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Chapter 1

 

“What the hell did you think you were doing! It’s a complete disaster!”

Standing stiffly at attention, Kaitlyn forced herself not to mirror the scowl Colonel Sinclair wore while he paced behind his desk. The fact that he’d made her sweat nearly a week before giving her this ass-chewing didn’t help her mood.

“And really? A bar fight?”

“There wasn’t a lot I could do sir. I’m not his commanding officer—he’s an independent contractor. Besides, it wasn’t a bar fight, it was a robbery that he stopped with extreme prejudice.”

Kaitlyn jumped slightly when he slammed his fist on his desk.

“Excuses? Really? You think this is some kind of joke? Because of his little stunt, the world is becoming more aware of us. There’s no way we can completely bury this.”

“And how would you have handled it, sir?” she asked, trying not to let the sarcasm color her voice. “It’s not like I could threaten him. You do remember he’s one of the most powerful beings that we’re aware of, right? It’s not like I could throw him in the brig. We already know how that turns out.”

“Don’t hand me your shit, Major. Your mess, your responsibility! Correct me if I’m wrong, but wasn’t that location your idea?”

“Pardon me, sir, but are you trying to imply that I should have known there was going to be a robbery? This was a random thing. There’s no way this could have been avoided, especially with his tendency to protect people, secrecy be damned.”

The colonel stopped pacing to give her a hard look that lasted almost a minute. “Maybe you’re not the right person to liaison with Rick. You came highly recommended, but if you can’t manage him, maybe we should find someone with more experience.”

Kaitlyn felt her jaw muscles tense, but she resisted the urge to grind her teeth. Why the hell was the CO giving her so much flak about the attempted robbery Rick had stopped? Sure, he did publicly expose the existence of people with powers…

Then again, before he’d even responded, the group trying to rob the place had already exhibited abilities beyond the norm. Could they have covered it up if Rick hadn’t acted? Possibly… though very unlikely. Not with all of the highly reputable witnesses and the laundry list of sustained injuries.

Just as many questions would have been raised about how several highly trained military personnel had gotten injured without any of the bad guys getting detained. It’s a NCO bar, for God’s sake, not some club for civilians. With all the weapons available, someone should have been ended with extreme prejudice.

“Sir, with all due respect, it was my team that brought him in, my team that stopped a criminal terrorist organization, and my team that kept the situation from being much worse with the weather mutant. I think I’ve proven—”

Colonel Sinclair snatched a folder off his desk before slamming it back down. “Yeah, since you felt inclined to bring those up, tell me how creating a volcano was a ‘good job,’ or how you let the mutant causing all the destruction in the Midwest qualify as a successful mission? So far, your two outings have ended in disaster or failure. Just the lost intel alone at that terrorist base could be considered a dismal failure.”

Kaitlyn could feel a cold trickle of sweat trail down the length of her spine. A nervous tingling started building in her stomach.

“But sir—”

“Enough, Major. Give me one good reason why I should allow you to keep command of your team.”

Her mouth went dry before she had a chance to answer. She swallowed a couple of times, trying to work up some moisture in her mouth, but failed. Taking a deep breath, she stared straight ahead when she responded, “Sir, you’re right, there’s no excuse for my previous performance, but I believe attempting to make someone else Rick’s handler would be a huge mistake. Zarina and I have developed a level of rapport with him—something I feel allows us a measure of control over his actions at this point.”

She plunged on, unable to read the Colonel’s expression. “Having someone else step in might make him rethink his decision to stay—an outcome none of us want. If you consider the previous missions a disaster, then I can’t imagine what you’d consider it if he went off on his own, injecting himself into situations that go against his code of justice.”

He stared at her, remaining quiet while she continued speaking. “At least right now, if something happened, we can report it quickly, allowing us at least an opportunity to cover it up. If he goes off on his own, then it definitely will blow up in our face.”

“Or we could just throw everything we have at him and remove him from the equation.”

At a complete loss of words, Kaitlyn’s mouth dropped open. She stammered for a moment, struggling to compose her thoughts. Finally, she locked onto Sinclair’s gaze. “Permission to speak freely, sir?”

Her only answer was a short wave.

“Sir, that plan would lead to a huge loss of life and resources. Plus, that action would most likely fail spectacularly. You haven’t seen how powerful he is, how much more powerful he’s becoming on a daily basis. My original team, made up of members who have stood up to third-world armies, yet barely even registered as an inconvenience to him.”

“But we know more about him now, how his abilities operate.”

“Sir, you’re not listening. His powers have grown exponentially since we first identified him. You’d only get one shot, and if you failed, it would be like fighting against a nuclear-capable country. At that point, he would have no qualms about destroying everyone in the military, or even the government, for that matter. In his eyes, we’ve already betrayed him once two decades ago, and he nearly destroyed that organization without compunction.” She paused, allowing the gravity of her words to sink in.

“If, or more likely when, you failed, sir, in my professional opinion, you’d be the sole reason our country would be decimated.” She matched his glare until he looked away.

At least I won that round.

Colonel Sinclair grabbed another folder off his desk before he looked back up at her. “Fine, you’ve made your point. I’m going to give you one more chance. If you fail, then you’re through here. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Good,” he replied, flipping through the folder. “Now it says here you’re putting together a mission south of the border? Why?”

Kaitlyn paused a moment, caught off-guard by the question. Changing mental gears, she quickly gathered her thoughts.

“As per the information gathered on our last mission, we have reason to believe that the mutant we stopped in the Midwest is originally from that area. Rick also indicated the base he underwent treatments to enhance his powers is also in that region, so there’s a link to Maelstrom in the area as well. It’s something I don’t believe we can risk not looking into.”

“Not good enough. I want more solid intel before I authorize a mission that could cause an international incident. You can do preliminary planning, but that’s it. Also, since Zarina is still out of commission from your last successful mission, I’m assigning a different member to your team—someone with more command experience under his belt.”

“Who—” she started to ask, but he held up one hand while hitting a button on his phone.

“Send him in.”

She turned slightly as the door to the office opened. The man who walked in slowly filled her with dread. His quick examination of her before stopping in front of the desk told her nothing had changed in the past six months.

“You can’t be serious!”

The colonel gave her a confused look before continuing.

“Kaitlyn, this is—”

“Hello Henry,” she snapped, turning toward the newcomer, “or should I call you Traverse?”

The Colonel glanced between the two of them while Henry gave her that little know-it-all smirk that had begun to irritate her toward the end. It was just one of the reasons she’d broken off the engagement in the first place.
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Breathe.

She walked quickly down the hall, trying to maintain her composure

Keep it inside. Don’t let anyone notice.

Something of her mood apparently showed on her face as she strode down the hallway, heading toward her room. Even though she didn’t make eye contact, people seemed to move out of her way as she moved down the hall. Reaching her room, she locked her door behind her and leaned against it, beginning to pant as her emotions welled up inside her. Turning her stereo up, she slowly counted to ten, then screamed at the top of her lungs.

“Fuck me!”

Grabbing the first heavy object she could reach, she snatched it up and threw it across the room, leaving a dent in the wall. Still unsatisfied, she screamed again. “What is it with you fucking up my career! It’s like it’s one of your hidden superpowers! Why’d you have to beat the crap out of those idiots? Now I’m stuck dealing with the fallout of your shit!”

Storming to the other side of her room, she shoved her arms into a large metal box, stopping when she reached her elbows. A sudden blast of heat seeped out from around her arms as she unleashed a continuous gout of flame into the interior of the box.

Grunting in effort and frustration, she continued pouring more and more fire into the containment box, trying her best to burn away the image of the condescending smirk Henry had given her before she’d been dismissed from the meeting, storming out of Colonel Sinclair’s office, and slamming the door behind her.

The slowly brightening glow of the containment box forced her to cut her powers off before removing her arms. There wasn’t even ash left from where the sleeves of her uniform had been, which in and of itself wasn’t a good sign. While not as heat resistant as her combat uniform, it should still have resisted temperatures hot enough to melt aluminum.

“And why did it have to be him, of all people! Damn it!”

She still felt an overwhelming desire to either hit or burn something. Instead, she changed into civilian clothes and stomped out of her room, heading to the motor pool to grab her bike. She needed to talk with Rick about the entire situation now or it would only fester and make matters worse down the line.

He either needed to start working with her, following orders, or her career would be over.

 

Chapter 2

 

Kaitlyn twisted the throttle, reveling in the surge of power as the bike lunged forward again. The engine’s rumble echoed around her while the vibrations reverberated through her body, reminding her it’d been too long since the last time she took it out. Riding her bike down empty country roads was something she thoroughly enjoyed, yet seemed to do less and less often over the past year. Ever since she’d broken it off with Henry and had been transferred, more of her time was being spent trying to prove her competence, leading up to the chance to command a response team.

Being the youngest person to lead one, let alone the youngest woman to lead one, meant a lot of eyes were on her, watching to see if she’d rise up to the challenge or prove it was a mistake giving her the chance in the first place.

Working against her was the fact that she had the lowest power level of any commander to ever lead a team—a testament to her leadership and tactical skills. Having a lower power level forced her to learn how to use her abilities to their fullest, making up for the perceived shortcoming.

Now, all of her hard work was being called into question since discovering, then teaming up with, Rick. Having her CO question whether she was the right person for the job—both for leading a team, and more importantly, being the liaison between Project Endpoint and one of the most powerful mutants on the planet—was like a gut-punch, one that almost left her gasping with the implications. Being the person who successfully recruited someone of Rick’s power level could make or break her career. So far though, it was leaning toward the breaking side of the equation.

A flash of brown broke her out of her thoughts. Without warning, a deer bounded out of the tree line on her right. In slow motion, she watched the animal sail gracefully through the air before freezing in place directly in front of her. Instinctively, she stomped the rear brakes while trying to swerve at the same time. A sickening feeling washed over her before settling into her gut. Her back tire locked up, causing it to break traction.

She was out in the middle of nowhere getting ready to either lay the bike down, flip over, and/or plow directly into an animal that probably weighed almost as much as she did. All because she was angry and distracted.

What happened next defied explanation. The deer seemed to vanish for an instant before it reappeared, frozen on the opposite side of the road. Before she could comprehend what happened, a weird sensation enveloped her, a force that seemingly straightened her out and allowed her to regain control of her bike. Pulling off the side of the road, she yanked her helmet off, gasping for air. After several minutes, her hands finally stopped shaking enough for her to pull back out onto the road and continue heading toward Rick’s house. However, it took much longer for her stomach to return to its normal location.
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Rick nodded in satisfaction as he glanced around the room. After yanking all of it out of the room they’d given him on base, he’d been too distracted to actually do more than just leave it piled up in several chairs. Instead, he’d spent the past week going out to the island they’d been testing him on before the whole mess with Juan/Iškur. Along with continuing to improve his control over his powers, he noticed his actual power level was still expanding.

Another reason he kept returning to the island was the sensation that there was still something Inanna had given him floating around the edges of his mind, just beyond his mental reach.

All I can do is keep pushing myself. Maybe I have to have a certain amount of power before I can use the information, like that void energy stuff she allowed me to access, or being able to fly. It would definitely fit her M.O.

With everything back the way it was before he’d teamed up with Kaitlyn’s group, he plopped down in a chair, pulled a book off the shelf with his power, and settled down to read. He’d only been reading for about half an hour when his heightened senses detected a familiar signature approaching from several miles away. Before he’d destroyed Reaper’s base, being able to detect movement—even a mile out—took a significant amount of concentration. Now, without conscious effort, not only did he immediately notice when things were that far out, but just by turning his attention to it, he could determine who it was, their exact position, and anything else moving in the vicinity.

Putting slightly more effort into it, he could even sense the movement from all of the flora and fauna between him and his soon-to-be visitor, all the way down to the bugs and plants shifting in the breeze.

It allowed him to notice when the deer, startled by the approaching noise, darted out of the woods directly in front of Kaitlyn, causing her to lose control of her motorcycle. Without thought, he shifted the deer’s position, moving it out of her path. Sensing her momentum and the tell-tale signs of the bike starting to flip, he reached out and shifted her position and inertia as well, allowing her to regain control of her ride.

It took a minute for what he’d done to actually sink in. He’d not only sensed someone approaching from miles away, he’d actually kept them from getting seriously injured or killed. Only a week ago, it had taken conscious effort to do that, and now it was almost reflexive.

What the hell is happening to me? What am I turning into? 

Shaken by the event, he mentally reached out again without getting up, pulled a couple bottles of stout from the fridge, along with pint glasses he had chilling in the freezer. Pulling them over to the coffee table next to him, he went back to reading, trying to settle his slightly jangled nerves.

A few minutes later, he heard the low grumble of the bike as it pulled into his driveway, rattling the windows for a moment before it shut off. Before his visitor had a chance to knock, he mentally opened the door, causing them to stand awkwardly with their hand raised for a moment in surprise before coming in.

“Kaitlyn, what brings you out this way?” he asked, setting his book down on the table next to him. “Care for a Guinness?”

The continued look of surprise was slowly replaced by a questioning look as she spotted the two bottles and glasses steaming in the humid air.

“Were you expecting someone?” she asked as she walked over to where he was sitting.

“Just you.”

He noticed her eyes widen slightly before she responded, “Me? How’d you know I was coming?”

With a gesture, both bottles opened before the dark liquid streamed up, arcing through the air before being deposited into the two glasses. Both glasses then lifted off the table with one drifting to his hand while the other one hovered in front of Kaitlyn.

“I felt you coming about fifteen minutes ago, so I thought I’d get some refreshments out for the two of us. Thought you might appreciate it.”

Kaitlyn sat down slowly in a chair across from him, gingerly grabbing the floating glass and taking a sip. “You could tell it was me that far away?”

He nodded before taking a sip from his glass, savoring the cold, dark fluid flowing down his throat while watching her closely. He could tell from the different expressions crossing her face that she was trying to process that new information. He was still trying to understand it himself.

“How long have you been able to do that?”

“Which bit? To identify people at range or the range itself?”

“All of it.”

Rick thought about the question before responding, “It hasn’t happened all at once. When we were on the jet before we went down on our first mission, I’d been able to push my senses out to around twenty miles—at least that’s my educated guess—but it was only coarse information I could detect. I could tell there were things moving, but no idea what. When I healed Zarina, my awareness just seemed to start expanding. I’m not even sure what my maximum range is at this point, but without conscious effort, I can sense stuff out past ten miles at least.” He paused to take another sip of his stout. “If I concentrate, I can sense the people back at the base. Also, with effort, I can detect any movement within range. I haven’t experimented yet, but I have a suspicion that if I really worked at it, I could affect anything within range of my senses.”

He sat quietly while she worked through what he’d told her.

“What do you mean affect?” she asked, a look of suspicion growing on her face. “That was you, wasn’t it?”

Rick didn’t even deny knowing what she was referring to. “Yeah, that was me. I didn’t want you scratching the paint on that thing,” he said with a small smile on his face.  “I could have pulled you here at supersonic speed if I wanted, or pushed you back to base in one of my kinetic bubbles. Honestly, it’s beginning to scare me how much my powers have increased over the past couple of months. It seems like anytime I get hurt or knocked out, I wake up with even more power. A month from now, if I had to fight Juan again, I don’t think I’d have any problems.”

Kaitlyn sat quietly while he finished off his glass. Looking around, she stood up before aimlessly wandering around the room.

“You know, this is the first time I’ve ever seen your place.”

Rick hopped up in embarrassment before he moved to where she was standing. “Where are my manners. Let me show ya around.”
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“Anime? Seriously?” she asked, running a finger over the cases of several different titles.

“Sure, why not,” he asked, a sudden feeling of heat spreading across his face. “At this point, I’m starting to take notes. Hell, I could probably do a live-action version of some of these.”

She gave him a strange look before nodding in agreement. “You know, I never thought of it that way, but I suppose you’re right.”

She paused a moment before wandering over to a display case hanging on the wall. “So what’s the story behind these? I never took you for a blade guy.”

He walked over to stand next to her, his heart speeding up slightly from the close proximity. Staring at the blades encased behind glass, he tried to distract himself from the scent of her shampoo drifting up to his nose.

“Those,” he said, gesturing toward the twin swords, “are a trophy from a mission a long time ago. Before Maelstrom had become corrupted. They’re called grosse messer. Means big or great knife in German.”

He smiled slightly, finishing off his glass of beer before using his powers to grab a new one. This time he just popped the top, causing the liquid to float across the room and refill his glass. The now empty bottle dropped into the recycle bin with a loud clink.

“You don’t even think about using your powers now, do you?”

He tilted his head toward her in puzzlement. “Why would I? Sure, I didn’t use ’em for twenty years because I was hidin’ from Maelstrom and trying to age normally,  but it’s something I no longer need to do. Now, I need to get as used to ’em as breathin’. You wouldn’t expect me not to use a hand or foot, would ya? So why restrict using my abilities?”

 He noticed her nostrils flare while she glared at him, taking him by surprise.

“You’re becoming a real pain in the ass, you know that?”

His mouth fell open, but nothing came out. Before he could respond, she started to yell, pacing back and forth in front of him. It was so unexpected, he stumbled backward, dropping heavily into his chair. “Do you realize that I almost lost my command today because of you? I came this close,” she said, holding her thumb and finger about an inch apart, “to getting demoted! They even threatened to remove me from being the official liaison between you and Endpoint.”

Rick felt white heat flash over him. One moment he was seated, and the next instant, he was standing upright while the chair he’d been sitting in exploded from the pressure of his sudden movement. Kaitlyn froze, her eyes going wide in shock. Seeing the fear grow on her face, he took a deep breath before letting it out, forcing himself to release his anger before he spoke.

“I’m beginning t’ think I need to go speak to your commanding officer and let ’im know I’d be a bit upset if he were to try and replace you with someone else.”

Understanding slowly dawned on her face while she processed his words. “No! Don’t. While I appreciate the thought, it would only make matters worse.”

“If you’re sure… Just know that if they try to replace you, I’m gone.”

“Yeah, I told them as much.” She paused, taking a big breath before staring in his eyes. “The bigger problem comes back to your complete disregard of protocol with using your powers in front of civilians.”

“Huh?”

She huffed. “You really don’t get it, do you? Part of our mission is to keep civilians from learning about people like us as much as possible. If normal people found out they weren’t the top of the food chain, there could be mass riots. It’s a little cliché, but it’d be like a Frankenstein’s monster effect”

“Yeah, except instead of torches and pitchforks, we’d have bullets and bombs, I take it? It’s funny, I never really thought about it. The only reason I hid my powers for all those years was to remain hidden from Maelstrom, not because people weren’t supposed to know about us.” He glanced at her before continuing, “So is that why you drove all the way out here to see me? To yell and tell me I suck and that they were thinking about breaking up the team?” The corner of his mouth twitching upward slightly, “Seems like a long drive when ya coulda chewed me out when I came in later this week…”

“Can’t hide shit from you, can I?” she asked, looking a little sheepish. “We’ve also been green-lighted for the mission to Mexico, but only if we can dig up more intel. We need to do some planning and logistics as well, but that should only take a few days extra days once we’re cleared to deploy.” She gave him a strange look. “Also, Zarina won’t be going with us. Apparently her guild wants her to go through some advanced training in light of what happened during the last mission.”

“Does that mean she wants to be a field agent, rather than going back to the CSI group?”

“Appears so…”

Rick noticed a slight shadow cross her face. “What?”

Rick noticed the muscles in her jaw go taut and he imaged he could hear her teeth grind together.

“The colonel saddled us with someone else for the mission.”

“What, are they not qualified or something?”

“No… He’s my ex-fiancé.”

Rick felt his chest tighten unexpectedly. “Shit… The colonel thought that’d be a good idea?”

Kaitlyn started to pace again. “Honestly, I get the feeling he wasn’t aware of our history. I broke it off with my ex before I was transferred to this base, so it’s possible Colonel Sinclair wouldn’t know. Don’t get me wrong,” she said, running her fingers through her hair, “Henry is extremely competent, even if he is a sanctimonious asshole. But I’d rather not discuss it right now. In the meantime, can you come by the base later so we can start some preliminary planning for the mission?”

“Sure, not a problem. How’s seventeen hundred sound?”

“Sounds about right.”

Kaitlyn finished off her glass before heading toward the door. Rick waved his hand again, causing the door to swing open before she reached it.

“Think about what I said. I’m being serious about you needing to follow my orders when we’re on a mission. Otherwise, I’ll be out a job and you might just become public enemy number one.”

“I’ll try to keep it in mind. See you in a bit.”

“See you later,” she said, a smirk growing on her face. “In the meantime, you might want to do something about that chair of yours.”

Rick glanced behind him, only now realizing exactly how much damaged he’d done when he’d stood up. All that was left were chunks embedded in the floor and walls. Before he could turn back, he heard the front door close.

“Damn it,” he muttered to the now empty room, “that was my favorite chair.”

