garage in a cloud of powdered concrete dust. 
 
    “That the best you got, Jarhead!?” Mickey challenged him from the ground. 
 
    Alex winced a little as he pushed himself out of the hole he’d dug upon landing. 
 
    “Nice hit,” He acknowledged as he steadied himself and then jumped down, landing in the middle of the street and planting himself. 
 
    The ground cracked under him as he readied, and then dust kicked up as Alex suddenly charged back into the fight. 
 
    “Let’s see you do it again!” 
 
    *****  
 
    Fort Hood 
 
    Colonel Pierson watched with wide eyes as any hope of keeping a lid on the story went up in smoke as the most insane fight she’d ever seen outside of the movies unfolded on live broadcast. She didn’t need to ask to know that it was going out worldwide, there was no way to stop that. The new channel was being rebroadcast on every network, and the internet was filling in the rest. 
 
    The Captain had clearly been holding back during testing, but he’d already as much as said so. His worry about what he might do, to the O-course or to the observers… or, even to himself she supposed, was completely absent in what she was seeing on the screen. 
 
    The reporter had tried to keep up a commentary on the action for a short time, but finally gave up as she clearly didn’t know what she was seeing and even less what she was talking about. Pierson didn’t blame her, most would have been foolish enough to try and bluff their way through, so keeping silent was a plus in her books. 
 
    In point of fact, even Pierson was having a hard time recognizing what she was seeing. 
 
    The Captain was moving fast, with a lot of power backing him up, while his opponent had some other capabilities that she was still trying to piece together. 
 
    Some sort of blast, extended telekinesis? A longer range than what Hale appears capable of, but it could be the same thing… 
 
    Once Hale had closed the range, avoiding the second blast that Everett had tried to nail him with, it became clear that he was the superior fighter. The former Army Private might have been a tough brawler, but he was facing a SOCOM Marine with advanced LINES combat training. It was really no match at all, though for all that one thing was terribly clear… 
 
    Both men were insanely durable. 
 
    She’d counted a dozen killing blows delivered by Hale, at least, and he himself had absorbed hits that should have put down any human for the count without so much as flinching. 
 
    Yet neither of them were going down. 
 
    What the hell does it take to put these men down? 
 
    *****  
 
    Alex spat out, noting the pink tinge as it struck the cement and the copper flavor in his mouth. 
 
    “You’re a tough son of a bitch, jarhead,” Everett told him, wiping blood from his own face. “But you’re only one man. I’ve got my entire club here, you really think you can take us all?” 
 
    “I’m thinking maybe we find out,” Alex said as he shifted his muscles, feeling for injuries, mildly surprised that he didn’t feel anything more than a bruise. “You game?” 
 
    “Always,” Everett grinned at him, blood on his teeth. “Boys… let’s stomp this stupid motherfucker.” 
 
    Alex had to give the bikers credit for something, as much as he detested outlaw bikers… they had guts. Those still standing surrounded him, drawing the noose in on him. He noted with amusement that none of them had gone to recover the weapons they’d lost in his earlier rampage through their numbers, though a few had drawn blades. 
 
    Under stress people went to what they were used to, and the thugs he was dealing with weren’t soldiers, no matter what kind of guns you put in their hands. 
 
    He let them close a bit, then spun as he drew his sidearm. 
 
    The FN-57 barked rapidly, armor piercing rounds perforating skulls with ease as the unexpected assault startled and terrified the bikers, who found themselves at the wrong end of a tactical shooting range with an active shooter mowing them down. 
 
    They scattered instinctively, rats fleeing the thresher, but Hale presses the attack as he worked his way through the mag. Keeping the last rounds for a specific target, he pivoted as Everett charged him, catching the man before he could reach him and emptying the remaining five armor piercing rounds into the biker at point blank range. 
 
    Everett looked shocked, but didn’t slow in his charge. Alex hesitated just a split second, unable to quite believe that the five rounds hadn’t stopped the man. It was just that split second, but it was enough, and Everett got through his defense. 
 
    The full powered blow caught Alex on the chest as he instinctive bent over and took a step back to reduce the impact. Against a normal blow, it would have worked, but the power surged out at the same time from Everett’s fist and the force transferred was enough to smash a 16 ton APC into the ground. 
 
    Against Alex’s two hundred and twenty pounds, there was no real contest. 
 
    He flew back and up, flying in an arc that took him impossibly high as he stared at the receding ground with pure shock. His gun flew from his grip, but he didn’t have time to be concerned about it as he was far more worried about the terminal ballistic trajectory he was currently one… especially the terminal part of that. 
 
    Then he was slowing, coming to a stop a hundred odd feet in the air above the streets of Houston. He looked around briefly, realizing that he had stopped in midair. 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    It was, perhaps, not the most eloquent thought he might have had but it was all that came to him just then as he took stock of his position before looking back down at the others below who were looking up at him in surprise. 
 
    Alex grinned as he focused on Everett, and then lunged through the air and flashed back toward the street. 
 
    *****  
 
    Fort Hood 
 
    Pierson rubbed her eyes and the bridge of her nose, “Sarah… make a note, Captain Hale is capable of unpowered flight.” 
 
    “I’m not sure unpowered is the right description for that, Colonel.” 
 
    “He can fly. I don’t care how you describe it.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    This was rapidly turning into a nightmare. 
 
    The insane fighting was one thing, she might have been able to explain at least some of it away and maybe pull a weather balloon on the rest, with a little luck. A Marine flying under his own power, however, was not going away anytime soon. 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “What is it, Corporal?” She asked the aide who’d entered the room. 
 
    “You have a call, Ma’am. It’s from SOCOM.” 
 
    “Of course it is. I’ll take it here.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Mickey blasted away at the flying Jarhead, getting more and more frustrated as the man got better at dodging with every attempt. 
 
    “Someone shoot that fucker!” He ordered, bellowing loudly in his frustrations. 
 
    It was absolutely impossible that one man was giving them this much trouble, especially after he’d taken out a goddamn APC with all the thought of a man stepping on an ant. One goddamn jarhead, no matter what abilities, shouldn’t be this much trouble! 
 