 

Chapter 3

 

Rick approached the base, taking note of all the movement he sensed inside. The first time he’d been here, he’d barely noticed a fraction of all the movement happening. Now he could even sense areas he hadn’t been in yet—including some he suspected were supposed to be secret. It was like the difference between walking around at night with a flashlight compared to standing on top of a building during a clear summer day. How he managed to easily process all that information still baffled him.

Touching down at the front entrance, he nodded at the guards, waiting for their computer to indicate he was cleared to enter. After a few seconds, their system beeped. After reading the screen, they gave him an odd look but waved him through. He drifted away at a pace that was equivalent to someone jogging, mulling over the guards’ odd reaction. Shrugging, he accelerated, anxious to get the planning done for their next mission. 
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Raised angry voices echoed down the hall before Rick had even gotten close to the conference room. Slowing his pace, he paused outside the door, listening to the people inside arguing.

“I don’t care how many missions you’ve been on or planned, I’m still team leader on this one!”

A deep voice he didn’t recognize filtered out into the hallway. “I’ve got more experience in these types of situations. If you’re not going to step aside, then at least let me put the op together. We don’t want anything to slip through the cracks, do we?”

“I’m perfectly capable of mission planning. I don’t need your help. Hell, I don’t even want you on the team, but I don’t have a choice in the matter, now do I?”

Rick almost winced at the arctic tone in Kaitlyn’s voice. Before the other person had a chance to respond, Rick opened the door and stepped into the conference room. Glancing around, he spotted Kaitlyn standing at the end of the table, an aggravated look on her face, while a person he didn’t recognize sat with his back facing he door.

“Finally!” she snapped, jabbing a finger toward a seat on the opposite side of the table from the stranger.

Taking a seat, he glanced at the man sitting across from him.

“Now we can get started.” The relieved tone in Kaitlyn’s voice seemed pretty noticeable, but the stranger across from him didn’t appear to react. “Rick, this is Henry. Henry, Rick.”

Rick stood up slightly and held out his hand, but Henry gave him a cold look and crossed his arms. Feeling awkward, Rick sat back down, letting his arm drop on the table in front of him. He gave Kaitlyn a questioning look, but all she did was give a small sigh.

“So, what’s the plan?”

Kaitlyn barely opened her mouth before Henry started talking, cutting her off. “Basically, the plan,” he said, casting a dirty look toward Kaitlyn before looking back at Rick, “is for me to teleport us to a town just outside of our target location. I’ll arrange for some of my contacts meet us there and provide real-time updates on the situation. From there—”

Rick held up his hand, looking at Kaitlyn. “Wait. Is this your plan, or his?”

Rick thought he saw a slight twitch at the corner of her mouth. “My plan, once we get the green light,” she said, gesturing toward the map on the screen, “is to have our insertion point just a bit south of the border. It should be far enough from our target destination to avoid attention. From there, meet up with Henry’s contacts, get intel on our target, and acquire any vehicles and equipment needed before heading farther south. It’s the best way to fly under the radar, in my opinion. We’ll plan further once we get a lay of the land.”

“That’s a stupid plan. The closer we get initially, the less time anyone will have to react to our presence.”

Rick gritted his teeth for a moment, glancing back toward Henry. “I think her idea sounds better operationally. I’d rather get intel in a place where we can prep and get anything we might need before jumping into a possible snake pit and be left scramblin’ because we don’t have what we need and no time to get it. We’ll only get one shot at this. Plus, it’ll be easier to play the part of tourists if we actually travel from the border, rather than just mysteriously popping up basically outside their door.”

Rick imagined he felt the temperature drop a few degrees from the frosty glare Henry shot him.

“And what, pray tell, would you know about planning a mission? You look like you’re barely out of college.”

Did he seriously just go there?

“Listen, jackass, looks aside, I was running ops before your mom stopped wiping your ass. So when I say your plan sucks ass, I speak from experience. Besides, she’s,” he said, pointing toward Kaitlyn, “the one running the show. So unless she asks for opinions, I’d suggest you shut your cakehole.”

Turning back toward Kaitlyn, he noticed her eyes go wide a split-second before he felt an incoming pressure wave heading toward the side of his face. His reflexes instinctively kicked into overdrive, making everything freeze in place.

Processing the room with his senses, he noticed Henry’s now empty chair frozen in flight toward the wall. With barely a thought, he absorbed the kinetic energy while shifting the chair back to the floor. Shifting his attention to the pressure wave, he felt Henry next to him. Without bothering to turn his head, Rick noted the other man’s fist was only two inches away from his face. He debated with himself, trying to decide how to respond.

Well, I could just slide out of the way, but that wouldn’t keep him from swinging again. On the other hand…

A small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. Lifting his hand off the table, he crossed his arm in from of him, extended his middle finger and held it between his head and Henry’s fist. Solidifying the air to the density of metal directly in front of digit, he allowed his senses to drop almost back to normal speed.

He felt Henry’s fist connect with the air shield. Unexpectedly, he felt microscopic fractures begin to form in his opponent’s hand when the bones were stressed beyond their ability to compress. Instinctively, he absorbed the rest of the momentum, preventing further injury.

“Fuck!” Henry stumbled back a step, shaking his hand vigorously.

What the hell is wrong with me? I’m starting to fall back into old habits again. Instead of just restraining him, I nearly broke his hand… just like I did at the bar.

“Son of a bitch! I’m going to kick your ass, you obnoxious bastard!”

Rick slowly rose, turning to face Henry. In the back of his mind, he felt the hairs on the back of Kaitlyn’s neck stand up from the dangerous edge he had in his voice. “Be thankful I only let you tweak your hand. You have no idea what I can do, do you? I could turn you into a greasy smear if I wanted.”

“Let me—”

Ignoring Henry, he turned toward Kaitlyn. “Sorry about messing up your meeting like that. Might be a good idea for me to get going before this gets more outta hand. Call me—”

Before he could finish, a loud chirp sounded from the speaker sitting in the center of the table.

“HellKat? I hate to interrupt, but we need you to get down to medical holding. Something bad is happening down here.”

She reached forward, quickly tapping a button. “Define bad,” she asked, still giving him a concerned look.

“The guys you detained from that bar fight? They’ve apparently lost their powers. Even worse, they appear to be dying.”
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Before Rick could speak, Henry reached out and touched Kaitlyn, vanishing with a slight whoosh of displaced air. Everything froze as his senses ramped back to extreme levels. Instantly, he felt where on base the air was staring to get displaced and took off, mentally dissipating the Mach cone before it formed while dodging people in the hallways.

He arrived in the secure medical ward a split-second after them, his awareness still tuned so fast that everything appeared stationary. Kaitlyn’s mouth was hanging open in mid-word, an indication she hadn’t expected to be teleported to the location.

“Uh, think you forgot someone, hoss,” Rick quipped as he slowed to normal, causing Henry to jump slightly.

“How’d you…”

“Damn it! I didn’t ask you to bring me here! Stop trying to take control!”

Mumbling under her breath, Kaitlyn turned and stalked over to the nearest nurse. Rick watched her go before turning back toward Henry, watching the other man shake out the hand he’d tried to hit him with. Looking up, he gave Rick another angry glare.

“What are you, anyway? Some type of teleporter or something? I just thought you were super strong or something.”

Rick shook his head. “I’m something entirely different. I’d suggest mindin’ your manners toward Kaitlyn. I’ve already caused her enough stress without you adding to it.” He held up a finger before Henry had a chance to respond. “I’d also suggest reading up on me before ya try an’ take another poke at me. I took it easy on ya this time. Don’t make me get more serious.”

“Guys, over here. We have a big problem.”

Rick gave Henry one last once-over before heading over to where Kaitlyn was waving a folder. A look of concern and frustration was slowly growing on her face.

“What’s up?”

“Pretty much confirmation of what we heard in the conference room. The prisoners, for whatever reason, are dying. Their vital signs are starting to drop as we speak.” She gestured absently behind her. “From what they’re saying, the prisoners began losing their powers over the past several hours. From there, their vital signs started dropping.”

“Any idea how long they’ve got?”

Kaitlyn shook her head. “Rough estimate? Only a few more hours… if that.”

“Is that something you’ve seen before?” he asked, glancing between her and Henry.

“What, dying or losing their powers?” She ran her fingers through her hair before she sighed and continued. “I apologize. I shouldn’t take it out on you. This is just one more thing to ruin my day.”

She signed again, looking like the weight of the world was resting on her shoulders. “As for losing their powers…? No. It’s anything but normal. When they first got here, some type of anomaly was detected in their blood samples, an anomaly that’s now missing. The medical staff’s educated guess is, they’re related.”

“Have we gotten anything out of them?” 

Kaitlyn turned her head toward Henry. “Only that they work for some organization we’ve never heard of before. They also gave us a general description of where their headquarters are, but nothing concrete. The tech guys are trying to track it down now.” She paused, flipping through the file she was holding. “Looks like we also checked their criminal records. None of them had abilities as of six months ago.”

“So let me get this straight… Six months ago, they were all normal. Then they show up all powered up, except your boy here wiped the floor with them. Now they’re back to being normal.? That sound about right?”

The hair on the back of Rick’s neck rose up at Henry’s statement, a suspicion slowly growing in the back of his mind. 

Henry shook his head. “They couldn’t have been that powerful if Rick took them out in under five minutes by himself though, right?”

Kaitlyn gave him a cold stare before slowly enunciating each of her next words. “Each one was Theta level or higher. At least one of them was Lambda, possibly Mu level.”

“Wait, that can’t be right. According to your report, Rick stopped them single-handedly.”

“I did. In under a minute, not five,” he said, crossing his arms. Without waiting for a response, he turned back toward Kaitlyn. “Want me to see if I can do anything?”

Kaitlyn paused, considering the question before nodding. “At this point, it can’t hurt. Your best bet is with Putty. He seems to be in the best condition since he gave up without a fight. Maybe whatever that anomaly was, it gets used up faster the more they use their powers.”

Rick only nodded. “Which cell?”

Kaitlyn gestured to the third one down. Walking away, he heard Kaitlyn and Henry start to argue again.

“What the hell does think he can do to help? And just how powerful is he? He didn’t really take out several high-level mutants by himself, did he?”

“If anything, he’s underselling what he did to them. As for what he can do, one aspect of his power provides some ability to heal people.”

Rick cast a quick glance back toward them, catching Kaitlyn’s eye before he entered Putty’s cell.

“As for how powerful he is… Our scale doesn’t go that high yet.”

 

 

Chapter 4

 

The first thing that struck him was that the smell hanging in the air was so thick, he gagged involuntarily. It reminded him of an open grave he’d come across once while on a mission to oust some petty dictator that wasn’t willing to stop killing his own people. When he stumbled upon the site, it was obvious that the broken bodies had been rotting in the sun for several days at least.

The odor clung to everything in Putty’s cell, running a close second to that grizzly memory.

Taking another step into the room, he glanced around, searching for the source of the nauseating miasma. The low light levels in the room made it difficult to see much of anything. Extending his senses, he located a bed surrounded by medical equipment in the corner of the room. On top of the bed was an almost unrecognizable misshapen lump. Reaching out with his power, he started to turn up the dimmer, but a scream of pain erupted from the mass on the bed.

“No! Turn the lights back down. It burns my eyes!”

Rick quickly turned the light back down to the twilight level it had been set at when he first entered. Moving forward slowly, he focused his senses on the quivering lump that was the source of the rotting stench.

“Putty?”

Approaching, he felt his foot slip slightly on a greasy spot. Looking down, he struggled to keep from dry heaving when he realized the greasy spot was oozing off the bed from the—for lack of a better word—man lying in pain in front of him. The sheets covering the man he’d only fought a week ago was glistening with something slimy and wet.

“What the hell happened to you?”

“They told us it wouldn’t be bad… That it wouldn’t hurt…”

The wet gurgling voice was completely different from what he expected. Extending his senses, he felt the man’s lungs slowly filling with fluid as his body broke down.

“Who told you it wouldn’t hurt? What did they do to you?”

A wet cough echoed around the room before the gurgling voice continued. “Said it would make us unstoppable. But they lied. That man… That demon… he…he squashed us like insects. It was like the hand of God striking us down for our transgressions…”

Rick moved closer to the bed, using his power to scrape the floor in front of him. “Who did this to you?”

“It was Pandemonium…”

“What do you mean?”

Rick could sense the man’s vital signs start to bottom out. There wasn’t much time left if he was going to do something. He slowly reached his hands out, loathe to actually touch the rotting mass of tissue in front of him. Just before he made contact, Putty mumbled something, almost inaudible. The effort caused his entire mass to ripple. “I just need some Gr29Beta… They told me it could fix me no matter how bad the withdrawal symptoms got…”
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“Wait, what?”

Rick completely forgot about his revulsion. Making contact with the slimy surface of Putty’s skin, he shifted his vision, examining the man’s aura along with his cellular structure—something he hadn’t tried before. What he observed horrified him. The man’s cells were slowly dissolving before his eyes, like an ice cube on a hot skillet. Putty’s aura wasn’t much better. He’d never seen an aura that appeared to be fractured and becoming muted, taking on a sickly hue. In the back of his mind, it reminded him of a smart phone screen after it’d been accidentally dropped. And the fracturing was accelerating.

He tried duplicating the nauseating colors the man’s aura was breaking down into, but just approximating the colors made him sick to his stomach. Gritting his teeth, he forced his aura to match the colors while he allowed his senses to reach deeper into the man’s disintegrating body, struggling to figure out a way to hold him together. It felt like he was trying to mold water with his bare hands.

“No,” he hissed through clenched teeth, “you’re not going to die on me! I won’t allow it!”

Digging deeper, he felt the room begin to vibrate as an eruption of power thrummed around the cell. It began to pulse off him in waves, knocking stuff over from the nearly physical wave of energy. Distantly, he felt Kaitlyn and Henry try to force their way into the room, but the waves of power coming off him kept pushing them farther from the door. A sudden popping noise barely registered as he felt Henry teleport next to him, but the energy pouring off him slammed the teleporter against the far wall, temporarily pinning him in place before another pop signaled him teleporting back out of the room.

Ignoring them, he refocused his attention to the task at hand. Reaching out mentally, he tried to recreate the structure of the man’s body and aura at the same time, attempting to get ahead of the degradation Putty’s body was going through.

It was almost like whatever was happening within Putty’s body was fighting against him. For every two steps forward, he seemed to backslide three. Time became meaningless while he fought against the complete collapse of the man in front of him. At the back of his mind, he sensed that his field had expanded far beyond the room, but he couldn’t lose focus long enough to determine what was happening beyond noticing the feeling of wrongness expanding farther than anything that made sense.

He felt his aura shift. An instant later, a sudden last-ditch idea snapped to the front of his mind, almost like a lost memory. Reacting instinctively, he wrapped the dying man in a cocoon of slowed time, somehow creating an impromptu stasis field around the dying man. With time slowed, he finally started getting ahead of the process.

Finally, the last piece of aura snapped back into place, allowing him to slump to the floor in exhaustion while energy continued to slough off him in waves. Reaching out mentally one more time, he scanned through Putty’s body and aura searching for anything he’d overlooked. All he saw was the slow reintegration of life signs as his body stabilized.

Leaving the stasis field active to allow the man’s body to recuperate slowly, he absently tied off the flow of energy.

Probably going to need to keep an eye on him just to make sure what I did was permanent. At least I got something to work with before he passed out.

Gr29Beta. It was too similar to be a coincidence. How a two-bit thug had been treated with that compound was a problem they needed to figure out before their mission to Mexico. It also told him that they were still in operation.

Gr29Beta sounded almost the same as Gr10Charlie—the compound they used to magnify his own powers.
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“What the hell was that!”

Rick saw the look of anger on Kaitlyn’s face and realized he’d just reacted again, going far beyond what the original plan was. He watched her hair slowly wave in an unfelt breeze. His eyes widened—the unfelt breeze was actually energy still emanating from him in waves. With a bit of mental effort, he pulled the energy back into himself, immediately feeling more rested compared to how exhausted he’d felt only moments before.

“Uh, sorry about that. I kinda got carried away with trying to save him. He’s stable for now, so there that at least…”

Kaitlyn crossed her arms in front of her. “But…?”

He gave her a small smile before responding. “But… I also found something out. Something that’s going to put our current mission on hold for the time being.”

Rick noticed Kaitlyn’s hands clench. A moment later, she exhaled, unclenching her hands in the process.

“Why? We’ve already started putting the op together. We can’t just cancel it on your say-so. Unless you learned something that’ll convince the colonel to let us go.”

Rick nodded, understanding the logistical ramifications of what he was getting ready to suggest. “Here’s the thing. I managed to get some information from Putty before he passed out. Seems some organization called Pandemonium has been giving these guys a drug called Gr29Beta to give them their powers.”

“So what?”

“So,” he said, responding to Henry’s question while returning his glare, “the name of that drug is very similar to the one that boosted my powers. It can’t be a coincidence.” He turned back toward Kaitlyn. “If it’s from the same research, then it’s only a matter of time before they get someone of my level rolling through, stealing whatever they want… or worse.”

Rick watched Kaitlyn process the information he’d just uncovered. It obviously wasn’t something they could ignore, but by the same token, was it something that warranted them addressing it before they headed south of the border? Regardless of how he personally felt, he wasn’t risking his career, she was.

“Tell you what. It’s going to take a few days to get everything squared away. We’ll have that long to investigate this lead. If it pans out, it’ll be too much for the colonel to ignore, but I’m not willing to put our primary mission on hold for what was most-likely the ramblings of a delirious person, but  Fair enough?”

“Hey! Don’t I get a say in this? This is just going to be a waste of time. We need to focus on getting down to Mexico instead of going on a wild goose chase here.”

Rick turned toward Henry again. “As I said before, you’re not in charge, she is. Until that changes, no, you don’t get a say unless she says you do.” Rick turned back toward Kaitlyn and nodded again. “Thanks. It’ll have to do. My gut is telling me they’re related. Hopefully we can get it cleared up before we leave.”

He started to turn away, but Kaitlyn’s voice made him pause for a moment. “By the way, that stunt you just pulled…?” Rick paused a moment, dreading what she was going to say. “Whatever that was, you not only stabilize all of Putty’s partners in crime, but somehow managed to heal everyone on this ward. That’s not all, we’re still not sure how far that field you generated reached, but whoever it touched, it healed.”

 

Chapter 5

 

Rick stood still a moment, a surprised look on his face before he suddenly vanished, not even creating a slight breeze to indicate his departure.

“What the fuck! Who the hell is that guy?” Kaitlyn noticed a confused look cross his face. “And why the hell do I smell peppermint?” 

Peppermint? What the hell is he talking about? I only smell cinnamon.

She paused a second before giving him a dirty look. “I guess someone forgot to study the required reading material, didn’t they?” she said, turning away and heading toward the exit.

“You know what? Fuck you! That attitude right there just proves why they should never have given you the position of response team commander!”

She spun around, jabbing him in the chest. “And that right there is why I broke it off with you! All you see is a helpless woman that needs protection, not someone who can lead a team!”

“You know damn well that isn’t true. I didn’t want you taking the assignment because it’s too dangerous, especially with your ranked power level being so low.”

“And there it is. You don’t think I have what it takes. Being a team leader doesn’t come down to who has the biggest dick. My power level isn’t why I got the job, nor does it affect my capability to lead.”

“Yeah, a job you’re doing so poorly at that your own commanding officer requested I come in to assist. Or did you forget about that part?”

Kaitlyn rolled her eyes. “The reason I got saddled with you is because, for some reason, the colonel has something against Rick. It has very little to do with my leadership capabilities.”

Henry crossed his arms. “Then what do you call the bar incident? Good planning?”

“No, just bad luck. The whole point of that meeting was to talk Rick into staying, which I accomplished. There’s no way I could have planned for what happened. Besides, he’s an independent contractor, not a subordinate. I can’t really order him to do anything he doesn’t want to do. Or not do something he wants to do, for that matter.”

“Speaking of which, how do you not know what his power level is? That seems like a serious oversight, if you ask me. If I was team leader, I would have made sure to know that info before the first mission.”

“A, I didn’t ask you, and B, we only identified him less than two months ago. We got deployed shortly after we started testing him, so we weren’t able to do a full evaluation. A waste of time really. His powers have increased dramatically since then.”

“Wait. Increased? As in becoming more powerful? That doesn’t make sense. If what he said earlier was true, then he’s significantly older than me. How can his powers still be increasing? And that still doesn’t answer why you don’t even have a ballpark estimate of his tier ranking.”

Kaitlyn opened her mouth, then closed it again, trying to get her thoughts in order. “Okay, let’s take a step back. When we first encountered him, we estimated his powers and abilities placed him somewhere around omega level, based solely off observation. On our first mission together, something happened to him. Before we destroyed the enemy’s base, prolonged or excessive use his powers seemed to cause him pain. For perspective, easily overpowering two response teams doesn’t fall under pushing himself too hard.” Kaitlyn paused to make sure he understood. He waved his hand impatiently for her to continue. “When he blew up the base by creating a volcano, we assumed he was KIA.” She watched Henry’s eye widen when she mentioned the volcano, bringing a small smile to her face. “Instead of dying though, his power levels abruptly expanded almost exponentially. To top it off, he also appears to be developing new abilities as well. That healing thing he did just now? That’s new. Before, he had to be touching someone to heal them. It’s never been an area-effect ability.”

“Huh…” he said, rubbing his chin in thought. “So what are his powers as of right now?”

Kaitlyn paused for a moment, leaning against a wall before holding her hand up, lifting a finger. “His primary power is the ability to control nearly all kinetic and potential energy. At this point, we’re not sure how encompassing that control is, but he’s shown the ability to manipulate down to at least the molecular level. He’s been able to overpower elementalists in their own elements. For example, he’s nullified both my powers and Glacia’s as well, at the same time.” She paused again, staring into his eyes. “I’ve seen him remove all heat energy from water, freezing it instantly. He’s also remove all kinetic energy from the air, creating solid, invisible air shields of unknown durability. I’ve also seen him create a full-fledged water spout while standing on a self-created iceberg. All that was before his powers increased.” She ticked off another finger. “He’s also shown himself able to move and react at least at hypersonic speeds while nullifying the resulting shockwaves. He can also carry others at the same time. What his weight limit and velocity are is unknown since he’s only recently developed the ability to fly.”

“So are we just talking about straight line flying capabilities? He can’t be that fast when trying to be maneuverable?”

“That’s just it… His maneuverability, both aerial and ground based, is so advanced, there’s nothing in our arsenal that could touch him in my opinion. We also don’t know what his operational ceiling is, but during the Reaper incident, it’s believed he was launched at least into the upper atmosphere.”

She noticed Henry’s expression kept showing more and more disbelief as she continued to list Rick’s abilities.

I think I’ll hold off telling him about Rick’s ability to affect things at a distance. If everything goes south, at least I’ll have plausible deniability. Plus, with the apparent hard-on the colonel has for Rick, he might need an ace up his sleeve sometime in the future.

“You know what, why don’t you just go read his jacket. It’d be a lot simpler than me barfing it out like a computer display.”

Henry stood there quietly, lost in his own thoughts. “So he really did take out all those guys by himself, didn’t he? I thought you were just exaggerating to cover your ass when it went down.” He paused, giving her a serious look. “Under five? Seriously?”

Kaitlyn nodded. “In all honesty, he easily could have ended it in under five seconds, but he’d had a rough week and wanted to give them a chance to leave first. Their mistake was when they attacked him. After that, I think he wanted to make an example of them. At least that’s how I felt watching it go down. He’s got a thing about helping people in trouble, and after seeing two guys get their arms broken, it set him off. I’m honestly surprised he didn’t kill any of them.”

“So what you’re saying is, he’s a loose cannon that can level a building, right?”

“What I’m saying is, we should be grateful he even notices we exist and, more importantly, that he’s still willing to try to do the right thing.”
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Rick walked into the tac center, looking around for anyone he recognized before walking over to a nearby technician.

“Hi, was wondering if you could help me?” he asked trying to get the tech’s attention.

The held up a hand behind them without even looking. “Give me a minute, will ya?” 

“Sure, take your time.”

While waiting, Rick looked around the room. Last time he’d been here, he hadn’t really paid attention to his surrounding. Now that he had a chance, just being in a room like this brought back memories. It wasn’t until now that he realized he actually missed the action associated with being part of a team—something he never thought would happen again, especially after what happened the last time. The way everyone moved around with purpose and devotion to keeping others safe from things that went bump in the night, things the average person wouldn’t have the ability to protect themselves against brought a smile to his face. Another though crossed his mind, causing the smile to fade.

Was it worth it? Standing in the gap to keep other safe at the risk of having those he cared about getting hurt because he couldn’t protect them? Like what happened to Zarina? He still wasn’t sure…

“Okay, what do you nee—”

Rick turned back toward the tech, watching the other man’s eyes open so far that he could see the whites all the way around his pupils.

“Holy shit! It’s you!”

Rick took a step back in surprise.

“I’m sorry,” the other man stuttered out, “I sh… shouldn’t have m… made you wait!”

“Uh… It’s no problem. Really.”

“Wha… what can I d…do for you?”

Rick noticed the tech was actually starting to hyperventilate. “Seriously, it’s fine. I just had a couple questions is all, uh…” Rick said, glancing at the technician’s name tag, “Ted.”

“Sure uh, sure… What can I help you with?” the other man managed to get out.

Rick stepped over next to the tech, which seemed to make the tech even more nervous. After some thought, he moved away slightly. “I’m looking for all the info about Pandemonium and their possible locations.”

“Okay, I can do that.” Ted turned, mumbling under his breath as he typed. A few seconds later, his screen started to fill with information. Shrinking it down slightly, he pointed out close to a half-dozen locations scattered around the nearby city. “We didn’t really get a specific location, either because they weren’t sure of it, or because they didn’t want to turn over on their bosses. All we could do is make some educated guesses based off the intel they provided indirectly.”

“Indirectly?”

Ted looked up at him and smiled slightly before going back to the screen. “Yeah, we uh, put them in the same room for awhile and recorded everything they said—both before and after their initial interrogation.”

Rick nodded at him to continue.

“We really didn’t start getting anything until their powers started fading… seemed to send them into a panic. They were being interrogating again when it started happening, so they left them alone in the room together under the pretense of getting a doctor. Based off what happened to them after that, we think they knew they were getting ready to go through withdrawal from whatever they’d been given.”

“Do we have any idea what it was they were given specifically?”

“No. It wasn’t anything we’ve come across before, but the blood tests did show a few anomalies.”

“Yeah, they mentioned it down in the medical ward. Anything specific?”

“Sure, give me a moment.”

After a few seconds of tapping on the keyboard, information started to display on a different screen.

“According to this, the examiner indicated it looked like their genetic structure was somehow warped, like their RNA was slightly larger than it should have been.” Ted paused for a second. “Oh, and their mitochondria seemed significantly more active than it should have been, even for metas.”

“Could that cause someone’s body to burn out?”

“Well, maybe…” He tapped a few more keys. “Here we go. Based off this report, I wouldn’t say it was burning them out per se, but it could cause their bodies to cannibalize their cells, so I guess it could be the same thing. Molecular biology and genetics aren’t my strong points unfortunately. Sorry.”

“Fair enough. That kinda makes sense, based off what I was seeing.”

Ted cocked his head slightly. “You saw it? Saw it how?”

“Not important. What’s important is to find this Pandemonium group and see if we can shut them down before they do somethin’ worse. The fact that their members have the unfortunate tendency to turn into goo a week after bein’ off whatever it is they’re giving ’em is a good enough reason to go after ’em.”

Ted started to turn a slight shade of green.

Guess I shouldn’t describe someone turning into goo.

Trying to change the subject, he pointed back to the first screen. “Could you do me a favor and print that out for me? It’d be much appreciated.”

The tech swallowed heavily a few times before he nodded and tapped a few more buttons before walking over to a nearby printer. Coming back, he handed him several sheets. “I also took the liberty of uploading the locations to the GPS system on your wrist comp. I hope that was okay with you…”

The nervous look on Ted’s face made Rick realize he needed to do a bit more work to help Ted relax.

“That was good thinking. I appreciate that. You mind if I touch base with you if I need to later? That way I won’t have to reexplain everything to someone else?”

The look of surprise changed to one of excitement when he realized Rick was choosing him specifically to help him out.

“Absolutely! Thank you sir. I’d be honored to help you in any way I can.”

“Thanks again, Ted. And you don’t need to call me sir, my parents were married.”

Ted’s mouth dropped open as Rick spun away and hurried out of the tac center, a smile spreading across his face. He had a lot of ground to cover and very little time to do it. Regardless, he now had a starting point. The hunt was on.
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Kaitlyn left the infirmary, intent on tracking Rick down. After he’d vanished unexpectedly from the infirmary—a habit of his that was really starting to get on her nerves—she had a suspicion where his next stop would be. Rather than trying to raise him on the comm channel, she’d opted to just head up, hoping to catch him before he zipped away to somewhere else.

With everything that’d happened over the past few months, she knew he was getting stressed. Finding a possible connection to Maelstrom in their own back yard might just be the straw that broke the camel’s back, at least in her opinion. With everything that’d happened so far, she was growing concerned he might do something rash. The last thing you wanted someone of his power level doing was something rash.

Making the final turn, she spotted Rick coming out of the tac center with a determined look on his face. “Rick! Wait up!”

He turned in her direction before suddenly appearing right in front of her, causing her to jump slightly.

Damn it. I wish he’d stop doing that.

Even though he gave every appearance of being a speedster, there was never any buffeting of wind when he approached her at high speed. Just one more unsettling aspect of his abilities that he apparently gave no notice of.

“What’s up? Better yet, where’s our little watchdog?”

A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, but she forced it away. There wasn’t a lot either of them could do about Henry, regardless of their feelings about him. “Is one of your powers the ability to piss off everyone you come in contact with?”

“No, but I do have the ability to poke badgers with spoons…”

The remark caught her off-guard. She tried to look serious, but after a few seconds, she gave up and chuckled. Regaining her composure, she gestured back the way she’d come. “Seriously though, this isn’t a pissing contest. I don’t need you causing more friction, we already have plenty as it is. We’re stuck with him for the foreseeable future.”

“Fine,” he said, pretending to pout, “I’ll stop trying to poke him with a spoon. But if he pisses me off, I’m going to switch to a sharpened spork.”

“Now that we’ve got that out of the way,” she said, chuckling again, “what’d you find out since you were in too big of a rush to wait for me?”

She watched him pull some folded sheets of paper out of his pocket. Opening them, he smoothed them out slightly before showing them to her. “I talked to a tech about possible locations for a likely base of operations.” Rick paused to rub the back of his head. “Apparently, they recorded everything the prisoners said. From that, they were able to identify a few places where their hideout might be located. I figured we could do a bit of a look-see on them, see if anything suspicious is goin’ on there. If this drug they’re taking is in any way related to what I was given, we need to find ’em fast and shut ’em down hard.”

“Agreed. We can barely deal with you. The last thing we need is to have this place overrun with a bunch of assholes with powers.”

“Yeah, we might get saddled with ’em on the team.”

She choked back another laugh. “Rick…”

He held up his hands, trying to look innocent. “What?”

“If we’re going to do this, we’re going to need to do some planning.”

“Guess we need to make our shadow part of that planning, don’t we?”

She let out an exasperated sigh. “Yeah, yeah we do.”

 

Chapter 6

 

Rick hunkered down behind the roof ledge. Not that anyone would be able to see them since the sun went down about five hours ago. It was the fourth stakeout from a rooftop they’d done over the past week. They were scoping out a suspected location, but it wasn’t looking all that promising. The building they were currently surveilling appeared to be just another run-down warehouse in the harbor district of the city. They’d been parked on the roof for the better part of four hours without seeing anything that appeared suspicious. The only odd thing was that he was having some difficulty sensing any movement inside the location besides the occasional cat or rodent. Unusual, but not impossible.

Rick heard Henry grumble under his breath from the shadows of the rooftop.

“Why the hell are we just sitting around up here in the cold and dark?”

Because bad guys in the movies are always doing the illegal stuff at night.

The thought made him smile.

“Do you sense anything?” Kaitlyn asked as she crept closer to him.

“No, not really. Nothing beyond what you’d expect from an abandoned building.”

She nodded before looking the building over again with a pair of high-powered binoculars.

“Ready to call it quits on this waste of time?” 

Rick glanced at Henry again, resisting the urge to say something sarcastic. “You can leave any time you want. Us grown-ups can keep working if you want to get home and watch Barney or something. I’m sure they have reruns of that purple monstrosity playing on some channel if you’re quick about it. Bet you even have one of those snuggies to bundle up in…”

Rick felt Kaitlyn move, lowering the binoculars as she hung her head in annoyance. “Rick…”

“Fine. Sorry… not sorry.”

He heard the slight edge creep into her voice when she spoke again. “Rick…”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said as he stood up and stretched. He started to turn away when something popped into his awareness. Snapping his head back down toward the warehouse, he began to study the front of the building intently.

“What?” she asked, swinging the field glasses back up to her face, examining the building again.

“Where the hell did he come from?”

“Who?”

“The front left corner of the building. Where that open door is.”

“I see him. Looks like he’s taking a smoke break.”

Rick focused on his senses, examining the stranger. “Yeah, I can sense the small spike of heat from the cigarette. The thing is, he wasn’t there a second ago.”

“I’m not seeing what the big deal is. It’s just some dude taking a break. So what?”

“The so what is, I know where everyone is in the surrounding area. I didn’t detect him until he came outside. I didn’t even sense the door opening.”

“Still not seeing what the issue is.”

Rick consciously focused on relaxing his hands which he noticed were starting to clench into fists.

“Okay, let me break it down into small words for you. I can sense anything bigger than an ant within several city blocks, yet until a few seconds ago, I couldn’t sense that guy. Unless he somehow teleported in—which I would have sensed—there’s something in that warehouse that’s blocking my senses, giving me false echoes. If I had to guess, I think we found what we’re looking for.”

“You absolutely certain about that? We don’t need another fiasco on our hands.”

Rick looked over at her, waiting until Kaitlyn met his stare. Once she made eye contact, he only said one word, “Motorcycle.”

A look of understanding crossed her face, letting him know he’d made his point. “So what the game plan then?”

“I think we should try sneaking down there, see if we can spot anything from a different angle. I’d prefer not going in blind, but I’m thinking we might not have an option.”

Henry decided to pipe up at that moment. “If you’re sure this is the place, then we should call in backup.”

Rick gave him a dirty look. “For being such a tactical expert,” he said, using air quotes, “that’s a pretty stupid idea. We don’t know what type of monitoring equipment they have. For all we know, they might intercept the message and bolt. We also have no idea how many people are in there. Bringing in a bunch of bodies could turn this into a large, protracted battle. I doubt the colonel would want something like that to be the top story tomorrow.”

Kaitlyn gestured toward the warehouse. “We also don’t know if they have anyone on that super drug, either. I think you’re right,” she said, looking at Rick, “do a solid three-sixty around the building. After that, unless something indicates otherwise, we go in hard and fast and hope we can get some intel before they destroy it.”

Rick turned back to Henry. “Do you have anything to add?”

Henry crossed his arms tightly before responding. “I think it’s a shit idea, but you make some good points. If we’re going to do this, hard and fast is our best bet. Hopefully take them by surprise. Maybe even overwhelm them before they can respond.”

Rick rocked his neck back and forth in preparation of the upcoming fight, causing it to pop several times. “Oh, I have no doubt we’ll overwhelm them. It’s just a question of whether we’ll do it fast enough.”
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“You sure about this?”

Rick hesitated a moment before nodding in the dark. After their recon, Rick had gathered them inside his aura and carried them out over the water to discuss their options. Now it was only a matter of convincing Kaitlyn.

“I’m not thrilled with going in blind, but I think the shock and awe might compensate for it. Hopefully, once I punch us through the side of the building, we’ll be able to spot whatever is blocking my senses. Once that’s down, I shouldn’t have much trouble takin’ everyone else out at once. If we can’t spot it though, I yank everyone back out and call in the cavalry since everything’s probably gonna go south pretty quickly.”

Rick sensed Kaitlyn’s gesture toward the warehouse. “On my mark then.”

Rick prepared to launch forward, gathering energy from the environment. He noted with his other senses as she started dropping her fingers one by one. When the final digit dropped, he pulsed them forward. Instead of negating the sonic boom as he accelerated past the sound barrier, he gathered up the sound energy and pulled it forward—something he’d never tried before.

Here comes the boom!

A split-second later, he burst through the wall, releasing all the sonic energy he’d captured on the way in, focusing it in front of them. The effect was immediate. Anything fragile in the path of the shock-wave shattered, while electrical devices exploded in a shower of sparks.

Stretching his senses out in a full three-sixty, he spotted several people in the immediate vicinity before using his power to deposit Kaitlyn and Henry at opposite ends of the room, facing toward the center. Continuing his slide forward, he noticed an odd sensation in his head, almost like static on the radio. It took him a split-second to realize his other senses were gone like someone had plunged him into darkness.

Even though he could visually see people, he couldn’t feel them with his mind anymore. It would have been a novel sensation if he wasn’t unexpectedly reminded of how serious the situation was when a bullet clipped the top of his jacket. The projectile was only slightly deflected, and that was when it was only a fraction of an inch away from him.

Come on, Rick. Pull your head out your ass or you’re going to become a statistic.

Pulsing sideways, he spotted the person who’d nearly shot him. Opening the case on his back, he allowed his spheres to drop out of their carrier tube. Instead of shooting off toward his attacker, they just dropped on the ground.

Why can’t I feel them?

Anger flared inside him. It was one thing to not be able to sense people, but to not even be able to sense something as intimate as something he’d carried every day for the better part of two decades was something completely unacceptable.

Getting behind cover, he shifted his aura to indigo. He felt the familiar mental lurch as his mind shifted into high-gear, searching for a way to fight while he was effectively blind. All the practice he’d done over the past week shifting into this state was really paying off. Not only was it easier to shift, but it wasn’t as tiring and he was starting to learn how to function while his mind processed information at an unbelievable pace. The first few times he used it, it left him effectively helpless, and he’d vowed to overcome the handicap. With consistent practice, he’d finally learned to split his awareness, but at a cost—his reflexes and his mental processes were slower. It was also more tiring. A lot more. Right now though, that extra effort might just save his life.

Something clicked in his mind. An instant later, the air around him shimmered vaguely before the light in the room seemed to dim slightly. Before he could react, he felt a new sensation solidify in his mind. Only moments before, he’d felt static in his mind. Now, he sensed voids in the static.

Human-shaped voids!

The solution to his situation quickly bubbled up to his conscious mind. If he filled the room with void energy, he’d be able to sense anything that was being coated by it. While not quite as good as his normal senses, it got him back in the fight. The only problem was that everything seemed to take on a smeared effect whenever they moved, but compared to being blind, this was a game-changer.

He suddenly realized someone was coming around his cover. Desperately, he searched for where he dropped his combat spheres. He spotted several items that glowed brightly in his inner eyes. Latching onto them, he yanked them toward him.

“Die motherfucker!”

His opponent barely had enough time to draw a bead on him before one of the metal balls slammed into him from behind, punching a hole through him before the spheres took up a somewhat normal orbit around him.

Rick took a step forward, but it was like he was running through sand. Whatever he was doing with his powers definitely took more out of him than normal. He tried shifting the intensity of the void field he was generating, like operating a dimmer switch, until he felt he had the best resolution for the least amount of effort. Unfortunately, all of the shadow blobs he was tracking felt the same.

I can’t tell who’s who. I need to figure out which blobs are Kat and Henry before I can start taking out the enemies.

He poked his head up from cover. If he could spot his teammates, he’d be able to match them up with the blobs he was tracking. He noticed one of the shadows kept popping in and out of his awareness.

That’s gotta be Henry. Hopefully he’s the only teleporter here.

Mentally marking it, he switched his attention to identifying Kaitlyn, but nothing obvious seemed to jump out at him. Preparing himself to move from cover, he took a deep breath and drew in energy. Then all hell broke loose.
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The only warning he had was the growing vibrations that echoed through the cement floor beneath him. Something started rising out of the floor at the farthest corner away from him and Henry. What he initially sensed as one big blur quickly split into at least twenty new voids.

There’s gotta be some opening in the floor over there somewhere.

He pulsed hard, shooting across the floor to reach the opposite side of the space, stopping directly under a catwalk where the person who’d shot at him earlier was located, nearly thirty feet up. He then pulsed upward, vaulting over the railing and landing lightly on the catwalk. Before the shooter realized he was there, he gave a gentle shove with his power, knocking the assailant off balance. Desperately wind-milling his arms, he hung off balance for a moment before toppling backward, his scream ending abruptly just seconds later with a wet thump.

From his new vantage point, he finally spotted Kaitlyn and mentally tagged her before looking back at the area he now sensed had even more opponents pouring out from.

Aw shit…

As the new combatants came into sight, he shifted his vision. What he saw confirmed his suspicions—nearly all of the newcomers were either natural or artificially created mutants. Which they were, he couldn’t tell with the mental static he was still experiencing. Looking them over, he started to categorize them. A few were huge, which he suspected had some level of super strength or invulnerability. Others gave indication of being either speedsters or energy projectors.