    He fell back under cover of fire that made the jarhead fall back, landing to take cover as the hail of bullets tore through the air around him. 
 
    Mickey could almost sympathize, running his hand along his own chest as he winced and plucked out the remains of the jarhead’s bullets from the ruined fabric and leather. He hadn’t realized that he was bulletproof before he’d been shot. 
 
    That had been a nasty experience, and one he wasn’t keen to repeat despite how it turned out. 
 
    Mickey withdrew into the impound yard, where the rest where. 
 
    “Everyone kit up! Get ready, we have a problem!” 
 
    “What is it, Mickey?” Warren asked seriously, coming forward. 
 
    “A Marine,” Mickey spat out. 
 
    “A? As in one?” 
 
    “One like us,” Mickey said, “He must have been there that night, or maybe the Company experimented on him too, I don’t know. But he’s powerful, fast, and the jarheaded bastard can fly.” 
 
    Warren whistled slow and low, “That’s impressive. Still only one man.” 
 
    “He’s… just trust me, Warren,” Mickey shook his head, “We need to make sure this guy is down and out. If we don’t we’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    “If it’s that serious,” Warren nodded, his muscles tightening as a red glow began to build around him, “I’m thinking we put him down.” 
 
    Mickey nodded, “We’ll need all hands.” 
 
    “Alright, you heard him!” Warren called, “We’ve got us a Marine to kill.” 
 
    The men in the impound roared, those who needed them grabbing rifles… the rest… didn’t. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    The whole country was watching the small war that was raging through a small section of downtown Houston by this point, more than that in fact. Every channel was either running it live, or had commentary of previous highlights running, and livestreams across popular streaming services were rapidly threatening to crash their respective networks from the extreme demand. 
 
    In a world immersed in the culture of the superhero fantasy, from the oldest verbal stories to the latest and greatest offerings from the Hollywood machine, it was understandable that the reaction across the world was… mixed and explosive. 
 
    Almost instantly the conspiracy channels exploded, none of them quite certain whether they believed the view at all but all of them were absolutely certain that somewhere in it there had to be a conspiracy. 
 
    Whether it was a government plot to push fake superheros on the world, or a government conspiracy to create real ones, the right wing sources were pretty certain that the government was behind it… whatever it was. Never mind that, in the next breath, they would denigrate the government for being incapable of the simplest of affairs and generally being too useless to figure out how to place stop signs correctly. 
 
    The left wing ‘theorists’ tended more to the fantastical, with the most popular one being that the long visiting aliens had gifted the government with super soldiers to fight invasion from… somewhere. Detail oriented, at least when it came to the nuts and bolts of what most might call the real world implications, those groups were not. 
 
    There were plenty already speculating on what the aliens looked like, however, and whether they were capable of interbreeding with humans. 
 
    The fight was barely started before the first incidents of porn related directly to the events in Houston made it on the net. 
 
    People were not the only group watching the fight as it unfolded, however. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The probe examined the outcome so far, a little disappointed that it had happened quite so quickly as the general conversion of subjects had barely crossed fifteen percent and with so many unconverted at the focus of the fighting there was a general loss of potentials beyond the original projections. 
 
    It was, however, merely a test so some variance was to be expected. 
 
    *****  
 
    Fort Hood 
 
    “Yes Sir, I understand. No sir, I already tried ordering him back, but with respects Sir, it’s too late for that now, and has been since the gang members started throwing cars and trucks around on live TV. No sir, I’m not being facetious…” 
 
    Pierson had to restrain herself from responding with overt sarcasm, but she knew better than to mouth off to the General in command of SOCOM, especially since she was well aware that if the President and Secretary of Defense weren’t on the line listening at the moment, they sure as hell would be listening to the recording later. 
 
    “Captain Hale is retired, he acquired his own transport to the scene,” She said firmly, “I instructed him not to, however I did not have the authority to enforce that order. As a retired Marine, in good standing, unless I were to invoke the reenlistment clause in his contract he is not under my chain of Command, Sir. Even if I did, I’m not a SOCOM officer, nor am I a Marine, so giving him orders would be… problematic without written authorization, as you know. Yes, Sir, I understand that. No Sir, Posse Comitatus isn’t an issue. He is acting as a private citizen.” 
 
    Pierson sighed, this time gratefully as her eyes stayed locked on the screen where the fight was still raging. She listened intently to the voice over the phone, but her attention was honestly with the Captain. 
 
    “Yes sir, I’ll update you with all the information we’ve managed to gather. It’ll come through on JWICS in a few minutes,” She advised, “I would advise sticking with the summary information until you can get a geneticist to look it over and break down the details. We haven’t had time to really compile the data into anything useful, so it’s mostly of interest to the more esoteric of minds at the moment. I can only follow about a third of…” 
 
    She trailed off, eyes on the screen in front of her, “Sorry sir, are you watching this?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. It seems that the Captain has given up on playing defense.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Houston 
 
    Alex crouched low, on one knee as the car he was hiding behind was turned to swiss cheese by the colume of concentrated fire leveled at him. He was keeping the engine block, axel, and tire rims between himself and the bikers for the moment, which seemed to be working, but he’d still felt more than a few tugging pulls on his fatigues from close calls. 
 
    Ok, screw this. 
 
    He twisted around, reaching under the body panels of the car to grab the frame, and heaved the car easily up onto it’s side. The paint and metal panels screeched against the asphalt as he leaned into the frame and got a better grip. 
 
    I’m lucky this thing even has a full frame underneath, Alex thought wryly, just glad he wasn’t trying to lift the damn thing by a uni-body. 
 
    In that way it was oddly harder to lift than the APC had been, he noted in a distant part of his mind. Less solid sections to get a grip on, making the whole process more awkward by far. 
 
    Alex shrugged it off and heaved the car into the air, just enough to see under it to locate his targets before he threw it. The car spun through the air, Alex running along behind it, scattering the bikers fast enough to dodge and just plowing the rest into the ground. 
 