As he continued to study them, two of them lifted into the air before moving, one heading in his direction while the other gave chase to Kaitlyn. Taking a step backward to prepared himself, his back brushed against something protruding from the wall. Quickly glancing behind him, he noticed what appeared to be some sort of electrical junction box mounted on the wall.

Hmmm… Wonder what would happen if I do this…

Placing a hand on the box, he extended his aura into it before pulling at the energy. Channeling electricity across his body, he allowed it to build up a charge in his opposite hand before releasing it at his attacker. A blinding flash of light lit up the entire room an instant before a loud crack shook the building. His opponent was blasted backward through the air before he slammed into the ground, sliding several feet before coming to a stop. All that remained of him was a charred, smoking husk that remained motionless. Looking around the room, he noticed that everyone had stopped moving to stare at him in shock. Taking advantage of the sudden pause, he violently yanked even more energy from the panel, causing the lights to flicker. The static that had blinded him since they’d entered the warehouse seemed to lessen in intensity as well.

Taking a chance, he forcefully rammed all the energy he’d just siphoned off back into the panel, causing the box to start to glow red-hot. A majority of the lights exploded in a shower of sparks while the remainder flickered out, plunging the room into almost total darkness. The only light remaining emanated from the opening in the floor and from the crackling aura of flames surrounding Kaitlyn.

Then several things happened at once. The static in his mind sudden vanished, flooding his mind with an onslaught of information that overlaid what he’d been sensing using his void field. Multiple overlapping echoes of everyone’s position ricocheted through his mind as his powers warred with each other. Everything in his mind’s eye became smeared and blurred, disorienting him enough to make him unable to think clearly.

Without warning, the emergency lights kicked on, providing enough of a glow for him to see a large, indistinct shadow sail toward Kaitlyn at high speed. His heart raced, feeling like it was going to tear out of his chest as he struggled in vain to latch onto the shadow with his jumbled senses.

Oh God! Kaitlyn! NO!

“HellKat! Look out!” His strangled cry caught her attention, causing her to turn toward him slightly with a puzzled look. In horror, he watched helplessly as the shadow, which he finally realized was a forklift, got ready to crush her. And he was powerless to stop it. A body suddenly appeared next to her and before the forklift could connect, Henry shoved his hand into her aura, screaming as his hand came in contact with her before winking out. The forklift sailed through the space Kaitlyn and Henry had just vanished from before it slammed into the wall an instant later, punching a hole through it and landing with a loud crunch on the dock outside.

Rage like he’d never felt before flared up in his mind, burning away the confusion before an icy clarity settled into its place. His void field snapped off with a mental click, allowing his senses to focus into razor-sharp clarity. All the potential and kinetic energy available in the room lit up in his mind’s eye, begging for him to pull it all into himself and destroy everyone fighting against them. Giving in to the urge, he yanked it to himself.

Everything in the area lurched toward him slightly, knocking everyone off balance. An instant later, all their opponents found themselves frozen in place. The only sound was Henry’s muffled screams bouncing off the walls.

Rick’s awareness swelled outward and downward, instantly providing him a mental map of the entire facility under his feet, along with all the personnel moving around within. He pulled more energy in, causing them to become locked in place.

In a distant corner of his mind, he noticed the room was starting to get brighter. With a start, he realized he was the source of the luminescence. Absently drifting down to the floor, he used his powers to amplify his voice, causing the walls to shake. “This ends now. Either you lie down on the floor when I release you, or you die. The choice is yours.”

Gliding effortlessly across the floor, he came to a stop, floating several feet above Henry and Kaitlyn. Absently, he released everyone from stasis while he turned his attention to his injured teammate. Mentally reaching out, he allowed his awareness to enter Henry’s charred hand and arm, examining the damage before shunting healing energy into it. Another strangled scream erupted from Henry before the shock caused him to pass out.

In a corner of his mind, he observed several combatants make the wrong choice while his back was turned. Before Kaitlyn could open her mouth, Rick launched his spheres at deadly velocity, striking each person so violently that they exploded into clouds of red mist. To make a point, he waited long enough to allow one of his opponents to throw a large shipping container at him before vaporizing him. The container sailed through the air in almost slow motion before crumpling around him. A moment later, it dropped to the floor with a loud boom that reverberated around the enclosed area, leaving Rick floating in the air. Unscathed, Rick absently shoved it away before turning back to face the room, amplifying his voice again. “Anyone else want to become one with the universe?”

A quick look around showed him that the remaining force of mutants rapidly dropped to their stomachs, cross their legs, and place their hands out to the side. Once down, they froze in place, too terrified to do anything else.

A small corner of his mind continued to track the movements of everyone underneath the warehouse. That awareness unexpectedly alerted him to the movement of one person. Comprehension flowed through his mind, prompting him to freeze everyone below them again. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but he realized the person that triggered his awareness was either trying to purge the computers or activate some sort of self-destruct mechanism. Either one would cause the same outcome.

A soft groan caught his attention, causing him to turn back toward his teammates. Dropping down to the floor, he crouched down in front of Henry. “You okay?”

He nodded as Kaitlyn helped him up. “I was hoping you’d be able to fix me if I rescued HellKat. Glad my hunch was correct.”

Kaitlyn punched him in the arm, causing him to spin off balance slightly. “You idiot! That was the stupidest thing you’ve every done. You’re lucky Newton could heal that for you.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, rubbing his shoulder.

Rick thought he spotted a tear form in the corner of her eye. “I’m… I’m sorry… Thank you for not letting me get killed,” she said, surprising him with a hug. Releasing Henry, she spun around to face Rick. “And you! What the fuck happened. Explain to me why I almost became a smear!”

Rick took a step back in the face of her anger.

“How is it, with all your power, we all nearly got killed? Huh? Care to answer that?”

He took another step back as she stormed toward him, shoving him hard in the chest.

“You killed those people after you secured the area when you could have just froze them in place. We can’t interrogate puddles.” She stalked forward, shoving him again. “Why’d you eliminate them for no reason? Answer me, damn it! ”

“I was basically fighting blind when we got in here. Something blocked my awareness as soon as we entered. If it wasn’t for me already having you wrapped in my power when we breached the wall, you both would have died!”

The look on Kaitlyn’s face went from anger to confusion. As the realization of what he was saying sunk in, it quickly changed to a look of alarm as his anger continued to grow.

“Whatever they’re using to shield this damn place nullified my senses. I couldn’t even use these when I got in here,” he shouted, causing one of his combat spheres to hover over his upturned palm. “I actually dropped them all on the fucking ground when I first pulled them out. It took me a moment or two to figure out how to compensate. Then, when I shorted out their system, everything slammed back into my mind, blinding me again! I’ve never lost my other senses before, let alone been overwhelmed by them. I’m sorry!”

He spun away, his anger changing into shame.

Look at me! The most powerful mutant around and I couldn’t even protect my teammates. Hell, I barely managed to protect myself for that matter. Kaitlyn almost died because of my overconfidence and inability to adapt quick enough. And she’s right—I’m starting to kill people without thought. After this mission, I need to leave for a while, really decide if I want to keep going down this route.

Looking back, he realized it was the same reason for everything that’d happened to Zarina. “So I overreacted and killed those guys. I’m just becoming a big liability to the team, aren’t I?” he said softly, still unable to face her. “First at Reaper’s base, then Zarina, and now you. It seems it’s only going to be a matter of time before I do something that gets everyone killed, isn’t it?”

He felt her approach slowly before her hand touched his shoulder, squeezing it gently. “This is the first time you haven’t had your abilities work since you got them, isn’t it? Even when we had you in our holding cell, you still had almost full access to your powers. So suddenly losing them was a shock. But you figured it out, didn’t you? And because of that, the mission was a success. That counts for something, doesn’t it?”

Rick looked back over his shoulder at her. Her expression had softened, no longer an angry mask but one of sympathy.

“But is it enough? What if I get us into another situation… one that I can’t figure out in time?”

She opened her mouth to say something, but then something caught her eye. Reaching forward, she stuck her finger though the hole in his jacket where he’d almost been shot earlier. “You almost got shot, didn’t you? Something else you haven’t had to deal with in a very long time. Yet you still figured out how to compensate for it as well. I couldn’t ask for more from one of my teammates.”

Rick nodded. With the sudden tightness in this throat, he wasn’t sure if he could trust his voice at this point.

Kaitlyn turned away from him to address Henry. “Traverse, teleport back to base. Get a support team over here on the double. We need to try and gather as much intel as possible. There’s no telling what they’re doing down there. In the meantime, Newton and I are going to head down there and see what kind of damage control we can do until you get back.”

Rick cleared his throat, getting her attention again. “There’s really no rush.”

She gave him a confused look. “Huh? Why?”

He shuffled his feet slightly before responding. “I’m holding everyone in the facility in stasis. They’re not going to be able to move until I let them.”

His teammates eyes got wide, glancing at each other before looking back at him. Then Henry disappeared with a slight pop.

“Even through all this, you still manage to surprise me with what you capable of…”
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After the support team arrived and secured the location, Rick wandered aimlessly around the facility. Having no real goal in mind, he decided to see if he could locate one of the emitters that had so thoroughly blinded his senses. After several minutes, he came across some equipment that looked vaguely familiar, but he wasn’t sure from where. Shrugging, he continued with his aimless wandering, trying to stay out of the way of the tech people skittering over all the equipment like a disturbed anthill. It was somewhat disconcerting how much equipment was actually packed into the facility.

Every so often, he’d hear someone let out a surprised ‘wow’ or a ‘holy crap’ when they managed to unlock a new system or gain access to another secured room. From everyone’s reaction, he suspected they’d hit the motherload in new, advanced technology.

“Looks like we lucked out this time. The geeks are drooling all over themselves. Some of the stuff in here appears to be several generations ahead of anything we’ve seen before.”

Even though he’d known she’d been approaching him for the past few minutes, people got weirded out when he greeted them by name with his back to them. Turning around, he found Kaitlyn standing behind him with a smile on her face.

Huh… Capturing a base instead of vaporizing it puts her in a good mood. Who knew?

 Returning the smile, he waved his hand around the room. “Yeah, this kinda stuff goes over my head. Never had much interest in it. That was my brother’s area of—” Rick caught himself before he finished the statement. He sometimes forgot that his older brother had become a merc, willing to kill for money rather than for what’s right. It was one of the reasons he’d helped Endpoint destroy the base Maelstrom had built in the mountains on the East coast—his brother’s base.

All that was left of the base was a newly formed volcano, courtesy of Rick’s powers unexpectedly surging by an order of magnitude when he destroyed Maelstrom’s new super weapon. Thinking about it triggered another memory, causing him to head back toward the equipment he’d noticed earlier.

“Hey! Where you going in such a hurry?”

He sensed Kaitlyn jogging behind him in an effort to keep up with him. Without slowing down, he turned his head slightly so he could talk over his shoulder. “I saw something that looked vaguely familiar when I was wandering earlier. I just couldn’t place it though. Now I think I know where I’ve seen it, but I need to check something first.”

Turning the corner, he spotted a couple of technicians fiddling around with the device he wanted to look at. Before he could call out to them, he heard a low buzz start before his body locked up. Excruciating pain tore through him, causing all of his muscles to tense like he was being electrocuted. A split-second later he felt himself tilt forward. Struggling, he tried to focus through the agony to catch himself, but he couldn’t remember how to access his powers.

He felt himself bounce off the floor once before coming to rest face down on the cold surface. Along with the pain, he felt the familiar rush of static fill his mind again, making it difficult to think coherently, let alone be able to form words to call for help.

After what seemed like an eternity, the pain disappeared as suddenly as it had appeared while the static faded out of his mind again. A moment later, he felt several hands grab him in an attempt to roll him over and help him sit up. As his mind started to clear, he thought he heard Kaitlyn yell from a distance, but it felt like he was recovering from the worst hangover he’d ever experienced before gaining his powers. Firm pressure under his chin forced his sagging head upward. A moment later, a white-hot spike of pain was driven through his head when someone flashed a bright light into his eyes.

Slowly, the sounds he was hearing resolved themselves into words as the pain continued to recede. A moment later, the light being shined in his eyes disappeared as quickly as it had appeared.

He heard someone, but it was muffled, almost like he had earplugs in. “He appears to be fine.” Finally, his mind cleared enough that he was able to focus his ability, healing himself and bringing everything back into sharp focus sense-wise. Unfortunately, it still felt like he had cotton between his ears and the floor beneath him felt like he was on the high seas during a particularly violent storm.

“What the hell just happened to him?” he heard Kaitlyn ask.

“We’re not sure ma’am, but I think we accidentally activated whatever that thing is, and it overwhelmed him.”

“That,” Rick managed to croak out, “is the emitter I was coming back to look at.”

Kaitlyn looked at him while he scrubbed his sleeve across his mouth, a trail of blood from a now-healed split lip streaking across the fabric, leaving a crimson stain behind. “Your eyes… They’re completely bloodshot…”

Ignoring her comment as he struggled to stand, he slowly stumbled over to the device, placing his hand on the wall for support when he was finally in front of it. Confirming his suspicions, he let out a frustrated sigh before leaning his back against the wall and sliding down until he was on the floor again.

“What?” Kaitlyn asked.

“That’s the connection to Maelstrom,” he said, jabbing his thumb toward the emitter. “I could be wrong since I only got to see it for a split-second, but I think that looks like an enlarged version of something I saw in Reaper’s chassis, back when I ripped his chest armor off during our first fight.”
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“You sure you’re okay?” Kaitlyn asked, watching Rick use the wall for support as they walked toward the exit of the underground facility.

“Yeah. It’s slowly getting better. That thing hits like a Mack truck is all.”

They walked along in silence for a few minutes. “What happened exactly? One second you were walking, the next second it looked like you were having a seizure, face-planting in front of me in the process.”

Rick paused for a moment, closing his eyes while he leaned against the wall. Now that his mind had had the time to process the event, he was able to develop some insight. “That’s not far from the truth. That device seems almost like it was designed to work against me specifically. Neither you or Henry had any adverse effects while you were in the field it emitted, but you obviously saw what happened when I was exposed to it.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose before continuing, “When I was outside the field, my senses couldn’t see anything enclosed. When I was inside of it, it significantly interfered with my powers. That pain-inducing aspect,” he opened his eyes to finally look at her, “is something else entirely. I don’t know whether it was just proximity or a different operating mode, but whatever it was, it took me down hard and fast. I was completely helpless while that thing was on.”

“Okay, but how sure are you that it’s Maelstrom tech? You said it yourself that you weren’t completely sure about it.”

He nodded. “If that was all I was basing it on, I wouldn’t have brought it up. The other reason is that Reaper was able to cloak himself during one of our tussles. He’d gotten some space between us and just faded out—both visually and from my senses. Just like that guy when he came outside. One second there was nothing, the next it was like he teleported in.”

Rick pushed himself off the wall with effort before heading toward the outside of the building. His equilibrium was finally solid enough for him to walk without needing to touch anything for balance. After several steps, he realized Kaitlyn wasn’t following him. Turning around, he noticed she appeared lost in thought. Walking back over to her, he waved his hand in front of her face. “Earth to Kaitlyn. Can you read me?”

“Just thinking about what you said. At this point, one of our enemies has a weapon that can not only hide them from you, but can take you out of commission instantly. That’s not a very comforting thought.”

“Yeah, but I’m not going to let it stop me. Speaking of which, what’s our next step, anyway?”

“Won’t have an answer for that until they can process some of the intel. Hopefully, it’ll give us a clue where to go next.”

“Why do I get the feeling this is just the beginning?”

Kaitlyn gave him a look before starting for the exit again. “Because it usually is.”
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“Howdy sugar. Long time no see.”

Rick smiled as he let the door swing close behind him, the bell over the door making the familiar jingle he’d heard several times a week for over a decade. He’d found this little gem of a greasy spoon about four years after he’d gone into hiding, but it was only recently that he’d learned the owner of the Crusty Kettle was more than she appeared, much more. It was something he discovered after getting back from battling, for all intents and purposes, some type of storm lord. He refused to call him a god since he seemed anything but godly. Inhaling deeply through his nose, he held it a moment before exhaling and heading toward the counter. “Hi Barbara. You do realize it’s only been a week, right?” he asked as he settled into his seat.

“True, true, but you don’t come in nearly as often as you used to.”

“I know, but saving the world and all that really causes havoc with my eatin’ schedule.”

“I hear ya sweetie. What can I getcha?”

“How about a big plate of pancakes, eggs, and as much bacon as you’re willing to part with?”

“I think we can manage quite a bit. Sunny and runny?”

“Nah, think I’ll go with over-easy today. After the night I’ve had, I’m not quite enamored by stuff that looks slimy.”

She tilted her head slightly before yelling into the back to pass the order along. “Rough one, huh? Anything you’d like to talk about, or at least allowed to talk about?”

He took a quick glance around, making note of everyone else eating. Lowering his voice, he leaned in. “Let’s just say I’ve found a link to my former associates and it appears they’re making imitation people like us,” he whispered, pointing back and forth between them.

Her eyes glittered slightly before she responded. “That’s not all, is it luv?”

Rick shook his head. “No, it’s not. Barb, they had something there that blinded my powers. Worse, it took me out of commission. Hard.”

Barbara considered his words for a moment. “So now you know your enemies have a weapon ta use against ya, one that can take you out of the picture. How you feel about that?”

“That’s the problem. I’m feeling something I haven’t felt since almost gettin’ trampled by a bull when I was eight. Terror. Not just fear but actual terror. If they’d hit me with that first, rather than just trying to fight us, my teammates would have died. I would have died.”

“So you felt vulnerable for the first time in what,” she asked, putting his food down in front of him, “the better part of thirty years or so? Welcome to the reality the rest of us face on a daily basis.”

Rick’s head snapped up, but he saw she had a sad look on her face.

“So now you’ve learned that you’re not immortal. Most of us come to that realization once our bodies start accumulating injuries over time. We don’t move as well, things we used to do for fun now hurt more than the pleasure we get from ’em, other assorted ailments big and small, things like that. But you never really had to worry about stuff like that, have ya?” She held up her hand to stop him. “You might think you did when you let your powers go dormant for so long, but deep down, you knew that, if you ever wanted to feel young again, to get rid of all those aches and pains everyone else had to deal with, all you had to do is fire up your abilities and you’d be right as rain.”

She gently picked up his hand between hers. A slight tingle passed between them before warmth spread throughout his body. “You’ve had your chest completely blown out, your spine severed, and other things that almost nobody else could recover from, even,” she said, whispering the next word, “mutants with healing factors. You’re probably one of only a handful that can heal missing organs and limbs. So learning that, even with all those gifts, you could be easily killed is pretty traumatic.”

Rick pulled his hand away quickly.

“Did you just read my mind?” he asked tersely. “Nah, sugar, I’d never do that to you without permission. I just read your past.” She leaned forward, crossing her arms before laying her elbows on the counter in front of him. “I see darkness in your future, something that’s going to change you. You’re going to have to choose a path to follow. Choose wrong and our world goes up in flames. Choose right and our planet might have a chance at having a future. It all comes down to whether you’re strong enough to keep from being engulfed by the darkness.”

Rick leaned back, not sure of what to make of the revelation. “What did you see, exactly? What choice am I going to have to make?”

“Sorry hun, I’ve already said too much as it is. Just remember who you’re fighting for and why you’re doing it. If you can do that, then we all have a chance.”

Before he could say anything else, another customer came in, causing her to hurry over with her order pad out. Rick waited, but after awhile, he realized she wasn’t going to come back over. Dropping a couple twenties on the counter, he got up and headed back out into the city, running their conversation through his mind again, trying to determine what she meant.

How will I know what the right choice is when it comes?

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

The soft knock on the door startled her out of her meditation. The strict regimen of mental and physical exercises Master Levi had been putting her through since getting back were exhausting, all in the name of improving her control and endurance. 

After hearing about her first field mission, she’d gotten the impression he’d been disappointed in her performance. Since then, he’d basically put her on house arrest, giving her a bunch of workouts meant to ‘build up her mental muscles,’ especially if she was going to continue along what he considered to be a foolish path of becoming a field agent.

Straightening up, she floated over toward the door—another requirement Master Levi had tasked her with. She wasn’t allowed to let her feet—or body for that matter—touch the ground for a month. If she did, she had to start over from the beginning. Reaching the door, she hit the button to unlock and open it.

“Hello, Zarina, how you feeling?”

“Tired, but doing well, actually,” she said, drifting backward to let her visitor come in. “Just getting tiny bit stir-crazy being stuck in room, though.”

“How would you like to do a little bit of work then,” Kaitlyn asked, sitting down in a nearby chair.

“Da, would be wonderful, but Master Levi has me stuck here doing remedial training.,” she said, crossing her legs while floating a couple of feet off the ground.

“Is that why you’re floating around like a balloon?”

“Da, he wants me to work on my powers to get stronger. Especially after dismal performance during first mission.”

“Dismal per— What?” she asked, cocking her head to the side in confusion. “You’re the only reason we survived that mission. Why in the hell would he say you did a bad job?”

Zarina focused her attention, causing a pitcher of water and two glasses to float over and set gently on a nearby table. “Can I offer you something to drink?”

“Thank you.” Kaitlyn reached over, taking one of the glasses and filling it up before taking a sip. “Now why would he say you didn’t do a good job?”

Zarina sighed. “Master Levi feels that I shouldn’t be field agent to begin with. He also feels I should have been able to take down Juan without you or Rick getting injured. So now he is having me depend entirely upon powers to become better. Things he feels anyone with my gifts should be able to do easily.”

“That’s bullshit! I’m going to go talk to this Master Levi. I don’t think he fully appreciates what we were up against.”

“Nyet. Please do not. He is already upset with me. I do not want to make situation worse.”

Kaitlyn looked like she was about to argue the point.

“Please? Promise me you will not do this?”

After another moment of hesitation, Kaitlyn’s shoulders slumped. “Fine. If that’s how you want it, I won’t fight you. I am going to see about getting you out of this room, though. There’s a reason why solitary confinement is considered a punishment.” Kaitlyn paused to stare meaningfully into her eyes. “You’re a valuable part of this team— a valuable part of my team. I’m not going to let him treat you otherwise.”

Zarina gave her a hesitant smile. “If you think that is good idea…”

“I do. With that said, let’s get back to why I’m here. How would you like to help us do a bit of interrogation?”

“I do not know anything about interrogation. How would I be able to help?”

“You can read minds, can’t you?”

The question almost caused her to touch the floor, but she caught herself at the last instant.

“That is invasion of privacy!”

“Yes, it is. But these are prisoners… enemy combatants. They have information that can help us shut down their organization. Hopefully stop bad stuff from happening.”

“Absolutely not! I will not violate someone’s mind like that, not without their permission!”

Kaitlyn paused for a moment before speaking again. “Let me ask you a question, one I asked you before, when we first met. Why did you want to become a field agent?”

Zarina paused, confused by the sudden change in questions. “As I said before, I felt my talents were not being used to their fullest where I was.”

“Was there any other reason?” she pressed.

“Da, I wanted to help people. To protect those who could not protect themselves. Where I was, I could only clean up after someone had been hurt.”

“So, if I understand you correctly, you wanted to use the powers you have to keep people safe, people who couldn’t protect themselves… right?”

“Da.”

“That’s what I’m asking you to do. Unfortunately, we don’t have the luxury of trying to wear these people down to get the information we need. Nor do we have the option of torturing them. But make no mistake, these people are dangerous. Did you hear anything about the bar fight Rick and I were involved in?”

Zarina shook her head. “Nyet, I have not left room since leaving infirmary. Master Levi even has someone bring me food, so I have not heard any news.”

“Well, about two weeks ago, several people we believed were mutants tried to rob the bar we were at. As you can imagine, it didn’t go well.”

“Did any live?”

“Surprisingly enough, yes. Rick managed to restrain himself somehow. Unfortunately, several patrons got injured before Rick stepped in. The thing was, they weren’t actually mutants. They were on a drug that gave them abilities.”

A drug that gives abilities?

Not noticing Zarina’s concerned look, Kaitlyn continued, “Some of the intel we gathered from them led us to a facility where they were headquartered. Rick and I, along with another teammate, nearly died in the raid. Besides having a drug that creates temporary mutants, they had technology that blocked Rick’s senses… nearly took him out of the fight. These are the people whose minds we need you to read. Right now, it appears they’re only experimenting on two-bit thugs. But it’s only a matter of time before they start using it on trained personnel. If we don’t shut them down now, a lot of people could get hurt, or worse.”

Zarina floated quietly, turning the conversation over in her head. “Can I think about this for little bit? It goes against everything I have ever been taught. I can see your point, but I do not know if I can go against my beliefs. It feels wrong.”

Kaitlyn stood up, stepping forward and giving her a hug. “I understand. I’m not going to order or force you to do this, but it’s important we get this intel as soon as possible. If you can’t do this, I won’t think any less of you. Take your time but understand that I need an answer soon. Otherwise, we’re going to have to resort to less-pleasant means.” She stepped back before heading toward the door. “In the meantime, I’ll see about getting your confinement lifted. Thanks again for the lemon water.”

“Da, thank you for visiting. It has been lonely being here by myself. I promise I will think about what we talked about, ma’am.”

“I think we can skip the ma’am bit. Just call me Kaitlyn.”

“Bol'shoye spasibo* ma’am. I mean Kaitlyn.” *Many thanks

After she left, Zarina drifted back over to where she’d been meditating. She closed her eyes, turning one question over and over in her head.

Can I justify violating one mind to save others?

 

Chapter 10

 

Kaitlyn tapped her wrist-comp. “Hey, anyone know if Rick’s on base?”

“Yes Major. I show him logged into training room four a couple hours ago.”

“Thanks.”

She headed toward the training room, curious as to why Rick would be in there instead of back at the island. And why training room four? It was the only one set up for fighting simulations specifically for non-powered personnel to train in. Then again, it was one of the few solid hologram setups with TRU-AI in the world, so maybe he was just enjoying the novelty of it.

Coming up to the door, she noticed a hand-to-hand combat simulation running.

Weird…

Opening the door, she looked around. The simulation was running an environment designed for urban combat tactics. The settings didn’t make sense for the actively running program. Heading over to the simulator console, she punched up the program to check what variables had been set.

 

	Hand-to-hand combat

	Weapons available

	Swords

	Knives

	Bayonets

	Quarterstaffs

	Ranged combat

	Weapons - Modified variable - weapons make no sound when fired

	Rifles

	Pistols

	Misc

	Grenades

	Enemy combatant

	Respawn every five minutes

	Strength level override - up to Beta level

	Timer set for thirty minutes duration

	Elapsed time - twenty minutes

	End of list


 

 What she found would have concerned her if it was anyone else. Curious, Kaitlyn lifted up into the air to get an aerial view of the combat field. Floating overhead, she heard the sounds of metal clashing against metal in the distance. Heading over, she paused when she finally saw what was unfolding. Below, she spotted Rick surrounded by several opponents, each carrying a different weapon. Even more surprising, Rick was only armed with what appeared to be a gladiator sword in one hand and some type of hawk-billed dagger in the other—with his familiar staff strapped across his back. Watching the combat, she couldn’t figure out why he didn’t have his combat spheres out as well. Drifting lower, she touched down on a nearby rooftop to watch the event unfold.

Without warning, one of the combatants lunged forward with what appeared to be an English longsword, trying to skewer him on its point. At the last instant, he slipped to the side, dragging the dagger across the simulation’s throat before spinning away. Another combatant attacked him from behind, swinging at his back with some type of ax, but Rick somehow managed to deflect it with his sword before spinning around to stab at its chest. At the last instant, the solid light hologram managed to hop out of the way before charging back in with another chop from his weapon. Simultaneously, another one jumped forward as well to press the attack from the side. Wielding two sticks slightly shorter than yardsticks, it attempted to catch Rick by surprise while he was distracted by the one wielding the ax.

Rick ducked under the swing of the first stick, but got clipped on the side of the head when his opponent redirected the second stick lower. Adjusting his momentum, Rick rolled forward, coming up under the guard of the ax-wielder and stabbing him in the chest while at the same time knocking him down with a shoulder tackle, allowing him to continue his forward momentum into another roll, which allowed him to get out of the circle his opponents had momentarily trapped him in. The remaining fighters came forward en masse, slowly pressuring Rick backward as he struggled to block or deflect the different attacks.

Slight movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. She only had time to turn her head when a flash erupted from the darkness of an open window.

Sniper!

Before she could react, she heard Rick cry out in pain. Looking back, she saw Rick’s left arm dangling uselessly by his side while he tried to defend himself. One of his opponents took advantage of his injury to slip under his guard, stabbing him in the gut with some sort of dagger. Crying out again in pain again, he dropped to one knee.

“COMPUTER. FREEZE PROGRAM. COMMAND OVERRIDE MAJOR O’CONNOR Z11Q5.”

>COMMAND OVERRIDE ACCEPTED, PROGRAM TERMINATED<

Kaitlyn glanced back down, spotting Rick blocking an overhead strike from a quarterstaff that had frozen in mid-strike. After a few seconds, all of the holograms started to pixelate before disappearing entirely, leaving Rick collapsed on the floor, a puddle of blood forming beneath him. Rushing down to him, she suddenly felt a thump of power reverberate through the air before he stood back up, appearing to be fully healed again.

“Maybe I overdid it a bit,” he said to himself, looking tired but pleased.

“What in the hell did you think you were doing!”

“Hi, Kat,” he said, his breath quickly returning to normal.

“Answer me! And how did you disable the safety protocols?”

“I didn’t really override the safety protocols. Apparently, it cross-checked against my abilities and allowed me to step up the realism a bit.”

Kaitlyn crossed her arms tightly, struggling to keep from grinding her teeth.

How the hell did they overlook something like that? Someone’s going to get their ass reamed out when I get out of here.

 “Why? Why would you pull a stunt like that?”

A towel drifted over from the corner of the room, landing in Rick’s hands. Wiping his face, he looked over at her with a strange look on his face. “Simple. After what happened in the warehouse, I realized I needed to learn how to fight again without using my powers. This seemed like the best way to do that.”

She started to say something but paused. It made sense. She didn’t like the way he went about it, but she could understand why he’d push himself like this. “Okay, fair enough. But that leads to my next question… Where the hell did you learn to use a sword?”

Rick still had an odd look on his face when he responded. “That’s just it. I’ve never had any training with a sword. The only things I’ve ever trained with is my staff, some military knife fighting, and military combatives.”

“What you were doing down here looked quite a bit more advanced than that…”

“Exactly. That’s the weird part. This is the third simulation I’ve gone through today. I didn’t even know I knew how to use a sword until I’d knocked one out of a hologram’s hands and instinctively grabbed it. It just felt right. From there, I’ve been trying out all sorts of different weapons, along with empty-handed fighting. I don’t really know how I know all of this, but it seems like the more I use it, the easier it becomes.”

“You mentioned you had perfect recall now. Could that have anything to do with it? Maybe you’ve seen this stuff in the past and now it’s just bubbling to the surface?”

“Possibly, but I doubt it. Some of the weapons I tried are ones I’ve never even seen before, so I can’t imagine they’re ones I’ve seen being used. I do have a suspicion though…”

Rick paused for a moment. When he didn’t continue, she waved her hand impatiently. “Care to share?”

A concerned look crossed his face before he sat down on the floor. “If I had told you this a few weeks ago, I wouldn’t have been surprised if you’d thought I’d lost it. Now though…”

“What, damn it? Would you just spit it out already?”

Rick let out a sigh. “I… I thought I was losing my mind. But now? Now that we know they’re real, I think this Inanna being somehow implanted information in my head that’s slowly getting unlocked. Like how I suddenly figured out how to defend against Juan’s attacks. When I woke up after he’d nearly killed me, I knew how to defend against him. I knew how to generate what I’ve been calling void energy.” He paused for a moment, staring off into space. Kaitlyn waited quietly, waiting for him to continue.

“I don’t know what it is, but I used it again in the warehouse last night to compensate for my initial blindness. It’s also why Henry had to rescue you. When the emitters shut off, the sudden return of sensory input, for lack of a better description, overloaded my mind. I couldn’t remember how to shut it off right away.”

“So you got something like superpower brain-freeze?”

He just nodded in reply. She stood for a moment, thinking through what he’d said.

“So you think it’s something like a post-hypnotic suggestion or something?”

He waggled his hand in front of her. “It’s more than that, which concerns me. So far, it’s all been about unlocking new powers and skills, but what if she put something in here,” he said, tapping the side of his head, “something that changes who I am? Could I fight it? Would I even notice?”

He really trusts me if he’s willing to confide this type of information to me.

With as powerful as he was and how he seemed to keep growing by leaps and bounds, to tell her there’s a very real possibility he could suddenly become their enemy was taking a huge risk. Especially with how Colonel Sinclair felt about him.

“Trust me, if you ever start becoming more of an asshole, I’ll let you know.”

Rick smiled at her. “I appreciate that. I know you’re trying to make light of it, but I’m serious when I tell you to keep an eye on me. If you start to notice changes in my personality or behavior, I need to know.”

Kaitlyn stared at him a moment. Holy shit! He’s serious about this. I just thought he was just trying to open up to me a little, but he actually sounds a little scared. She didn’t blame him. Losing himself because of something Inanna had done to him was a real possibility, especially after what happened with Juan. At this point, they really had no idea who or what they were dealing with. All she knew was, these beings powers could only be described as biblical in nature. Whether they were actually gods and goddesses or something else was moot. Rick was the only one powerful enough to stand a chance against them. And if he was compromised… Looking up, she met his gaze. “I promise. We’ll keep an eye on you. Both myself and Zarina. Between the three of us, I think we’ve got it covered.”

Rick visibly relaxed. “I guess that’s all I can ask for.”

Kaitlyn stepped forward, holding her hand out. Grabbing hold of it, Kaitlyn pulled him to his feet. She held his gaze for a moment before letting his hand go. “We’ll get thought this. Now go get cleaned up,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “You smell like ass.”

 

Chapter 11

 

Rick headed back to his room on base, or at least the room assigned to him. While he could have made it back home in a matter of seconds, he didn’t feel like making the effort. The downside was that it was completely barren after he took it all with him back when he considered leaving the organization. Since he still wasn’t sure he was staying, it didn’t make sense to bring anything back here. Plus, he’d just gotten around to reorganizing it back at his house, so he really didn’t want to disturb everything again.

Opening the door, he used his powers to turn on the shower while he got undressed. Since he didn’t have any of his clothes to change into, he washed what he’d wornand hung it up to dry while he put on some of the stock clothing they’d left when the room was first assigned to him. While he wasn’t partial to the outfit—just one of the reasons he’d left them behind—he decided they’d be good enough to wear until he either got around to getting more from his house or his current stuff was dry.

Heading toward the bathroom, a spike of pain shot through his head, dropping him to a knee. It only lasted a second or two, but it was enough to leave him gasping for breath. Slowly making his way back to his feet, he tried to figure out what had happened. Other than originating from outside sources, he hadn’t had any type of headache since he’d broken through the blockage back at Reaper’s base that had restricted his full powers. Still a little wobbly on his feet, he leaned against the bathroom sink.

Could this be residual effect from the emitter?

It didn’t feel the same, but it was close enough that he had to consider the possibility. Hopping into the shower, he let the steaming water cascade down his body, washing away the dirt and sweat that had accumulated from both the raid and his recent training session. He mentally replayed the mission from last night, reliving being helpless again, even if it’d only been for a moment. It was a feeling he’d never expected to experience again, especially after his powers had been boosted so significantly during the experiments and training they’d put him through at Maelstrom.

Without thought, he floated his clothes into the shower with him, using his powers to divert the water so he wouldn’t have to move. Working them into a lather, he mentally lifted all the dirt and grime from the fabric before rinsing them off. Setting his clothes back outside to dry, he let the flow of water go, allowing it to fall on him again. He kept turning the events over in his mind, both his actions during the mission, then how his body had seemed to know how to react during his training session.

Would he freeze up again in the future because another unknown weapon was being used on him? More importantly, would the training he was now forcing himself through be enough to counter it? Another thought occurred to him, one that made his stomach churn. Could he reach out to Inanna to try to get answers? Should he? He still felt violated after the way she’d treated him last time they talked, forcing herself upon him and him being helpless to stop her—almost like he’d felt on this last mission.

Damn it!

He almost crushed the faucet with his power, he hands involuntarily balling into fists as an unexpected rage flowed through him before he shook his head, trying to clear his mind. There was nothing he could do. Even with all his powers, it was like he was paralyzed when he was in whatever that place was she brought him to.

I wonder if this is how Zarina felt when I ignited her?

As soon as he’d had the thought, he knew what he needed to do. Finishing up his shower, he stepped out, mentally pulling the moisture off his body and leaving it in the stall to go down the drain. Floating up into the air, he quickly gathered clothing from the different areas of the room, pulling them all on at once before setting back down. With his mind made up, he left the room and headed toward the one person who might be able to help him.

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

He strode down the hall quickly, fighting the urge to switch over to super speed. Instead, he kept turning over in his head what he was going to say. Asking for help wasn’t something he was used to doing. On top of that, since he hadn’t even seen her—let alone spoken to her—since he’d violated her during the battle with Juan, he wasn’t sure what to expect. Without realizing it, he found himself standing in front of Zarina’s door. Wiping his hands on his pants, he knocked before he could change his mind.

Without trying, he sensed her move to the door, prompting him to take a step back. After a moment, the door opened. Before he had a chance to speak, she rocketed out of the room and wrapped him in a huge hug.

“Rick! You are here. Why have you not come see me?” she asked, an embarrassed look crossing her face as she quickly floated backward into her room.

Rick could only stutter out a response. “I, uh—”

“Come in. Please.”

Rick involuntarily switched his sight over, marveling at the brilliant white aura radiating off of her as he slowly entered her room. Switching back to normal vision, he noticed her staring at him.

“So why have you not come before now? Have you been busy?”

The innocent look on her face told him she wasn’t being sarcastic with the question. He dropped his eyes, staring at a spot on the floor in front of her. “I wasn’t sure you’d want to see me, especially after what I did to you…”

“You are teasing me! If I had known it was to be like this, I would not have stopped you first time!”

Before he could react, she wrapped her arms around him again, lifting them both up into the air, spinning in place. “I have never felt so alive before, so powerful! I do not think I can ever thank you enough!”

Zarina’s cheeks suddenly turned bright red. Quickly dropping back down, she let him go while she continued to float a couple of inches off the floor in front of him.

“So you’re not mad then…? Even after I told you I wouldn’t violate you like that again and wound up doing it anyway?”

Her eyes grew soft as she took hold of both his hands. “No, am not mad. I know why you did it. We would have died otherwise. Besides, now that I have experienced the effects, I could not be happier.”

Letting his hands go, she drifted backward before doing a pirouette in the air. “I used to struggle with levitating. Is very exhausting. Or was… Since you increased my abilities, I have been able to do this non-stop since I left infirmary. I do not even think about it. Is like going from small battery to direct connection to power facility.”

“But you were so angry when I healed you the first time. I don’t understand.”

Zarina gestured to a chair while she crossed her legs and floated in the air in front of him. “I need to apologize myself. I was being selfish at time. When you healed me, when you boosted powers… I was afraid was only temporary. I was angry you made me so powerful, afraid it might go away. I did not want to be addicted to something I might depend on you to provide. Now point is moot.”

Suddenly things clicked into place. “You thought I gave you the equivalent of a power drug?”

She nodded at him.

“I’m so sorry for that. If you’d asked, I could have told you it was permanent.”

She stared at him, her eyebrows narrowing together slightly in a questioning look. “How?”

“You had a patch of white in your aura after I healed you. A patch that was slowly getting larger. I can only assume that was the source of your power increase.”

She was quiet for a minute, staring at a mirror nearby. “Da, makes sense. Did not think to look at own aura, but I can see the difference now.” She squinted at him before looking over at the mirror again. “My aura is still pale comparison to yours though. Mine is like night-light. You are like Sun.”

“Don’t worry, it’ll keep getting brighter.”

“That would be wonderful.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes before Rick spoke again. “I’ve got a question to ask you… More of a favor really.”

“Da, go on?”

“Back when we were in the hotel room, you said I had the potential to do at least some of what you do. Is there any of it you could teach me? Maybe some of what you did to Juan to help Iškur?”

“Why do you ask?” she asked hesitantly.

He held up his hands in front of him. “If you’re not comfortable with the idea, it’s no problem.”

He felt the question again, this time across the link they shared from when he healed her—a link that only got stronger when he ignited her soul. It was what he used to give her enough power to overcome Juan at the end. He’d nearly forgotten about it until now.

<Why do you want to learn this? I have no problem teaching you, but has to be right reason.>

Unable to stop it, his memory of what Inanna had done to him flashed through his mind, making him unable to meet Zarina’s eyes. He knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that she’d seen the memory while the link was fully open. He’d remembered reading how surface thoughts were the easiest to read, and right now, that memory was very close to the surface. There was no way she could miss it. He heard a slight gasp, causing him to look up.

Zarina’s eyes had gone wide while at the same time, she’d covered her mouth with one hand. He also noticed tears starting to stream from the corners of her eyes.

“No. Don’t. I don’t think I can deal with this if you start crying.”

Wiping her eyes, she nodded at him. Clearing her throat, she sent another message across the link.