    Inside the point-blank range for their weapons, and his own hands, Alex grabbed the rifle of the closest biker and pulled it, and the man, in close and sent him to the ground with an elbow to the skull as he casually flipped the Norinco assault rifle around and put the butt to his shoulder. 
 
    The rifle barked on autofire as Alex rampaged through the group, emptying the long magazine in seconds before tossing the weapon away and charging the next closest target with barely a thought. 
 
    *****  
 
    Berkley was a mix of as pale white as it was possible to be, with just that nice tinge of green that was about to bring out her lunch if she weren’t very careful about taking deep breaths of reasonably clean air. 
 
    “Oh my god,” She gasped out, “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “That is a pissed off US Marine on a rampage, Ma’am,” her cameraman answered, clearly enjoying himself far too much. 
 
    Beth shot him a dark look, “Really. Nothing else jumps at you about this entire situation? Just a regular old Marine on a rampage?” 
 
    He had the gall to shrug like it was all part of a days work, “Well I’ll admit that he’s better than most…” 
 
    Her glare would have peeled paint. 
 
    “Ok fine,” He laughed at her, “That’s what every pissed off US Marine thinks he can do in a pinch. I’ve never actually seen anyone pull it off before, I’ll admit.” 
 
    She groaned, closing her eyes briefly before shooting him another glare and noticing that the mic light was one. “Are we going out live?” 
 
    “Eh, the studio has a thirty second delay so they can bleep any swearing… and maybe blur some of the carnage, but yeah.” 
 
    “Great,” She shook her head, quickly fixing her hair. “Look, let’s try and get closer.” 
 
    He gaped at her, then at the action, and barked in laughter. 
 
    “Are you sure you were never enlisted, Ma’am?” The former Marine asked the reporter, “because that’s the sort of dumbass suggestion a newly minted Marine Lieutenant would suggest on her first tour. Usually right before the company Sergeant would take her aside for a quiet chat.” 
 
    “Come on!” Beth snapped, not willing to put up with that nonsense any longer. 
 
    The cameraman considered for a moment, then just laughed as he hefted the camera to his shoulder and followed her, “What the hell, I was only a corporal. We never learned better.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Bodies were laid out around him when Alex stopped, some breathing, some not. He paid none of them much mind, his focus was on the gate to the police impound where he could hear men making a hell of a lot of noise. 
 
    He was barely even breathing hard, like he’d just finished some basic work with the punji sticks against some raw recruits. The strength, or whatever it was, he felt since he’d been changed was hard for him to get his head wrapped around but he knew that he was starting to like it. 
 
    Of course, that assumes I don’t grow antenna or something in the near future. 
 
    He glanced around quickly, deciding to take the fight off the streets, and strode forward toward the impound yard. 
 
    The blazing wall of flames that erupted out right in his face was something of a rude shock, and Alex barely managed to throw himself to the side in time to avoid the expanding cone. As he rolled to his feet, he grimaced at the realization that the wall had certainly killed anyone still breathing. 
 
    Whoever this is doesn’t care much for his own people. 
 
    Alex had little to no respect for outlaw bikers, though he knew a few he considered to be decent enough sorts for what they were. The outlaw sorts made up roughly one percent of the biker population, which was about on par for any violent faction of any group. You always had about that one percent, or less, that were mentally incompetent and unable to live within society. 
 
    Terrorists, criminals of all stripes, and so on… 
 
    They were the sort of people that police generally had to deal with and, since 9/11, so had the military for the most part. In his time in service, he’d learned to really hate those mentally deficient pricks, no matter what they called themselves. 
 
    Soldiers resorted to violence for a variety of reasons, some good, some bad. For them, though, it all boiled down to duty. Maybe the person issuing the orders was mentally deficient, but a soldier was doing his duty. He had to trust that his superiors weren’t sociopaths. Sadly that trust was often misplaced, but such was the way of the world. 
 
    Terrorists and criminals were a different sort of animal. 
 
    They didn’t value life, not even that of their own sort, except as a way to score who was ‘winning’. 
 
    Whoever was leading this group had just proved that he was one of the animals, not that Alex had required much proof. 
 
    The former Marine picked himself up off the ground as the crowd poured out of the impound building, fists clenching as he knew that the fight had just gotten a lot harder. That fire was almost like a thermobaric weapon. I have to take him out, fast, or there’s going to be a lot more collateral damage. 
 
    The problem was, he had no idea who flung the flames. 
 
    *****  
 
    “Spread out,” Warren ordered as he let the others take the lead after he’d flung the wall of fire. “Stomp the bastard into the ground, I want him broken and bleeding in front of me!” 
 
    The club members roared, charging out. Those with rifles took the lead, firing a lot but hitting nothing as far as he could tell. Warren didn’t much care, they were just there to attract focus anyway. Until they developed something… interesting… of their own, he viewed them as little more than pledges no matter what their actual status in the club. 
 
    The Ravens weren’t a biker club anymore, not to his view of things. 
 
    “Where’s this Marine, then?” He asked Mickey, who was still by his side. 
 
    Mickey just nodded off to the side, causing Warren to lean slightly where he spotted a man standing there in camo gear with a military style helmet and ruby tinted shooting glasses. Normally he might have made a comment about how the man didn’t look that tough, but Warren reconsidered as he noted the burns and general damage to the man’s fatigues. 
 
    He’d taken one hell of a beating, no question, and he was still standing. 
 
    “Alright then, the rest of you know what to do,” He said to the remaining Ravens that were still close by. “I want him dead. Killing blow gets a double share of our haul today!” 
 
    The men around him chuckled as they started forward. 
 
    “This sounds like fun,” one said, smirking nastily as he hurried up to keep up with the others who were hurrying now to get to the target first. He clenched his fist as he broke into a jog, his muscles all bulging and visibly twisting as he tripled in size and apparent mass, footfalls splintering asphalt as he took the lead. 
 
    The Marine leaned back slightly, looking up at the charging behemouth. 
 
    “Hello Goliath,” He said clearly, stomping a foot down hard enough that the pavement shattered under the force, exposing a chunk of broken asphalt that he could get his toe under. “I’m David. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    He flicked his foot, sending the asphalt into the air, then instantly kicked out as hard as he good. 
 
    The Asphalt rocketed through the air, nailing the charging biker in the crotch. The keening wail that came from him was shockingly high pitched, and everyone paused for a moment and winced. 
 
    Even the Marine grimaced as he held up his hands. 
 
    “Oh! Sorry, dude, I swear I was aiming for your head,” He said as he strode forward and delivered a powerful uppercut that laid the giant out flat. “Really sorry about that.” 
 
    He looked around at the others, “Next?” 
 
    *****  
 
    If Alex were entirely honest with himself, he would have to admit that he didn’t much like the situation he was facing. 
 
    Oh, the thugs with the rifles were bad enough, but he knew that he could close the distance and tear them up once he was in among them. He thought that he might even be at least a little bullet resistant. Some of the damage to his uniform weren’t through and through, he’d notice, and since he wasn’t bleeding… 
 
    Unfortunately, after the initial barrage of fire, those thugs were apparently uninterested in doing anything more than watching the unfolding entertainment. 
 
    He found himself looking at a dozen or so apparently unarmed thugs… and that worried him a lot more than the guns. 
 
    Likely enhanced, then, and that means real trouble. 
 
    So far he hadn’t seen much of a pattern among the enhancements he had identified. His own telekinetic field was one thing, but fire projections, some sort of force blast, and a transforming giant? None of them appeared to be anything with any sort of common theme. 
 
    That made him wary as the biker thugs started to array themselves around him, debating his next move. 
 
    Well, not exactly, more like debating the timing of his next move. 
 
    There was really no choice to his mind, he wasn’t going to win this on defense. That meant keeping the initiative, and that meant… 
 
    Attack! 
 
    Alex launched himself to the side as a blur sliced through the space he’d been in, picking his evasion carefully to take him right into the face of a man who was suddenly crackling with lightning like some sort of short circuited Christmas tree. 
 
    Alex hit him with a right cross that staggered lightning boy, but send a buzz up his own arm that left him numb in the immediate aftermath. Taking note of that, he changed tactics and started using his feet. 
 
    Stomping the man’s knee got a better reaction, lots of screaming and no tingly numbness, so Alex did it again. The bone splinted under that blow, sending sparky to the ground still screaming. Alex was about to follow through with a finisher when his entire spine seemed to twitch, causing him to jump straight up into the air. 
 
    A rush of fire, light, and god alone knew what else converged on the position he’d been in, and completely immolated the man he’d been fighting. 
 
    “Damn,” Alex said from where he was floating in the air above the fight, looking down at the others. “Did you seriously just frag your buddy? That’s cold, people.” 
 
    The various death glares he got told him that they didn’t think much of his humor. 
 
    Their loss. 
 
    *****  
 
    “Stop laughing and get up!” 
 
    Beth kicked her Cameraman, trying to get him to pay more attention but he was too busy howling with laughter and only just keeping the lens pointed in the right direction. 
 
    “It wasn’t that funny!” She glowered. 
 
    “Yes it was!” He gasped out, still laughing. 
 
    “That man just burned to death,” She snarled. 
 
    “I know. That’s cold, people.” He managed to howl out between his laughter. “That’s what makes it funny!” 
 
    “I swear to God, I’m never working with former marines again.” Beth stomped her feet, just short of throwing a tantrum on camera, instead turning to look right into the lens with a determined glare. “Do you hear me, Mike? Find me a sane cameraman, damn it!” 
 
    There was no response, of course, from the station manager. 
 
    She threw up her hands, “Whatever! Just keep the camera pointed at the fight, will you?” 
 
    “Hey, I am a professional!” the man said, still laughing. “I can do my job and laugh my ass off at the same time.” 
 
    “A professional could do it without laughing his ass off in the first place!” 
 
    *****  
 
    Several members of the Raves, enhanced though they were by whatever event had changed them, nonetheless gaped at the man floating a dozen feet over their heads. None of them had the ability to fly, at least not so far, and despite becoming used to the oddity of the changes there was still something about a flying man that struck a strange chord even in them. 
 
    It was not something that lasted long, however. 
 
    “Kill him!” Warren ordered from behind them, snarling angrily at the loss of one of the better members of his enhanced cadre. 
 
    Leo Vance, a small and wiry member of the club, reacted instantly as a line of blue flame extended from his hands and seemed to coil around him on the ground, the pavement sizzling where it touched. 
 
    A flick of his wrist was all it took for the line of flames to leap to his command, practically dancing at his command the way his rope had on the ranch he’d grown up on, so many years earlier. He flicked the rope out and up, putting a flick in it to send a wave through the line as it headed for the flying man. 
 
    The Marine reacted with surprise, getting his arm up to block the line, only to have it wrap tightly around his forearm and start his uniform smoking. 
 
    Leo grinned, bringing his other arm into play to get a tighter control of the line while he locked his stance firmly. 
 
    His grin vanished in a moment when the man he’d ‘caught’ snapped the captured limb up and suddenly Leo felt himself being yanked clean off the ground and flown right toward the man. The last thing he saw was a camo clad backhand swinging toward his face. 
 
    It all went black then. 
 
    *****  
 
    Alex raised an eyebrow, examining the burns on his fatigues from the flaming lasso or whatever it was the man had used. The MARPAT fatigues were flame resistant, in theory at least. In practice he was surprised they’d worked as well as they had, but it was clear he’d need a new set as the arms were pretty much burned through. 
 
    He stretched his arm slightly, checking for burns by feel, as he settled slowly to the ground and looked around at the now clearly nervous bikers. 
 
    “Last chance,” Alex told him grimly. “Give it up now, or you’re not going to enjoy how this ends.” 
 
    He was greeted by nervous looks at first, until one of them sneered. 
 
    “You’re only one guy, and there’s ten of us. You’ve got to be joking.” 
 
    You go down first, Alex noted the speaker, a pretty big fellow who had a look of someone who was missing more than a few much needed braincells. 
 