<I would be honored to teach you what little I know. While it might not stop it from happening again, I can show you what I know to help defend yourself.>

<Thank you. That’s all I could ask for. To have some type of defense against what she does when I’m with her.>

<With what you have done for me, is least I can do. Based off memory, I believe best thing to start with is astral projection. Is what you were doing when you are with her.>

<Okay, so what do I need to do?>

<First, you need to breathe…>

 

Chapter 12

 

“Is good for first time.”

Rick opened his eyes. The sweat was pouring off him as Zarina handed him a towel. Wiping his face, he realized he was probably going to need another shower before he ran into Kaitlyn again. He hadn’t expected how exhausting it would be to practice something entirely within his mind. It gave him new respect for what Zarina could do. He wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to match her mental fortitude she’d built up over a lifetime of practice.

“That kicked my ass. I can’t remember the last time I felt this drained.”

She gave him a small smile. “Da, is very, how you say, intensive. Physical training is easy. You move, you improve. Mental training, you do not move. The only resistance is own mind. You have to lead it where you want it, not push it. Is different way of thinking.”

“That sounded very much like Jedi training.”

“Use force, you will,” she said, doing a fair imitation.

Both of them broke out in laughter before getting serious again.

“Remember what I showed you. It should allow you some ability to move if you visit her again. Do not practice too much or you will slow your improve. Also, remember breathing. Key to training.”

“I’m pretty sure if I don’t breathe, everything else is pointless…” he said with a smirk.

She gave him a dirty look. “Is very important. Breath in four seconds, hold four seconds, breath out four seconds, then hold four seconds. Is called square breathing. Helps relax mind.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll remember to breathe correctly when I practice. Anything else I need to be aware of?”

“Do not try completely leaving body yet. Moving few inches is fine, as long as you do not fully break contact. There is other things besides Inanna you need to learn how to defend against.”

Rick was surprised by the statement. “There’s other things out there?”

“Da, dangerous things. Without proper training, could be bad for you. Cannot defeat with muscle, only mind.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” He stood and uncrossed his legs. Looking over at the clock, he noticed they’d been practicing for nearly an hour. It’d only felt like fifteen minutes had gone by once he’d been able to focus correctly. He’d never considered meditation to be that beneficial for anything other than settling his nerves before a fight. With the tweaks she’d shown him, he’d felt his inner awareness open up like he’d never experienced. It almost felt like when he shifted his aura to indigo, but without the uncontrollable racing thoughts. Heading toward the door, he turned back toward her for a minute. “When should I come back for the next lesson?”

“Whenever you want,” she said a bit too quickly before her cheeks turned slightly red again. “I mean… when you think you are ready for next step. It depends on how much you practice what I taught you.”

“Uh, okay. Is a week too long, or should it be sooner?”

“If you practice every day, then two, maybe three days would be enough.”

“Alright, three days or so. Got it. Thank you again for helping me with this. I really appreciate it.”

“Is fine. I am happy to be of help to you.”

Rick cocked his head slightly, sensing someone stopping in front of Zarina’s room. Before he could turn to open it, the door slid open and a cloaked man strode into the room, carrying a tray of food.

“Now tell me why—” The man cut off mid-sentence, looking up as he almost ran into Rick. “First Major O’Connor, now this?” The man spun toward Zarina, completely ignoring him. “Who is this man and why is he here,” he demanded, pointing at Rick.

“Master Levi! Th-this is Rick. He is frien—”

“He needs to leave!”

Master Levi spun toward him, his eyes glowing. Rick instinctively raised his mental defenses. He wasn’t sure why, but something about the man didn’t sit well with him. “Go! Leave! Don’t come back to this room until I say otherwise,” he said, pointing toward the door.

Rick felt power wash over him, but the mental defense he’d put up caused it to slide harmlessly past his mind.

Master Levi spun back toward Zarina while ignoring Rick. “What is the meaning of all this? Especially after doing so poorly on your first mission. Do I need to punish you further?”

Rick tapped him on the shoulder. “Did you just try to whammy me? It seemed like you just tried to whammy me.”

The man spun back toward him, his face registering shock. “Why are you still here. I told you to leave.”

“True, but you didn’t say pretty please.” He turned toward Zarina, completely ignoring the cloaked figure. “Are you going to be okay with this tool? I can stay if you want me to.”

“How dare you,” the man roared.

Rick felt the swell of power. Reflexively, he wrapped himself in void while shifting his sight to examine the other man’s aura. What he saw surprised him slightly. A thick field of indigo and purple played about the man in a dense cocoon of luminescence. He sensed the blast approaching, but decided not to react outwardly to the attack.

Zarina screamed while the attack headed toward him. “NOOOOO!”

Rick distantly felt the pressure of the attack wrap around his void shield before sliding past, slamming into the wall behind him. The impact caused cracks to form on the surface behind him. He looked behind him at the wall before turning back toward his opponent, his eyes beginning to glow brightly. “That tickled,” he said, watching the other man’s expression change from rage to horror. “My turn.”

He sent out a tendril of void energy, slamming into Master Levi’s chest and shoving him backward, absently catching the tray of food in the process, leaving it to float in the air. Redirecting his power, he pushed his opponent upward against the far wall, leaving his feet dangling several feet off the floor. Slowly walking toward him, his eyes continued to glow brighter while the man gasped in pain, his teeth starting to chatter like he was being dunked in a frozen lake.

“S-s-s-ooo c-c-old.”

“Rick! Stop! Please!”

The panic in Zarina’s voice made him pause. Shifting the tendril from void to normal energy, he continued to surround himself with void while still pinning the man against the wall.

“Is it normal for your ‘friend’ here to just lash out at people like that? Give me a good reason why I shouldn’t push him through that wall.”

“Because I am asking you not to. He has short temper, but means well. He has been under a lot of stress since I came back injured.”

“Well, he needs to get some anger management classes or something. Next time, I won’t be so gentle.”

Giving Master Levi a hard look, he released him, allowing him to drop to the floor in a heap. Striding forward, he squatted down and brought his face within a few inches of the other man. “You may be her mentor, but I’m her friend. The next time I catch you treating her like that, I’m going to feel the need to discuss the issue with you. Harshly. Nod if you understand.”

The other man sat still for a moment before nodding slightly, leaning heavily against the wall, shivering uncontrollably. Standing back up, he headed toward the door again, setting the food down on a nearby table. Pausing at the door, he looked back, taking both of them in with a glance before stopping on Zarina. “Call me if you need me,” he said, tapping the side of his head. “I’ll be there in a flash.”

Rick left the room, the door closing behind him while he strode down the hall toward his room again.

What an asshole…

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

“W-w-who, or what, was that m-m-mindless cretin?” he asked, his teeth chattering violently. “I f-f-felt no consciousness there at all.”

“That was Rick, Master Levi. I have told you about him before.”

Helping him over to a chair, he dropped almost bonelessly onto it. Moving quickly, she got him a hot cup of tea to warm himself after Rick’s attack. If it was anything like what she’d experienced, then her mentor had to be chilled to the core. Whatever it was that Rick projected, it seemed to suck all the heat out of you. Just lightly touching it with her fingertips, for only a few seconds, had nearly caused her entire arm to go numb. She couldn’t imagine the pain Master Levi had to be experiencing, being held aloft by that awful power for nearly a minute.

“Here Master Levi, drink this, it will help warm you.”

“Thank you child,” he said, smiling before grabbing the cup and taking a sip.

He shivered violently, nearly spilling the tea, but she managed to grab it telekinetically and set it down before any spilled.

“What in the world did he do to me? It feels like I was encased in ice!”

Zarina shifted her vision. Where Rick had held him, Master Levi’s aura was nearly nonexistent. Reaching out, she poured some of her energy into empty spots Rick’s attack had left in her mentor’s aura. After a few seconds, he began to breathe easier.

“That’s much better, child. Thank you. How did you know what to do?”

Zarina gestured toward the closed door. “He demonstrated it to me once before, so I knew what to look for and how to repair it.”

“Is it normally permanent?”

“No, at least I do not believe so. It drains and damages aura, among other effects. I only repaired aura.”

“So no physical damage, then,” he said almost to himself, rubbing his chin. “Interesting.”

They sat in silence for a moment while Master Levi considered what she’d said. She noticed his eyes suddenly go wide before he stared at her. “That was that Rick? As in Newton?”

“Yes, master, that was Newton.”

“He’s not what I expected. He has the look of a power-lifter or bodybuilder, not a psionicist. I would never have believed someone like that could have such strong mental defenses if I hadn’t experienced them myself.”

“What you experienced was merest sliver of his power. Even without using void to shield himself, he held me off while—” Zarina suddenly realized she’d already said too much. The fight they’d had was never officially entered into the after-action report.

“While what, child?”

She thought rapidly, trying to come up with a plausible explanation. “He saved me. I was dying and fighting against him. He overpowered me mentally and healed me. I would have died otherwise.”

She thought he looked suspicious, but after a moment, he continued speaking, “Why did you go to Major O’Connor?”

The sudden change in topic caught her off-guard, leaving her scrambling for a response. “I am sorry Master Levi, but I did not go to her. She came to me… to see how I was doing.”

The only response he gave her was a raised eyebrow, causing her to keep rambling. “She asked why I was levitating, so I told her you were having me do remedial training. One thing led to next. She learned I had been in room for week. She asked why and I told her. I never asked for restriction to be lifted.”

Her mentor let out a long sigh before he responded. “Well, what’s done is done. As of now, you’re allowed to leave your room, but to make up for the additional distractions from not remaining in your room, I want you to fast, in addition to maintaining your levitation focus. Dealing with additional hardships while stressing your body will only make you stronger.”

“Yes, Master Levi, I understand.”

“Oh, and before I forget, I want you to leave your focus necklace here. I fear you might be becoming too dependent on it.”

She instinctively clutched the blue gemstone that dangled just below her throat. “But Master Levi—”

He gave her a stern look. “It’s not permanent. If you need to go into the field again, you can take it with you. Otherwise, it stays here.”

Her shoulders slumped in defeat. “I understand.”

Getting up from the chair, she noticed Master Levi still appeared to be slightly wobbly on his feet. Pausing in the open door, he turned back to her. “Keep in mind, child, in order for you to become a good field agent, you need to constantly test yourself, to improve and make yourself stronger. Everything I’m having you do is to help you reach that goal. You understand this, yes?”

“Yes, Master Levi, and I am grateful for your assistance and guidance in this matter,” she said, bowing toward him as he spun around and left.

She caught herself before she collapsed in relief into the chair that he’d just left. After a few minutes, an odd sense of warmth expanded throughout her body, bringing tears to her eyes.

Why am I feeling this way?

After studying the feeling for several minutes and investigating where it was coming from, it finally dawned on her. The source was completely unexpected, something she’d never actually experienced before. In the span of just a few hours, her teammates—correction, my friends—had stuck up for her. She’d never had anyone willing to do that for her before.

Now, after just one mission in the field, she had two people willing to protect her from those they felt were mistreating her. With that understanding, she suddenly felt lighter, more relaxed. She hugged herself as she spun in place, enjoying the feeling. It added clarity to a problem she’d been turning over in her head. Tapping the communicator on the wall, she sent out a page. A few seconds later, the speaker crackled to life.

“Hey Zarina, what can I do for you?”

“Nothing, Kaitlyn. You have done more that I can ever thank you for. It is what I can do for you… I accept your request. I will help with interrogation.”

 

Chapter 13

 

Kaitlyn left the room, shaking her head in frustration. They’d already interrogated at least twenty of the detainees—ones that she’d deemed most likely to have valuable intel—but so far, none had given her anything to work with. Hopefully, Zarina would arrive soon so they could try to get something actionable to work from. So far, everyone she’d talked to only gave her general information, or sat in silence, regardless of what tactic she tried. If they didn’t get something soon, they’d be dead in the water.

The door opened behind her, catching her attention. Zarina floated into the room, looking exhausted. It’d been a couple of days since they’d last talked, but the change in the other woman was noticeable. While she looked happy to be there, she also looked ready to pass out on her feet. Would it be more accurate to say flutter to the ground like a falling leaf? It looked like all the extra training her mentor was running her through was beginning to take a toll on her. Catching her attention, Kaitlyn walked over and gave her a hug.

“How you feeling? You look like you haven’t slept since the last time I saw you. Are you sure you’re up for this? ”

“Da. Just little tired. Training is… difficult.”

Kaitlyn gave her a concerned look. “As long as you’re sure about this,” she said before directing Zarina over to a two-way mirror. “So far, we’ve tried everything we can do nicely to try to get information, but nobody wants to talk. Frankly, we’ve run out of options that don’t involve being more… shall we say, physical.” She gestured toward the other room. “So… how do you want to do this?”

Zarina tapped her lower lip for a second. “Let us try simple trick first.”

“Okay, what kind of trick?”

“Start off with confirming what we know. Then ask simple stuff, like name.”

“Okay, we’ve tried both tactics. Didn’t really get us much.”

Zarina gave her an aggravated look. “Was not finished. The trick part is, after that, ask one question you want information about. Unless they were trained, most people will accidentally think about answer. Is good way to bring stuff to surface of mind.”

Kaitlyn thought about it for a moment. Realizing they had nothing to lose by trying it her way, Kaitlyn nodded. “Do you need to do anything to prepare for this?”

“Nyet. Should be straight forward. Hopefully will not need to… uh… dive deep to find answers.”

“Alright then. Let’s get started.” Kaitlyn turned and opened the door, entering the interrogation room.
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Kaitlyn spent the next twenty minutes slowly going over everything they knew, only asking the detainee questions she figured they’d have no qualms answering since they weren’t incriminating. Trying to sound bored, she hoped to make them less alert in order to catch them unexpectedly with the question she’d been slowly leading them up to. After a pause, she started on her real line of questioning.

“So it says here that this is just a satellite headquarters and that the real one is in…” she started, pausing on purpose to give him time to think about what she was getting ready to say. “Ah, here it is,” she said, flipping through a file she was holding, “somewhere in the Appalachian mountains.”

The slight widening of his eyes told her she was on the right track. Mentioning Reaper’s base—the one they’d destroyed—combined with this person’s involuntary response to that information, told them they were part of the same organization.

“Doesn’t matter, I guess. What does matters is what you’re doing here at this facility. We know you’ve been working on Gr29Beta. What we want to know is, is there any compound you have that’ll wean your test subjects off it gradually—so they don’t go through so much pain during withdrawal?”

She expected his little smirk while the statement she’d given him sank in. After a few seconds, the smirk slowly changed to one of slight confusion.

“That’s right, asshole, I said withdrawal. You probably just realized you haven’t been here long enough for that to start. You might’ve noticed I didn’t ask how to keep them from dying, either. So before you ask, yes, we’ve captured some of your test subjects. They’re recuperating in our infirmary.”

A look of understanding, then anger flashed across his face. “Those dumbasses,” he muttered, “they fucked up even a simple bar heist…” 

“Yep, they did. They also pointed us right at you. How else do you think we located you? It’s amazing what someone will say in order to save their own life.”

“It was Putty, wasn’t it? That weak-willed son of a bitch had no spine whatsoever in that greasy lump he called a body. I hope he’s suffering horribly.”

“Actually, he’s resting comfortably. Should be up and about in a few days. We just needed to keep him sedated while his body recovered from the ordeal. Can’t wait to see what else he has to tell us… like organizational structures, other locations, all that good stuff. Honestly, talking to you is to just a formality. Once we’re done here, you’ll be transported to a nice, deep, dark hole where you’ll never see the light of day again. We might even remember to feed you once in awhile. It’s surprising what the government will allow us to do with people we’ve label terrorists.”

She abruptly snapped the folder closed before heading toward the door. Placing her hand on the knob, she turned back toward him. “So, unless you have something to add, something Putty and the rest of his team wouldn’t know, I think I’m done here. Give us something good and I might even convince them to give you a night-light for that hole you’re going to,”

Her prisoner suddenly lunged to his feet, the cuffs that chained him to the floor snapping taut. “You’ll never find us. Everything you have here,” he said, gesturing with his head, “everything you care about is going to be wiped away. What you did at Reaper’s base will be paid back a thousand-fold, and when it comes, the safest place is going to be in that hole you keep yapping about. But instead of it being a threat, it’s going to be all that’s left standing. And I’ll still be alive to witness the smoking crater that’s left of your country.”

She gave him a tight smile before leaving the room. Looking over at Zarina, she hoped the woman had gotten something from the chained-up fanatic sitting in the other room.

“Did we get anything useful?”

“Very little. This man,” she said, waving at the mirror, “has been well-trained. Only got quick flash of their stepped-unloading dosage protocol to keep subjects alive when coming off drug.”

“Well, that’s a start. Now that we know a process exists, we can have IT try and track it down. What else?”

“Not sure. When you mentioned base you destroyed, he thought about someplace called Echelon base. He gave no indication where it was, but it seemed somewhere out of country.”

Kaitlyn rubbed her temples. Based off what they’d experienced at the warehouse, she couldn’t take the chance they were just issuing idle threats about destroying the country. The problem was that, without anything to work with, there was no way to track them down. This had all the hallmarks of becoming a disaster., and it was going to happen on her watch. Again.

“Kaitlyn?”

She look up tiredly at Zarina. The young psionicist looked haggard, but she had a hopeful look on her face.

“This group, you’ve fought them before, da?”

“Yeah, before they went rogue, Rick was actually a part of it.”

“Is possible then that Rick might know of this base? He,” she said, waving at the interrogation room again, “gave impression base was old.”

“I don’t suppose it’d hurt to check. We might just get lucky.”

 

Chapter 14

 

Rick walked into the tac center and looked around. Kaitlyn had contacted him about half an hour ago, asking him to come in. She’d told him that, after their latest interrogation, they might have developed a lead. From the tone of her voice, though, it didn’t sound too promising. Spotting her and Zarina standing over by one of the consoles, he headed over, nodding at Ted as he passed by. The tech smiled slightly in response.

“So whatta we got?”

“Not a lot really. The only thing we were able to get out of them so far was the name of a base. We’ve tried our database, but we’ve come up with nothing. So we’re hoping you might know something.”

“Why would I know?”

Kaitlyn tapped a few keys, bringing up a screen of information. “Well, for one thing, someone we interrogated recognized Reaper’s base, so we know there’s some connection to Maelstrom. What type of connection, we’re unsure of, but one of the things Zarina was able to pull from his mind was the name of a base.”

“Da, when Kaitlyn was talking about base, he thought of place called Echelon base. Does name mean anything?”

Rick’s heart sped up. That name sounded familiar, but he wasn’t sure how, exactly. Without a word, he strode over to where Ted was working, leaving his teammates to follow him with confused looks on their face.

“Ted, could you look something up for me?”

“Uh, s-sure. What can I help you with?”

Rick leaned forward, resting his hand on the console. “I want you to pull up a map of Mexico, specifically in the region of the Mapimí Biosphere Reserve and surrounding areas.”

“Not a problem. It’s going to take a few seconds, though.”

“Take your time.”

“What is it, does that name mean anything?”

“Not sure yet,” he said, facing the two women, “just a hunch.”

The computer beeped behind him. Turning back around, he glanced at the screen. “Can you put that up on the big screen?”

“Sure.”

Rick turned toward the large screen. As the map pulled up, he studied it for a moment. “Can you center it on the town of Ceballos?”

“Isn’t that the town we’re getting ready to head down to?”

Rick nodded absently while still staring at the screen. Spotting what he was looking for, Rick slumped down in a nearby chair while memories from earlier in his life swirled around in his head. Looking up, he gestured toward the display. “There’s our connection.”

“What? What am I missing?”

“The person you were interrogating? They got the name of the base wrong. It’s not Echelon base.”

Zarina gave him a funny look. “Nyet. I saw name in mind. He would be unable to deceive me.”

“Not saying you got it wrong. I’m saying they heard or read it wrong.” He turned to look at Ted again. “I don’t suppose you have a laser pointer or something similar, would ya?”

While Ted rummaged around in a drawer, Rick continued talking. “We know that Juan, who we also know as Iškur, was from Ceballos. Or at least, that’s where the report was filed.” Rick paused a moment while Ted handed him a laser pointer. Pointing it at the screen, he indicated the town. “Notice this town right here?”

He watched them study the screen a moment before their eyes widened slightly. “Escalón…” they said in unison.

“Yup. I wasn’t sure until I saw the map since it’s been around thirty years, but it’s called Escalón base, not Echelon. Close, but no cigar.”

“So you know where the base is then, right?”

“Not exactly, no. They had us all meet at Escalón first. Then they put us on a bus with blacked out windows before taking us the rest of the way to the base.” He made a large circle around the town with the pointer. “They changed speeds and stuff during the trip, but it only lasted around an hour or so, so between that and the rumors for the area, I’m pretty confident they’re in the Zone of Silence.

“Isn’t that like the Bermuda Triangle for Mexico?”

Rick nodded at Ted’s question. “Pretty much. Radios don’t work, missiles fail when they fly over the area, that sort of thing. Can only suspect it has something to do with the research done there by Maelstrom. It doesn’t hurt that Juan went missing in that area before somehow getting possessed by something we can only describe as a deity. Everything points to there at this point, don’t ya think?”