    The speaker had managed to turn the tide of emotions, though, rallying the thugs and shoring up their confidence despite the loss of three of their own in so short a period. Alex wished he was armed, frankly… or, even that they were armed. As close as they were, and as badly trained, if they had any weapons in their hands it would be a simple enough task to put those weapons in his hands. 
 
    That was one of the things LINES combat was best at, afterall. 
 
    However it appeared that he was facing ten people who’d also been enhanced the way he had, or… not quite the way he had. So far the change appeared to have a wildly divergent effect, with extreme varieties that escaped any attempt he could make to see a pattern. 
 
    He didn’t have time to think about it father, unfortunately, as the big mouth pushed two of his compatriots forward, causing Alex to sneer reflexively. 
 
    Coward. 
 
    He reacted to the charge by weaving through the attacks, noting that they appeared to be enhanced strength blows but little else as he kept his primary focus on the target. 
 
    The man panicked as Alex charged him, throwing a punch so easy to follow he might as well have telegraphed his intent a week earlier. Alex sidestepped easily, grabbing the fist as it passed, and tugged the man off balance as he twisted. 
 
    With his arm twisted and almost out of place already, all it took was a heavy blow to the shoulder to wrench the limb the rest of the way out of the socket and fracture his clavical in the process. Alex let the man drop to the ground, howling in pain as he himself was tagged by a blow from behind that sent him stumbling forward. 
 
    Shaking the stars from his eyes, Alex mule kicked behind himself and felt his boot connect as someone yelped in pain. He spun from the impact and faced off again as he watched the group charge him in twos and threes. 
 
    Alex ducked and weaved away from the enhanced blows, noting that something seemed off. It wasn’t until he noticed a drop of blood floating in the air as he moved that he realized that he and his attackers were all moving at enhanced speeds. 
 
    This is becoming ludicrous. How many of these damn powers are going to show up? 
 
    A chill in the air was the immediate response to that stray thought. 
 
    Mist roiled out around them as the air temperature dropped precipitously, shocking Alex into playing for space as he tried to determine the source. 
 
    There. 
 
    He spotted a still spot in the air around them, centered on a small biker who was glaring to put a hole through him. It was as though everything directly around the man had frozen, both literally and figuratively. The air was still, while farther out there was a roiling turning of mist that was expanding quickly. 
 
    Alex felt the temperature drop even more, actually experiencing it more as a relief from the sweat and heat that was normal in the area at the time. He was used to hotter, honestly, but wearing full fatigues and fighting had raised his body temperature into potentially dangerous levels. 
 
    That relief was short lived, however, as the temperature continued to plummet and he felt sweat that had beaded on his face freeze, and recognized the threat. Alex twisted away from another strike and moved to intercept, but found himself forced back by a blistering cold. It was like a physical barrier, almost like the air molecules refused to move to let him pass. 
 
    Alex jumped back, clearing some space and playing for room as he was forced to duck and dodge more attacks. 
 
    He blocked a punch, twisting his hand inside the man’s guard to grab him by the shoulder, and yanked him. Alex ducked his head, smashing his Kevlar helmet into the man’s nose and drove him back painfully as blood blossomed across his face. 
 
    A cracking sound caused him to throw himself violently aside, a blast of ice nearly skewering him in place. 
 
    Alex turned to face the cold user, “You know you could make a mint in these parts as an air conditioning service.” 
 
    “Keep joking, army boy. I’m going to flash freeze your blood and leave you to shatter on the road when we drive out of here.” 
 
    “Bring it on, popsicle,” Alex flicked with his hands, challenging the man to come forward. “and I’m a Marine, dipshit, not army.” 
 
    “Not much difference at eighty below.” 
 
    Alex steeled himself as he felt the could redouble, and suddenly wish he had brought mountain gear instead of desert cammo. He pulled his now frost covered shooters glasses from his eyes so he could see properly, tossing them aside. 
 
    Oh well. Improvise, Adapt, and Overcome. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    “Holy CRAP that’s awesome!” 
 
    Sasha pulled her brother back from where he kept exposing too much of his body to the fighting as he tried to get a better view. 
 
    “Keep your head down, you little idiot,” She snapped. 
 
    “Are you seeing this?” Jeremy asked excitedly, “He’s like kicking their butts all over the place!” 
 
    “I’m seeing that there’s a lot more of them than him, and he’s looking a little ragged,” She countered, “We should get out of here.” 
 
    “Are you insane?” Jeremey was practically vibrated in place, “Why would we want to leave this?” 
 
    “Because we might want to live to see tomorrow!?” 
 
    He just rolled his eyes and refocused on the fighting, eyes widening in worry as he spotted the armed bikers moving around to get a shot at the soldier who was giving them so much trouble. 
 
    “Gotta help him…” 
 
    Sasha yanked him back down before he could move, like she’d read his mind and grabbed him before he could accelerate to speed. “Oh no you don’t, besides, look…” 
 
    Jeremy shot her a dark look, but followed her gaze and spotted the police officers he’d saved earlier, now with backup, penning in the bikers with precision fire. 
 
    “You’re not running off into crossfire like that, you little idiot,” Sasha growled, patting his shoulder as her voice softened a bit. “Don’t get killed, Jer. It’d break mom and dad’s heart.” 
 
    “Alright, ok…” Jeremy settled down, turning back so he could see the main event, in his view. 
 
    The face off was turning into a battle of attrition, with the camo clad man slowly wearing down his opponents in close, brutal, fighting. Jeremy’s eyes were wide as he watched the fighting, and he wondered at how it was nothing like the fighting in movies. Even with the extreme strength and speeds he was seeing, it still didn’t remind him of the movies in the slightest. 
 
    A lull in the fight caught his attention, and he noted the mist that was starting to billow out. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sasha answered, frowning, “He stopping.” 
 
    They watched as the man said something, but the couldn’t quite hear it, and removed his ruby glasses to toss them aside. 
 
    Sasha sucked in a shocked breath. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Jeremy asked, looking at her with concern. 
 
    “I know him,” She said with wonder, “He was there that night. He saved us. He saved us both.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Warren was actually getting a little worried. 
 
    The whole job should have been, frankly, a cinch. He had expected resistance, but he’d known that the new abilities wielded by his gang were more than enough to completely destroy anything the cops could bring to the field. 
 
    Maybe the Army could give them some trouble, but there was no way they could be mobilized fast enough to deal with a lighting strike and fade like he’d planned. 
 
    They should already be clearing out, heading for the border. 
 
    But now this Marine had shown up, and suddenly it seemed like their abilities weren’t the trump cards he’d expected. 
 
    I should have expected others to have similar powers, He supposed as he watched the Marine take apart the others. If Mickey was right, there might be hundreds of super soldiers just like him out there, manufactured by the Company as he calls them. CIA, or whoever they are. But why did they give us these powers? I don’t get it. What’s the game? 
 
    That was the real question, after all. If they had people like this Marine, why would they ever give his gang abilities like they had and then be so fucking stupid as to let them get loose? 
 
    None of it made much sense. 
 
    Like, for example, Warren thought, Why would they only send one guy to stop this many people? Were they that confident? Did they not have many? 
 
    Or, and this thought struck him as he considered it, was this guy there that night too? One of the Rangers? Or just a bystander? 
 
    Questions that Warren didn’t have the answers too, but as he watched the showdown he started working out what he would do in the event of each possible outcome, trying to determine the best outcome for himself that he could. 
 
    “He’s dangerous,” He said finally, gaining a nod from Mickey. 
 
    “He’s no ordinary jarhead,” The former soldier grumbled, “I’ve beaten the hell out of enough of them in my day. This guy is Recon, maybe some other special group. Marines finally set some of theirs to working for SOCOM a while back, he might be one of them.” 
 
    That wasn’t what Warren meant, though it was interesting information. 
 
    “I meant his powers,” He said simply, “Strength, speed, flight? May as well just slap a big S on chest and be done with it.” 
 
    Mickey snorted, “let’s hope he’s not that powerful.” 
 
    Warren nodded in agreement to that, not that he was really concerned about it. He knew his own strengths better than most of his people, and had already found limits to them. This Marine was unlikely to be much different. There was only so much energy you could expend before you just ran out of steam, and while it was clear the Marine was on the upper scale of what Warren knew, he couldn’t be that much higher. 
 
    “Look for the open shot.” Warren ordered brusquely. “We have to get moving.” 
 
    “Got it,” Mickey said, shifting to get a clean eye on the target as his hands shimmered to life. 
 
    *****  
 
    The ice was creeping along the road, the cold condensing humidity from the air rapidly and then instantly turning it to a sheet of creeping ice that actually appeared to be seeking out Alex in an eerie, almost stop motion style movement. 
 
    “Ok, just for the record,” Alex said as he floated up away from the ice seeking him, “That looks creepy as hell, man.” 
 
    “Keep talking, army boy, we’ll see how that works for you.” 
 
    “Ok, now you’re just pissing me off,” Alex growled, slamming his right fist into his left palm before he suddenly flashed forward and hammered into the frozen barrier of still air. 
 
    His fists slammed into the still air, stopped in place each time as though he was striking a solid object despite there not being anything he could see. Instead it was like the air just refused to move out of the way of his blows. 
 
    His opponent grinned, eyes gleaming as he pushed his hands forward in a rush. 
 
    “Got you!” 
 
    Alex twisted as he felt something wrap around his fists, eyes widening as he saw the ice moving much faster than before as it climbed up his hands, arms, and wrap around his chest more like flowing water than the solid state material he could feel it was. He strained against it, but found that it held him fast and quickly moved to cover his entire body. 
 
    “You were too fast for me to catch from farther away,” The ice user gloated, “but once I got a hold of you, you’re mine to freeze to the marrow, army boy.” 
 
    Alex grimaced, trying to break the ice as he flexed and strained, but it wouldn’t give no matter what he did. He strained his neck up, sucking in a breath of air as the frozen material closed over his head and locked him in a pillar of ice, unmoving. 
 
    “Got the bastard!” 
 
    *****  
 
    “Damn, Sis, he’s in trouble. What should we…?” Jeremy looked over for Sasha only to find himself talking to thin air. “Sis? Sis!” 
 
    Panicking, he twisted around, looking for her only to find himself staring in shock as he realized that she was rushing right at the bad guys. He found himself staring for precious seconds before he bolted at full speed, only to slow to match her pretty quick pace as she charged. 
 
    “What happened to keeping my head down?” 
 
    “He saved us,” Sasha said through gritted teeth. “That night. He saved us.” 
 
    “Jeez, Sis, I’m supposed to be the reckless one,” Jeremy laughed. “Ok, princess, I’ll clear the road. Go save the knight in shining armor.” 
 
    With that, not waiting for a response, he blurred away. 
 
    He grabbed a rifle out of the hands of a thug who was shooting it out with the cops, breaking fingers in the process, but Jeremy had given up on worrying about that by this point. He figured he’d worry about it later… maybe. Ahead of Sasha he bolted, lifting the end of the rifle up butt first, and let it go as he ran passed the man in her way. 
 
    Jeremy bolted straight in for the source of the ice, only to slam right into a wall of air that felt like he’d ran into concrete. He bounced back, shocked and yelping in pain as he was flung back and bounced along the road. 
 
    *****  
 
    Sasha saw the man right in front of her go down, a rifle flying out of nowhere to hammering into his head from behind and didn’t hesitate. She planted her feet on him and launched herself into a leap that took her right at her target. 
 
    Ahead of her, she suddenly saw Jeremy bounce from hitting something she could see, and the flames that she had been urging on along her fists erupted in a blaze of fury that colored her vision as she descended on the ice wielder. 
 
    An explosion and wind and mist erupted out from her fists as she slammed them into the invisible barrier, shaking the air and sending a thousand tendrils of smoke-like something out from where she’d struck the solid air. The blow startled the man within and he turned sharply, eyes wide with fear. 
 
    “W… what did you do!?” 
 
    “This,” Sasha hissed as she pulled her fists back and struck again. 
 
    Each blow reverberated against nothing, shaking the air and the world around her, sending more and more of those smoky tendrils into the air around the man. 
 