Kaitlyn only stared at the screen, lost in thought. A minute later, she shook herself slightly before glancing at him. “You’re right. Everything seems to lead here. Let’s step up our planning, and I’ll pass the intel along to the colonel. Dismissed.”

Rick watched Kaitlyn briskly walk out of the tac center. Shrugging, he turned back toward Ted. “Thanks for the pointer. Looks like I’m gonna need to get my shit packed. If the major has anything to say about it, we’ll probably be wheels up before the end of tomorrow.”

“Good luck, sir.”

Rick smiled before heading out. “Thanks, we’re gonna need it”
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Kaitlyn stood outside the colonel’s office, waiting to be called in. After a few minutes, she heard him yell for her to enter. Stepping inside, she closed the door behind her.

“What’ve you got for me?”

“We’ve developed more actionable intel, both from our interrogations and some with Rick’s help.”

“What sort of ‘intel’?”

“I sent the files to you so you can review them at your leisure, but the bullet point is, we believe we’ve been able to identify a base used by Maelstrom. We originally believed it was called Echelon base. This was due in part to information retrieved by Zarina while she probed one of the suspects while I interviewed them. Rick was able to correct our intel, identifying the location as Escalón base, where he was given treatments to—”

“Given treatments nearly thirty years ago. That’s not a lot to go from, Major. Hopefully, you have something else to work with?”

Kaitlyn ground her teeth slightly, mentally forcing herself to relax before continuing. “Yes, sir, we do. Escalón is near both Ceballos, which is where the missing person’s report for Juan originated, and a region known to the locals as the Zone of Silence. That’s where Rick has identified the most likely location for Maelstrom’s research base. It’s not a huge leap to think Juan might have actually been from Escalón, rather than Ceballos. It’s at least worth a look for that reason alone.”

“So, you want to go to a foreign country and poke around on the off-chance that this missing person’s report and Rick’s memory, are accurate? What’s your plan if this Juan person is there and starts another fight?”

“In the unlikely event of that happening, we’d avoid conflict at all cost. Based off our last interaction, though, he was no longer hostile toward us. Regardless, something big is happening—something that could disrupt our country on a massive scale. This is the first big lead we’ve had since Reaper’s base was destroyed. I think it would be a huge mistake not to follow up on it.”

“Not like you haven’t made a lot of mistakes already, Major, at least since Rick began working with you. But as you said, it’s the only lead we have. Go ahead and finalize the mission plan to Mexico. Understand this, though. You’re on your own. I’m only authorizing you to do recon. If you or any members of your team get caught, don’t expect us to come bail you out. We can’t afford to have an international incident based off pretty flimsy intel. If you find something actionable when you’re down there, then that’d be a different story. Is that understood, Major?”

Kaitlyn snapped to attention. “Understood, sir. We’ll finalize our preparations and head out as soon as feasible.”

“Dismissed.”

“Yes sir.” She spun around and headed toward the door. Just before she left the office, she was stopped by his voice behind her.

“By the way… good job taking down that facility. Don’t fuck this mission up, though, your career is still riding on it.”

“Understood, sir.”

She briskly strode away. Finally, they had the go-ahead to head south of the border, but she couldn’t help feeling a little uncertain as well. This mission could make or break her. If anything went wrong, not only could her career be over, but Henry would be there to witness it, thereby letting her know that he’d been right all along.

Assuming we don’t wind up rotting in a Mexican jail, that is…
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Kaitlyn paused outside the conference room.

Relax. Slow your breathing. Come on, you’ve done this before. You can’t let them see how nervous you are. It’s just another mission planning.

While she’d done mission plans before, this one had a lot riding on it. One false move, one variable they hadn’t taken into account… Stop. I can’t afford to think like that. Taking one last, deep breath, she strode into the room and looked around. Suppressing an internal groan, she nodded at Henry before looking at the rest of her team.

“Okay everyone, we’ve been green-lighted, but only for a recon mission. Most of our planning will have to take place when we’re in situ, but we can still come up with an outline before we head down. Zarina,” she said, looking to her left, “since you’re still recovering, you’ll have to sit this one out, at least in regard to heading south with us.”

“Da. Understood.”

“But,” she said, holding up a finger, “that doesn’t mean you’re not part of the planning process. It’ll be a good learning experience for you. I’m also going to have you running support and logistics back here.”

“Spasibo*.” *Thank you

“That leaves the three of us to come up with ROE for this mission. Rick, what are your thought on this?”

Rick gave a quick dip of his head before he responded, “It’s been a long time since I was there last, so I’m not sure of their capabilities or even what their layout is. A lot has probably changed over the years, assuming they’re still operating there. However, if the facility we brought down here is any indication, I’d be surprised if they don’t have similar countermeasures. Means I might not be able to shut them down quickly, or even sense ’em, for that matter. Essentially, we’d be going in blind, and possibly outgunned.” Rick look around the table with a serious expression. “With that in mind, and assuming they’re still there, I recommend stealth as much as possible. If we’re discovered though, we hit ’em hard, then try to skip out. If we could depend on my powers, I’d probably be able to handle the base by myself. Since we can’t, it’s three of us against hundreds of possibly enhanced enemy combatants.”

Kaitlyn noticed he was gripping the conference table tight, like he wanted to break it.

“While I don’t think they’ll be able to nullify my powers until we’re actually inside the base, we should plan like I won’t have powers. If all goes well, we’ll get there, verify they’re there, then call in the cavalry.”

“Agreed.” Kaitlyn looked over at Henry.

“Since you mentioned having contacts in the region before, reach out to them. Let ’em know we’ll need transportation and supplies.”

“That reminds me,” Rick interrupted, “as I mentioned earlier, one of the peculiarities of that area is that, for whatever reason, comms are unreliable. We’ll need to think of alternate means to communicate.”

“How sure are you of that?”

“Well, for one thing, it’s of the big reasons how it got it’s name. Something there blocks radio transmissions of all kinds. Its actually taken test rockets out of the sky. It also screws with navigational equipment, so we’re going to have to go old school when we start investigating the reserve. No electronics, no compasses, no nothing.”

“Now how the hell are we supposed to operate under those conditions? Smoke signals and astrolabes? Or do we need to start dowsing? Seriously, don’t you think you might be exaggerating just a tiny bit?”

Rick appeared ready to say something sarcastic, but Kaitlyn cut him off. “We’ll just have to improvise, once we get there. The big reason we know of this base is because Rick’s actually been there. Let’s plan for the worst case. If he’s wrong, we’ll just be pleasantly surprised.”

Henry sat back in his chair with a grunt, crossing his arms defensively. “I just think he’s trying to spook us about the place.”

“Be that as it may, we have to come up with a plan that takes that possibility into account.”

“Fine! And I want it on the record that I still think my plan would be the better option. Getting as close as possible to our target would mean they have less time to react and prepare.”

“Noted. But not going to happen. I’m telling you now, if we get down to the staging point and there’s no equipment, or we don’t arrive at the location I specified, I’ll cancel the mission and have you written up for insubordination.”

Zarina held her hand up before Henry could respond.

“Zarina,” she said, forcing herself to relax before smiling, “you don’t need to raise your hand to speak. We’re not in school.”

Zarina’s face turned slightly red. “Da. Was thinking… Since you will already be down there, would it be out of place to check Juan and Miguel’s life. There may be clues indicating, at very least, why they were brought to place where Juan was changed.”

“Was already part of the mission write-up.”

“Good. Based off her interaction with Juan,” Rick said, nodding toward Zarina, “the main reason they got dragged out there was because of something Miguel stole—something important enough to kidnap, even kill for.”

“Yeah, but based off what her report said, that guy was a drug lord,” Henry piped up. “For all we know, it was a brick of cocaine or something.”

“Did you read the full report, or did you just skim it again? The drug lord was killed by someone else also looking for something that was stolen. You could be right, it might be totally unrelated, but then again, it might not be. Either way, it’s not going to take much extra time and effort to see if there’s any connection.”

“This is the worst planning I’ve ever had to sit through,” Henry mumbled under his breath.

“Hey, if you want off this team, go talk to the colonel. Otherwise, get the fuck over yourself.”

She ignored the evil glare he gave her.

“At this point, we have several objectives. One, we look into the background of both Juan and Miguel, see if there’s any connection to Maelstrom or Pandemonium. Two, try to identify the location of the suspected base, if possible. Three, assuming we do locate the base, surveil it to find weaknesses our team can exploit to get inside, without getting caught. Obviously, we want to keep it intact for intel purposes,” she said, staring at Rick, “but if the situation calls for it, we need to eliminate it as a threat. Any questions?” She glanced around the room. When nobody responded, she tapped a few keys on the computer.

“Okay, then the next step is to work out logistics. Everyone needs to submit a list of equipment requirements by end of day. From there, you,” she said, pointing at Henry, “need to reach out to your contacts and start working out the arrangements for gear and transport. We’re depending on you to get us there undetected, so make sure you include that in your planning. Come up with a spot that’s at least an hour or two outside the area. That’ll allow us to have a stronger cover story of being tourists. Hopefully that’ll help us stay under the radar.”

She shifted her attention to the next person. “Zarina, get some rest over the next few days. That’s an order. Right now, you look dead on your feet. We’re going to need you at your best in case shit hits the fan down there. Now that I think about it, can your telepathy actually reach that far?”

A look of concern crossed Zarina’s face.

“Unsure. Is possible since last mission, but have not tried. I might have way, but need to speak with Master Levi about it.”

“Negative. This goes no farther than us. It’ll either work or it won’t. Nobody outside this room, besides the colonel, is privy to our mission. Is that understood?”

“Da. Understood. Will try figuring out by myself.”

“Unless there’s anything else then, you’re all dismissed.”

 

Chapter 15

 

Rick glided into the motor pool area. Extending his senses, he located where the rest of the team was waiting. Carrying his two bags over, he dropped them where everyone else’s equipment was sitting. Henry glanced at his bags before looking back at him. “You’re worse than a woman. You realize we’re only going to be there for a few days, right?”

Rick gave him the finger before responding. “After our last shindig,” he said, gesturing at Kaitlyn, “I wanted to cover all the bases. Most of this,” he kicked one of the bags, “is weapons and tactical gear. I know it’s probably overkill, but I’d rather have it and not need it than need it and not have it.”

Kaitlyn cut in smoothly. “Fair enough. You got everything you need, Henry?”

“This isn’t my first mission, Kat. Yes, I have everything I need.” Henry gave another disapproving glance at the bags Rick had brought.

“On the other hand, it looks like mister boyscout here decided to bring everything that wasn’t nailed down. Anything I might have forgotten is probably buried in there somewhere.”

“I actually had to pry some of this stuff up,” Rick said, deflecting the sarcasm. “They used big spikes to hold it down.”

“If you boys are done flailing your dicks at each other, can we get this show on the road?”

“Ready when you are,” Rick said, “although I’m not quite clear on how we’re going to get down there. Are we flying, am I flying us, or something else?”

“Something else,” Henry said, lightly stretching himself.

Kaitlyn piped up. “For all his ego, some of it is actually justified. Henry’s top range hasn’t been discovered, although his top weight limit has. The plan is for Henry to teleport us, and our gear, to the primary contact point in Mexico. It’s a little town called Ojinaga, just on the other side of the border. From there, we travel south until we hit Torreon. It’s farther south than Escalón, but appears to be the closest location with decent hotels.”

Kaitlyn pulled a tablet out of her gear, bringing up an overhead satellite view of the region and projecting it in the air in front of them. “Since our cover is supposed to be as tourists, going past the Zone of Silence makes sense. So does getting accommodations in a larger nearby city. From the satellite view, Escalón’s a tiny town of less than a thousand people. It’d be impractical setting up our base of operations there. Once we settle in, we’ll head back to Escalón. That way, we’ll pass by the Zone multiple times. Hopefully,” she said, gesturing toward Rick, “you’ll be able to pick something up during one of our passes. At this point, though, until we actually get down there, we’re going to have to play it by ear a little while we get the lay of the land.”

Kaitlyn nodded toward Henry. “Any last-minute questions or concerns, or are we ready to go?”

Rick picked up his gear while Kaitlyn and Henry shrugged on large back packs. After one more once-over, Henry reached out and placed a hand on both him and Kaitlyn. Curious to see what his aura looked like when he used his power, Rick shifted his vision while accelerating his mental processes. Henry’s aura appeared to be yellow and emanated from his solar plexus region. While he watched, Henry’s aura seemed to expand, enveloping the three of them. Then a blackness started to expand from Henry’s solar plexus. At first, he thought it was void energy, but then he realized it was similar to the tear in the fabric of space Reaper’s weapon had caused. The blackness suddenly lashed out, plunging them into darkness.
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Rick’s world spun around him, throwing his balance off and causing him to nearly fall flat on his face. At the last instant, he manage to catch himself with his power, saving him from embarrassing himself. The sudden expansion, then contraction, of the blackness completely disoriented him, making his stomach lurch toward his throat. Only an act of will kept him from losing the large breakfast he’d eaten before they left.

Gotcha. Don’t ramp up mental speed before teleporting. Lesson learned.

“What a wuss. The almighty one can’t even handle a simple teleport. Do I need to hold your hand next time instead of just touching your shoulder?”

Rick bit back what he was going to say, more interested in not embarrassing himself further by retching in front of them.

“Are you okay? I’ve never seen anyone react to Henry’s ability like that before.”

Rick looked up, noting the concern etched on Kaitlyn’s face. Holding his hand up, he used his power to rebalance himself, settling his stomach in the process.

“Yeah,” he said, slowly straightening up. “That was a rather unique experience. I’ll be ready for it next time. I have to ask though, has he ever teleported other speedsters?”

“Actually, yeah. A few of the faster ones seemed to be slightly disoriented too, but none were ever this bad.”

“None of them were probably anywhere near as fast as I am. That teleport seemed to take awhile.”

Henry glanced at him with a look of interest. “What do you mean it took awhile? My teleportation is instantaneous.”

Rick shook his head. “From my frame of reference, it took nearly ten seconds before your power shifted us. Even with the nausea, which sucked by the way, watching your power work was actually kinda worth it.”

“You could see my… You’re so full of shit!”

Kaitlyn gave him an appraising look. “What did it look like, exactly?”

“If I had to make an educated guess, I’m suspectin’ he’s actually shunting us through a nearby dimension to make the jump. It reminded me of the tear in space Reaper’s weapon caused. It’s probably another reason why it affected me like it did. I might be sensitive to it, but I’m not sure.”

“You believe him, Kat? I bet he could talk you into buying oceanside property in northern Texas, too.”

He noticed the dirty look Kaitlyn gave Henry.

“Now that we’re here, where’s your contacts?”

“We’re a bit early. I wanted to make sure we had some time to scope out the area, make sure it’s secure before they get here. There’s a cultural center nearby where we’re supposed to make contact. It’ll help us look like tourists when they pick us up. Shouldn’t take us more than half an hour to walk over there, assuming He-man here doesn’t get any greener.”

“You know what? Fuck off. I’m fine now.” Turning to Kaitlyn, he ignored Henry’s scowl. “Seriously, I’m good. Let’s move out.”
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Rick sat down on his bags. After walking the better part of a mile, they’d arrived at the cultural center. It was a small brick building with rounded walls, reminding him of a one-story castle tower without the peaked roof. He pondered the tiny windows spaced every few feet around the light tannish-gray walls. After some thought, he finally decided the windows were kept small and numerous to allow sufficient indirect light to reach the interior while blocking excessive direct sunlight. Probably kept the interior marginally cooler in the process, too. Since Henry’s contacts weren’t supposed to get there for another twenty minutes, he decided to test something out.

Closing his eyes, he started the breathing pattern Zarina had taught him to help focus his attention. After several repetitions, he felt his body relax into the rhythm of his breathing. Focusing, he guided his concentration on the link he shared with the young psionisist. Once he had the link firmly in mind, he pushed his consciousness down the psychic tether, keeping a tiny portion of his awareness firmly linked to his body.

>Zarina, can you hear me?<

Rick waited a few minutes without a response. Trying again, he mentally yelled down the link, even giving it a mental tug like he was pulling on a rope. After several more minutes without a response, he prepared himself to make a third attempt.

>Da. Can hear you, but just barely.<

Rick added a little more power to his thoughts before projecting again. >Is this any better?<

>Da, can hear you much better now. How was trip?<

Rick sent her a mental replay of his arrival. He could sense Zarian giggle at his expense.

>That is horrible. Sorry for laughing. Is wrong of me.<

He felt a sense of remorse traveling down the link.

>It’s fine. I hate to admit it, but I did it to myself. Curiosity killed the cat and all that. Might not have died, but sure felt like it.<

>Glad you survived. So link works over distance. Is good to know. If communications go out, at least this might be option.<

>Can’t have too many options when ya need to call for help.<

>Da. Not going to keep link open long. Is very tiring, unfortunately.<

>Fair enough. The big thing is, it works. Before I let you go though, were you able to feel me tugging on the link?<

>Da. Very peculiar feeling. Is like feeling of losing focus on something. Very noticeable.<

>Good enough. Next time, I’ll just tug instead of yelling.<

>Be careful, Rick. I have got bad feeling about mission. Talk to you soon.<

>I promise to stay safe. Have a good one.<

Rick could sense Zarina’s smile before the link closed. At least confirming their link would work over such long distances was a bit of good news. Even if radios didn’t work, they had a way to send short messages back to base.

A honking horn broke his concentration. Opening his eyes, he spotted Henry and Kaitlyn walking toward a SUV that had just pulled up. Rick watched as Henry walked several paces behind Kaitlyn. He was far enough back that she wasn’t able to see him constantly glancing at her. Surprisingly, Rick got the impression he wasn’t just staring at her ass. Instead, it seemed more of a protective, caring type of stare. He wasn’t sure how he determined it, especially with their backs to him and several dozen yards away, but after moment, he was sure of his impressions.

Henry glanced back and spotted him watching them. A look of jealousy flashed across his face, almost immediately followed by anger.

“Any time you want to load up. It’s not like we don’t have anything better to do.”

Getting to his feet, Rick grabbed his bags and headed over to the vehicle, shaking his head as he went. Now things made a little more sense.

Henry’s jealous of my working relationship with Kaitlyn? It’s not like we’re dating or anything.

Hustling over, he hoisted his bags up into the cargo area. Walking around to the passenger side, he spotted Kaitlyn leaning against the passenger door while Henry talked to his contacts a short distance away. Mimicking her posture, he leaned up against the SUV. They leaned in silence for a few minutes before she turned toward him, breaking the mood.

“I noticed you sitting with your eyes closed. I’m assuming you were doing a test run?”

He gave her a quick nod. Kaitlyn had decided to keep the telepathic link between him and Zarina out of her reports for some reason. She’d also told him to keep it just between the three of them, keeping Henry out of the loop in the process—something he was all too happy to comply with. Gesturing toward Henry with his head, he decided to ask the question. “So… what happened between the two of you?”

He couldn’t read the look she gave him before she snapped, “Is this really the best time to ask that?”

“Is there ever a good time for that kinda question? Anyway, was just making small talk is all. He still cares for you, ya know.”

She let out a tired sigh while staring at the ground. Rick figured she wasn’t going to answer when she finally looked sideways at him. “I know he does… in his own egotistical way. I’m actually the one who broke it off, not him.”

“Let me guess, it was the job, wasn’t it? It always seems to come down to that for people like us.”

“Yeah, it was,” she said, nodding in agreement. “You’re right, it’s an occupational hazard. The sad thing is, I still care for him, too. It’s just that we have strong opinions that neither of us are willing to change. He thinks I shouldn’t lead a field team and I disagreed. I’m still not sure whether it’s because he doesn’t think I can do the job, that a woman can’t do the job, or whether it’s because he doesn’t want me to get hurt.”

“I’d suspect it’s a little of both. It also explains why he keeps trying to take the leadership spot away from you.”

“Yeah, unfortunately, it does. Here he comes,” she said, turning her head toward the sound of approaching footsteps.

“I know, I sensed him heading this way,” he said with a smile, causing her to chuckle.

“I suppose you did, didn’t you?”

Rick pretended not to notice the scowl Henry directed their way. Instead, he continued to chit-chat with Kaitlyn. They both turned at the sound of the driver-side door slamming shut.

“Are you going to get in, or are you just going to stand around all day with your thumbs up your asses?”

“Why, are you upset that you can’t find your own asshole to put your thumb into?”

Kaitlyn quickly covered her mouth, trying to suppress a snicker while Henry sputtered. Hopping into the back seat behind Kaitlyn, he stuck his arm out the window and pounded on the side. “Pip pip, old chap! Let’s get this expedition on the road,” he said, affecting a British accent.