    “Stop! What are you doing! Stop that!” 
 
    Sasha kept hammering at the air, causing him to fall back from her as the smoky tendrils grew faster and faster. After a dozen blows something shifted. She could feel it, and suddenly the tendrils expanded rapidly to ghostly thin but immensely larger forms, until they became a mist that was blown away by a shocking blast of wind as she fell through the barrier and stumbled. 
 
    Almost falling, Sasha barely kept her feet under her as she her a crackling sound. She felt a hand grab her by the throat. 
 
    “You little bitch, that hurt!” The man hissed, as his hand shifted with ice forming over it to form a razor sharp looking dagger. Sasha’s eyes widened as she saw the ice blade flash forward, heading for her throat. 
 
    She closed her eyes involuntarily, flinching in expectation of the pain, but it didn’t come. 
 
    Eyes opening slowly, she saw a camouflaged arm blocking the blade a few centimeters from her flesh and let her gaze follow the arm up to the shoulder, then to the face of the man she’d recognized earlier. 
 
    “Thanks,” He told her with a smile before he turned his gaze on the man he was holding back from stabbing her. “As for you…” 
 
    A backhanded blow flashed almost faster than she could see, connecting with the man and sending him flying away from them to bounce along the ground. 
 
    Sasha looked around, eyes widening, “Jeremy!” 
 
    “Now why is this familiar?” The camo-clad man asked, seemingly confused. 
 
    She didn’t respond, breaking away to rush to where her brother had fallen. He was groaning, but seemed intact. 
 
    ******  
 
    Are those the kids from the convention grounds? 
 
    Alex thought he recognized the girl, but honestly the whole covered in flames thing made it a bit difficult to be sure. He filed it away as something to confirm after the whole mess was finished up. 
 
    For the moment he shifted around, examining the situation. 
 
    The cops had finally gotten themselves regrouped enough from the burning building and likely from surrounding precincts and were dealing with the gun toting gang members. That was good, it let him focus on the higher priority threats. 
 
    Surprisingly, most of those appeared to be down as well. He knew he’d eliminated a few already, but there appeared to be one down he knew he hadn’t dealt with at least, and the rest looked like they’d had the vinegar knocked out of them. 
 
    Alex lifted slowly into the air, fixing his gaze on all of them. 
 
    “Last chance.” He said loudly. “Surrender…” 
 
    He settled over to the body of one of theirs that he’d taken out earlier, the still overgrown giant, and planted his foot on the massive throat and let the threat of what he’d do if they didn’t. Alex saw the fear and uncertainty in their eyes as they all, to a man, looked in the same direction. 
 
    He glanced that way himself, but there was nothing there he could see. 
 
    Alex frowned, “What are you look at?” 
 
    Unfortunately, whatever it was they seemed to have been struck by its absence. Two slowly lifted their hands in surrender, while the rest panicked and bolted. 
 
    Alex grimaced, “Oh fuck.” 
 
    He chased after and knocked out the closest as fast as he could, but by the time he turned to track the next they were already split so far apart that he all but lost them in between the buildings as they ran in different directions. 
 
    “Shit. This is bad.” 
 
    He looked around, uncertain what to do. 
 
    If he chased after them, the remaining ones would then run or be free to act up. If he didn’t… 
 
    Alex screamed internally. 
 
    This is why I didn’t become a COP! I’m a Marine, for hell’s sake, this isn’t my job! 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    He looked around, startled to see Houston PD rushing up and past him, one of them nodding to him. 
 
    “Go,” The cop said, “We’ve got them covered.” 
 
    Alex hesitated, but nodded, “I’ll be fast as I can.” 
 
    Then he leapt into the air and flew out over the buildings as he started looking for the runners. 
 
    “Pierson? Are you still with me?” He called over the Bluetooth headset he was wearing. 
 
    With no respond, he fished the phone from his pocket and glanced it over with a grimace. 
 
    “Ouch. That cost me a thousand bucks,” He sighed, noting the shattered screen and exposed electronics that were still holding flecks of ice and soaked through. “Well there goes any hope of help.” 
 
    He knew he wouldn’t get them all, but Alex started looking for even one. 
 
    After a few minutes, though, he had to give it up and returned quickly to the scene of the fighting. He noted on approach that something had blown the back wall out of the police impound yard, and expected that some others had escaped that way in the confusion. 
 
    It was an unhappy Marine that landed back in the middle of the street where the police were securing the captured bikers. 
 
    “Anyone have a phone I can use?” He called, walking toward the cops. 
 
    “Sir,” One instantly handed him a smartphone. 
 
    “Thanks,” Alex nodded as he opened up the OS and dialed into the Fort Hood switchboard. “Hale. Get me Colonel Pierson.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Sasha and Jeremy sat on the side of the road, sipping on drinks the police had brought them. No one seemed to know what to do with them, least of all themselves. Their parents had been called, and boy that was a discussion neither of them wanted to have but it didn’t seem like one they could avoid at this point. 
 
    “Well…” Sasha said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jeremy answered. 
 
    She snorted, and he giggled, which lead her to laugh and in an instant he followed. They leaned on each other, neither noticing the concerned looks the officers were shooting one another at the more than slightly hysterical tone they were taking. 
 
    They sobered as the camo-clad soldier approached them, handing a phone off to a police officer. He came to a stop in front of then, eying Sasha in particular. 
 
    “Sasha, right?” He asked. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “You remember me, I take it?” 
 
    She just nodded again. 
 
    “I guess I owe you one,” He told her with a grin, “thanks for the save.” 
 
    “I was paying you back,” She answered, pouting a bit, “but you saved me again after. I still owe you one.” 
 
    He laughed, shaking his head, “Tell you a little secret, both of you… it’s a bit of a military secret, but the cops here know it too.” 
 
    Jeremy looked interested, “What’s that?” 
 
    “Once you start saving each other’s lives in a fight, you stop counting who owes who,” He said, dropping to a crouch and extending his hand, shaking both of theirs. “The name is Alex. I might have told you that before, but remember it this time. I promise you, I won’t be forgetting yours.” 
 
    They nodded silently as he straightened back up, “Now come on, let’s get you back to your parents.” 
 
    “Do we have to?” Jeremy asked, cringing. “Mom and dad are going to kill us.” 
 
    Alex just laughed, “Probably just ground until you’re twenty one, I’m guessing.” 
 
    “That’s worse!” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Mickey and Warren slogged through the Houston sewers, lugging bags filled with money and drugs, neither happy with the situation that had befallen them. 
 
    The leader of the Ravens scowled deeply, unable to believe what had happened. 
 
    That Marine had ruined everyone. 
 
    One Man! 
 
    He’d assumed that the powers they’d inherited from whatever experiment had been done would be enough. What could have realistically stood against them, really? 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Nothing realistically could. 
 
    So what did they get? They got a goddamned flying Marine. 
 
    “What do we do now,” Mickey asked as they moved. 
 
    “We find a place to lay low,” Warren grunted, “we’ve got cash, drugs, and power. I’m thinking Mexico.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    There were no flying Marines in Mexico. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    The probe was satisfied. 
 
    The experiment had flaws, but that was the point of an experiment after all. The first experiment was continuing, and for the moment probe elected to leave it in place and largely untouched. It was possible that more valuable data could be acquired. 
 
    However it was now time to move on to the second phase. 
 
    A new test group had been located, this one in a more densely populated area. The probe adjusted the modification instruction set, increasing the aggression by fifty percent now that a better baseline had been created. 
 
    Data gathered indicated that a higher aggression should have a beneficial side effect that had been unanticipated. Rage appeared to allow a deeper, more powerful and instinctive connection to the sub-quantae fields. 
 
    Initial expectations were the opposite, which would have proven to be a problem with the end-goal. This species seemed to be deeply tied to the more violent emotions, however, which made the ultimate cido-forming goal much easier. 
 
    The probe upped the initial estimates for project completion by several decades and sent off the data to the Convergence before it shifted in space and descended toward the targeted island. 
 
    *****  
 
    Fort Hood 
 
    Well, this is a fucking nightmare. 
 
    Two days after the fight in downtown Houston, her life had become a satire of what it had been. Everyone wanted to know what the hell was going on now, and up until recently Pierson had been completely unaware just how many people everyone seemed to entail. 
 
    She had news reporters constantly calling the base, clogging the phone lines to the point of inutility. That was the only good thing about the situation, in her opinion. It meant that the only people who could actually get ahold of her were those who had authorization to actually visit the base, or people with access to JWICS. 
 
    Unfortunately, there were more people with access to the military’s Top Secret Internet System than she’d ever believed possible… and they all wanted to know what the hell had just happened in Houston. 
 
    As if I had any real idea! 
 
    Most she was able to put off, but she was outranked by plenty of people she just couldn’t… and that included POTUS. 
 
    That was a discussion she didn’t ever want to repeat. Speaking to her President when all she could say was “I don’t know” over and over again was quite possibly the single worst experience of her life. 
 
    On the up side, she had far more resources available to her than she’d imagined just a few days earlier. Everyone wanted answers and, for the moment, her team were leading the field. Now she just had to keep them there. 
 
    That, and deal with the latest news sent her way. 
 
    Pierson walked out of her office, looking around, “Where is he?” 
 
    “Flying.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, but nodded. “Call him up. I need to speak to him.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am.” 
 
    *****  
 
    Alexander Corwin Hale floated high above the Earth, well past the point where he should have passed out from lack of oxygen, and gazed at the rising sun as it presented just over the curve of the Earth. 
 
    He’d been pushing his limits and, so far, had elected to stop at whatever altitude he was currently occupying. In the future, he would need to bring along some portable sensors he supposed just so he could get basic information like that, but for now he just enjoyed the view. 
 
    It almost made him regret not going to aviator route, flying as he was. He supposed it wouldn’t be the same in a fighter, though, so perhaps it was for the best. Whatever happened in the future, there was a purity of the world from this altitude. 
 
    He remembered the astronauts who’d all said similar things but had never understood it until he’d decided to push his limits and see just what he could really do. 
 
    Alex looked up, noting the ISS as the station passed by overhead. It was still far above him, but it was close enough that he could now make it out easily with the naked eye. He wondered if he could make it up to them but decided that would be for another day. 
 
    His phone vibrated in his pocket, startling him that he had service up as high as he was until he remembered that he was now carrying a ruggedized military satellite phone. He tapped the receiver in his ear, a bone induction model also far tougher than what he’d had before. 
 
    “Hale.” 
 
    “Captain, there is an issue.” 
 
    “Isn’t there always?” He asked, snorting at the serious tone the Colonel had taken. “What is it?” 
 
    “Reports from the media in Hong Kong,” She told him, “Rival gangs, the Tongs and the Triads, along with everyone in the area of their fight were reported to be missing. Police investigating the area just located body parts, smoothly cut. Sound familiar?” 
 
    Alex wanted to swear, but he held his peace for a moment. 
 
    “You said missing?” He asked. 
 
    “That’s correct, no complete bodies were located… but otherwise the pattern is exactly the same.” 
 
    “China. Great.” 
 
    “Your fight went worldwide, the Chinese know that something happened over here. If something similar kicks off in their turf, they may blame the US for it. We could be looking at the first domino in World War Three falling.” 
 
    Alex sighed, “What do you need?” 
 
    “The President is trying to handle it diplomatically, but we’d like you to check the situation first hand. The Ronald Reagan is in the South China sea, we’ll have you flown out there and…” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ll make my own arrangements,” Alex said as he began to move west, “Have you located my team?” 
 
    “Not all of them,” Pierson said. 
 
    “Any sign of changes in them?” 
 
    “Some,” She confirmed. 
 
    Alex didn’t know whether to be thankful, or regretful for that change. At least he might have backup, but he friends deserved better than to be dragged into whatever the hell this was. 
 
    “Get them all up to speed and fly them out, I want a team.” 
 
    “you’ll have it.” 
 
    Alex nodded as he flew away from the rising sun, out over the pacific and headed for China. 
 
    When the hell did my life become a comic book? 
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