Muttering under his breath, Henry started the engine. Throwing it in gear, he spun the tires in the gravel before pulling out into the almost nonexistent traffic. When they reached the outskirts of town, Rick couldn’t help himself. Clearing his throat, he leaned forward. “Are we there yet?”

 

Chapter 16

 

Rick kept his eyes closed, stretching his senses outward as far as he could reach. They’d just passed through Escalón about ten minutes ago, so this was the closest they were going to pass by the Zone of Silence. He hoped he’d spot people patrolling an area where he couldn’t detect any structures, but all he could detect were a few individuals going about their daily business. After several minutes of scanning the area, he noticed a low murmur grow in his awareness. When it became too distracting, he popped his eyes open.

“Could you please turn the radio off. It’s making it hard to concentrate,” he snapped.

Kaitlyn turned around to face him. “The radio isn’t on…”

“Then who’s talking?”

“Uh, nobody…”

Rick began to make a comment about them being deaf when he realized he no longer heard the indistinct voice that had been distracting him.

“Must have been my imagination,” he said, feeling slightly embarrassed. He noticed Kaitlyn giving him a questioning look, but he ignored it, closing his eyes and extending his senses outward again. After several minutes, the murmuring returned, like someone was trying to whisper something to him. Except this time, it seemed even less pronounced. Without opening his eyes, he turned his head, trying to hear it better.

“Do you hear that?”

He felt Kaitlyn jump slightly at the suddenness of his voice. “Hear what?”

He opened his eyes in annoyance. “That voi—” he started, only to realize he didn’t hear anything again beyond the road noise the tires were causing on the blistering asphalt.

“Never mind…”

He started to close his eyes for a third time when movement off in the distance caught his attention. Looking over, he thought he caught a flash of blue, but when he extended his senses, he felt nothing in the area where he’d seen the movement. Something was going on here, but he wasn’t sure what. After a few minutes, he realized he was straining to hear the murmur rather than looking for signs of the base. For some reason, not being able to hear the nearly inaudible voice created a weird sense of loss, which didn’t make any sense.

“How much farther is it?” he asked, trying to distract himself.

“According to GPS, around another hour or so.”

Rick nodded at Henry. “Thanks. Since we’re moving out of range, I’m gonna to take a nap. I think I’m still experiencing some after-effects of the teleport. My senses seem to be on edge.”

“Knock yourself out, champ.”

Rick closed his eyes and slowly drifted off, the sound of muffled voices echoing through his dreams.

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

Rick looked around the landscape. It looked vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t seem to remember from where. Lifting up into the air, he looked around, trying to find landmarks. In the distance, he noticed an object that seemed familiar, but the memory kept slipping away. A thunderous crack echoed across the skies, drawing his attention upward. At first, he thought it was a large meteor flashing across the sky, but it quickly changed into something resembling a large metallic disc. It was hard to get an idea of the size due to the way it reflected its surroundings. Continuing to observe it, it started to decelerate while slowly changing direction. Instead of rocketing toward the distant horizon, it gradually dropped lower, heading toward a hazy landmark he’d noticed earlier. Curious, he began to fly after it, picking up speed in an attempt to reach it before it crashed into the ground. For some reason though, he couldn’t quite seem to accelerate enough to close the distance.

Following along, he finally realized the landmark he’d spotted was a tall, mountainous spire jutting into the sky. He felt again like he should recognize it, but for some reason, the memory kept eluding him. The flight path of the pod initially appeared like it was going to pass over the spire, but at the last moment, it changed direction again, swooping down so it was heading toward the base of the spire. Concerned, he pushed himself to accelerated further. He slowly began to gain on what he assumed was a craft of some kind, but it was going to be too late. At its current speed and trajectory, it was only a matter of seconds before it was smashed to bits across the base of the lone mountain. He tried to reach out with his power to stop it, but he felt nothing he could lock onto. Without warning, a flash of light erupted from the front of the craft, instantly vaporizing a cavity at the base of the spire that the craft slammed into. Shockwaves reverberated across the landscape, knocking him out of the sky and disorienting him enough that he slammed into the ground. His momentum caused him to bounce across the desert surface for several hundred feet before he could bring himself to a stop.

Rising to his feet, he watched the spire fracture and crumple, collapsing and erasing any evidence that there’d been a crater or ship. Shaking himself off, he began to rise into the air when a thump of power knocked him off balance again. Looking back at the crash site, he watched all the dust and debris get yanked out of the air before slamming into the ground around the impact area.

Shielding himself, he launched back into the air, rocketing back toward the impact site, but another boom overhead made him pause. Looking up, he spotted a similar pod approaching from the same direction the first one appeared from. This one, however, was swerving back and forth across the landscape like it was searching for something—most likely the other craft. His stomach tightened into a knot as he continued to observe the new craft. Listening to the feeling, he drifted down to the surface, hiding himself behind some nearby scrub. Studying the other craft for several minutes, he noticed it changed direction before heading toward the broken mountain. From this angle, he could see the front of the ship beginning to glow a blinding white. Just before it reached the mountain, a loud voice in the distance distracted him, breaking his concentration.

>Rick!<

From behind, he felt something rush up at him, but he wasn’t going to be able to turn in time to defend himself.

>RICK!<
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“Rick!”

The loud voice startled him awake. His senses splashed out into the distance, scanning for threats. Slowly, the cobwebs started to clear from his mind. He was still in the back seat of the SUV, and at the moment, uncomfortably slouching against the passenger side door. Shaking his head, he tried to remember what he’d been dreaming about. It had felt so real, but it was like something straight out of a sci-fi movie.

“Rick! Come on, what the hell are you waiting for?”

Glancing over, he spotted Kaitlyn waving him over to the front of the hotel. Climbing out, he looked at the front of the building that was going to be their base of operations. From the outside, it appeared the hotel had seen better days. What caught his interested was that nearly every room on this side of the building had their own mini balcony, letting visitors go outside their room to enjoy the evening desert breeze.

The Hotel Calvete, huh? Not the worst place I’ve ever had to stay at during a mission…

Stretching, he looked around the area, taking in the surrounding buildings. He allowed his senses to wash over all the people moving around the area, but after a moment, he realized he was searching for something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Shaking his head, he grabbed his bags before jogging over and walking inside. The interior was surprising nice compared to the exterior. Spotting his teammates standing by the checkout counter immediately off to his left, he casually walked over. Setting his stuff down, he did a three-sixty, taking in the second-floor open hallway running to the different rooms.

“Yes, we want two adjoining rooms please, if possible. If you don’t have adjoining rooms, then two rooms side-by-side would be fine. Preferably near the top floor—”

“We’d also like to have rooms with outdoor balconies as well, if possible,” Henry interrupted Kaitlyn, causing her to shoot him a dirty look.

“Si señor. We have two adjacent rooms on fifth floor. Will that be acceptable?”

Kaitlyn spoke before Henry could open his mouth. “That would be fine, thanks.”

“And how long will your party be staying, señorita?”

“Let’s set it up for a week, then go from there.”

“Very good, señorita.”

Grabbing their room keys, Kaitlyn handed one to him and one to Henry. “Let’s go.”

Grabbing their stuff, they hopped into the elevator and headed up. Looking at the numbers on the door, they wandered for a few minutes before they found their rooms. Kaitlyn stopped at the first door and opened it before pausing in the doorway. “Get yourself settled in, then we’ll meet back downstairs for dinner in forty-five minutes. We’ll figure out from there what the game plan is for tomorrow.”

Without waiting for a reply, she spun around and closed the door behind her, leaving the two of them alone in the empty hallway. Rick heard Henry mumbling under his breath as he opened the room door. “Well this is going to suck.”

“Yeah, I bet you snore…”

 

Chapter 17

 

Kaitlyn closed the door behind her before dropping back against it, sighing in relief. Dealing with Henry was starting to wear on her nerves. After about a minute, she pushed herself off the door and made her way farther into the room. While sparse, it would do for the amount of time they were planning to be here. Dropping her bag onto the second, unused bed, she walked over to the curtain and pushed it aside before opening the door and stepping out. She didn’t want to admit it, but Henry’s suggestion of getting a room with a balcony was actually a good choice. Because of their height, Kaitlyn could see a good distance over a wide area. Several blocks away, she thought she could make out an area with trees.

Most likely some type of park.

After a few minutes of admiring the view, she slipped back into her room, closing and securing the door behind her. Going back to her bag, she upended it, dumping the contents on the bed. Sorting out several changes of clothes, she put them away before going back and arranging the rest of her equipment.

First, she opened up a tube and pull out a topographical map of their target area. Holding it flat on the bed, she reviewed the circles they’d drawn on it to identify likely spots to search for the base.

That’s a lot of area to cover… How the hell are we going to search it all?

Based off maps and satellite footage, there was apparently only one road leading into the Zone of Silence. The road ended at some sort of facility, most likely a visitor center, but it was hard to find information on the area. It wasn’t labeled on the map, either. There was also a lot of what looked like foothills in the area, but it was probably more accurate to call it part of a mountain range. A thought occurred to her as she looked the topo map over.

Great, mountains. Let’s hope Rick doesn’t create another volcano while we’re here. That’ll be pretty hard to explain to the colonel. That reminds me, he seemed on edge earlier, like something was bothering him. I’ll have to ask him about it later.

Rolling it back up, she stuck it back into the tube before setting it to the side. Looking over the rest of her equipment, she double-checked her binoculars to make sure they worked, checked her night vision goggles, and verified everything seemed to be in order and not damaged from the trip.

Not that I’d expect it to be. That stuff is built durable enough to survive people with super-strength. Bouncing around in the back of a truck shouldn’t even scratch it. Still, it’s a good habit to have. It’s usually when you don’t double-check shit that it fails at the worst possible time. No matter how tough they make it, Señor Murphy always seemed to find a way to break it.

The last object she picked up was something she wasn’t even sure would help them on their mission. It was a combination long distance nuclear and electromagnetic field analyzer. The idea was that it’d allow them to detect unexplained energy fields in the area. Since the landscape was so barren, any type of blip would be a valid area to investigate. It was a long shot, but if their enemy had the ability to render Rick’s senses unreliable, then it was better than nothing. She ran it through a quick self-test before packing it—along with the rest of her equipment—back inside her bag.

Heading to the bathroom, she turned on the water and stripped down. Stepping under the spray, she quickly scrubbed the sweat from the road trip off her body. As an afterthought, she reached out and grabbed her clothes, scrubbing them down and rinsing them out before turning off the water. She might have picked on Rick for bringing so much clothing and equipment, but she had to admit, he had a tendency of destroying clothes pretty quickly—something she found slightly humorous when you took his powers into account.

Wrapping a towel around herself, she hung her clothes up on the shower rod before stepping back into the room. Grabbing her toothbrush, toothpaste, and the bottled water that was sitting on the dresser, she headed back toward the bathroom. A knock at the door caught her attention. Rising her mouth out, she stepped out of the bathroom.

“Who is it?”

“It’s Rick.. Henry’s still back in the room, but I’m heading down to start orderin’ some food. Do you want me to order anything for you so it’ll be ready when you get down there?”

She stepped closer to the door so she wouldn’t have to yell. “No. I’m fine. I’ll just order when I get down there. Thanks for asking though.”

“No problem. See you in a bit.”

She looked out of the peep hole, only to see Rick smile and wave at her before turning away, heading toward the elevator. She felt heat spread across her face.

Shit. I forgot he could tell what I was doing. I really hate those senses of his sometimes.

Turning back, she walked over and grabbed something that would be cool enough in the desert environment. Finishing up, she glanced around the room, memorizing where everything was located. If anyone went through her room, she’d notice. Another habit one of her mentors drilled into her.

Satisfied, she grabbed the key and headed out, making sure the door locked before she headed downstairs.

Let’s get this show on the road before Señor Murphy shows up.
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Stepping off the elevator, she headed over toward the restaurant, carrying her tablet. When she walked in, something odd caught her attention. Most of the customers were staring in the same direction. Following their gaze, she spotted what everyone was looking at. Rick sat at the farthest table, happily plowing through a virtual mountain of food, more than any one person should be able to consume in one sitting. Heading over, she tried not to let the staring bother her. A waitress came up as she sat down, looking at Rick with an expression that crossed between wonder and disgust.

Tapping the waitress on the arm, she gestured toward Rick. “He’s training for an eating competition. Don’t mind him.”

The waitress nodded doubtfully before turning her attention back to Kaitlyn.

“What can I get you, miss?” she asked with a mild accent.

Looking through the menu, she decided on a hamburger with a side order of fries and a Tecate. It was something that was hard to prepare wrong. As the waitress headed toward the kitchen, Kaitlyn leaned forward and whispered, “Hey, you need to watch how much food you’re eating. It’s drawing attention we can’t afford. We have to expect someone is going to be watching for strangers now that we took down one of their locations.”

Rick chewed a few more times before swallowing. “Can’t help it. We haven’t eaten for the better part of a day. My body was already starting to cannibalize itself.”

She looked at him, concerned at the implication. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, since I haven’t been very active,” he said, using air quotes, “it wasn’t too bad. But if this is going to draw too much attention, then we need to figure out how to get me more food.”

“That shouldn’t be too hard. I think I saw a couple convenient stores on the way in. We’ll stop tomorrow and stock up for the trip out and back. There’s also room service as well.”

“Sorry about this,” he said, gesturing at the table. “I’m still not used to how much food I need to eat since the thing out east. I’m polishing off quantities bordering on how much I used to eat over the course of a weekend. I’m not even sure how my stomach doesn’t explode.”

“Well, it’s something we’ll need to look into when we get back. Is it just a case of caloric intake, or do you need the bulk as well? If it’s just calories, our guys should be able to whip something up to tide you over between meals.”

“Well shit. Did you leave anything for us?”

Kaitlyn looked behind her to see Henry approaching.

“Yeah, I told them to whip up a large batch of assholes, seeing as how you are what you eat and all.”

Henry looked like he wanted to hit him, but then his expression went blank as he sat down.

Probably remembered what happened the last time he tried to take a poke at him.

Their waitress came back over, setting her meal down before taking Henry’s order. They waited for the waitress to leave before speaking again.

“So what’s the plan? Watch the human garbage disposal or do you know what our next steps are?”

“I think the best course of action is to get to bed early and get a good night’s sleep. Then tomorrow, we’ll get up early, eat, and head out by nine. That should put us in Escalón before eleven. Oh, and at some point, we need to stop somewhere to pick up a cooler and food for Rick.”

She laid her tablet on the table so they could see it easily. Tapping on the screen, they could see pins designated around the town, indicating their objectives.

“Since it’s so tiny, it shouldn’t take us too long to locate and interview the parents of both Juan and Miguel.”

The tablet beeped once, then a new marker showed on the screen. Tapping on it, she quickly read the caption. “Huh. Looks like base was able to track down Miguel’s apartment. We’ll need to examine it before we leave, assuming we have time.”

“Ok, how we going to do this? Who gets what?”

She looked up at Henry. “With your abilities, I think you’re the best one suited to check out the apartment since you should be able to easily get inside without anyone spotting you. While you’re doing that, Rick and I will hit up the parents. We’ll drive by all the designated spots first. That way, you’ll be able to jump to any of them if needed.”

“That actually sounds like a good plan. I’m impressed.”

She couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or if it was a genuine compliment, but either way, she decided to ignore it.

“Which brings up the next point. Operational security. Like I mentioned earlier, we’ll need to get a cooler and stock it with food. Barring his binge eating tonight, we need to make sure he doesn’t draw attention whenever he eats—”

“You mean he always eats like this?” Henry interrupted again.

Rick spoke up around a mouthful of food.

“Not always. Depends on how active I’ve been and when my last meal was.”

“Man, that’s gross. Didn’t your parents ever teach you not to speak with food in your mouth?”

Kaitlyn spotted a dangerous gleam appear in Rick’s eyes.

“Henry, if you weren’t required for this mission,” he said quietly, “you’d be heading into orbit right now. Instead, as a favor to Kaitlyn, I’m going to give you a warning instead. The only warning. Do not mention my parents again. Is that clear?”

As he spoke, she noticed the air around them drop several degrees. From his shiver, she suspected the air had gotten much colder around Henry. Within seconds, his teeth had starting to chatter. He barely nodded as he started to shiver uncontrollably.

“G-g-g-ot it, no m-mentioning of the p—”

The look Rick gave him caused Henry’s mouth to snap shut.

“Now that we have that out of the way, what else?”

Kaitlyn noticed the air temperature begin to rise back to normal.

Another thing I need to look into. Why is he so touchy about his parents?

“Anyway,” she said, pausing while the waitress set down Henry’s order, checking to see if they needed anything else before heading off to service other tables, “I don’t think we’ll need to set up a firewatch tonight, but starting tomorrow, I think it would be a good idea to institute one.” Tapping her tablet again, she brought up a map of the area. “Since there’s only one road heading into the Zone, I want check it out on the way back from Escalón, see if we can detect anything. Speaking of which, did you notice anything when we went by today?”

“No,” Rick said a little too quickly. She tilted her head to the side slightly, prompting him to continue.

“I mean, other than some wildlife here and there, I didn’t sense anything except several people milling around this place,” he said, pointing out the lone facility at the end of the road. ”I only detected a half dozen individuals there. They weren’t really moving around in any organized manner, like a patrol would, so it’s unlikely they’re guards.”

“Just the same, we still want to leave them with the impression we’re tourists.”

Rick pulled a small stack of folded papers out of his back pocket. “That shouldn’t be too hard. Apparently, there’s a website dedicated to the bizarre stuff that happens there. I printed this off so we could use it as cover. Kinda like people who are into cryptozoology.”

“Crypto-who-whatsit?”

“You know, people who search for stuff like the Chupacabra, Big Foot, or the Loch Ness monster. Stuff like that.”

“Good thinking, that’ll definitely work for a cover story.”

Looking at the table, she noticed Rick had finished off the rest of his food. Based on what she’d seen when she’d arrived, he’d packed away at least thirteen thousand calories, just from the time she’d actually arrived. There was no telling how much he’d eaten before she’d gotten down there. People would definitely start talking if it happened again. She glanced at her wrist comp, checking the time. “You know what? It’s still a couple hours before sunset, so how about you go out and see about getting a couple coolers, one for the room and one for the SUV. That way, we can stock up with food and ice on the way out of town tomorrow. At least we can give the illusion of you eating a normal-sized breakfast before we leave.”

She started to get up before she noticed Rick giving her a questioning look. “What?”

“Can I… uh, get dessert?”

She just shook her head as she walked away, not bothering to give him an answer.

 

Chapter 18

 

Rick sat with his eyes closed, pretending to scan the region while they approached Escalón. In reality, he was thinking about the vivid dreams he’d had last night. He knew it was the same dream he’d had on the trip down to their hotel, but for some reason, he was having a hard time remembering it now that he was awake. Even after switching to his indigo aura, all he could vaguely remember was a silvery pod crashing into the foot of the mountain. He was so focused on the dream that he wasn’t sure when the quiet murmur started up again. This time, the voice seemed slightly clearer, like he’d understand what was being said if the speaker was just a bit louder. He wasn’t sure where it came from, but the voice seemed to tug at him, trying to draw him closer. Kaitlyn’s sudden yell caused his eyes to snap open.

“What they hell are you doing?” she demanded.

“Huh?” he asked in confusion, unsure why she suddenly seemed so angry.

“I asked you a question. Just what the hell are you thinking? We’re trying to keep a low profile, so why are you attempting to open the door while we’re doing sixty?

Bewildered, he looked down at his hand. He didn’t remember moving, let alone opening the door. The road, visible through the space from the slightly open door, was almost mesmerizing as it whizzed below. Shaking himself, he closed the door before looking back at Kaitlyn. “Sorry, I guess I didn’t sleep well last night. Must have drifted off.”

She glared at him for a moment in the rear-view mirror before looking forward again. “We’re nearly there. Get your mind back in the game or you’re going back stateside. Understood?”

Rick nodded at the back of her head. “Got it, won’t happen again.”

“Make sure it doesn’t.”
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About fifteen minutes later, they entered the outskirts of town.

“Let’s drive around for a bit. I want to get a quick lay of the land before we split up.”

Henry nodded at Kaitlyn in agreement. “Sounds like a plan, but let’s not take too long. The sooner we finish, the sooner we can actually start on the real mission.”

“Yeah, last thing we wanna do is rile up the locals.”

Rick noticed she give him an odd look in the rear-view. Ignoring it, he stared out at the landscape as they drove around. Dropping Henry off, Kaitlyn gestured for him to hop in the front seat. They drove in silence for a couple of minutes before she pulled off the side of the road and turned slightly toward him. “What the hell is wrong with you? Ever since we got down here, you’ve been acting flaky. And,” she said, raising her hand, “don’t tell me I’m just blowing it out of proportion. You almost hopped out of the vehicle while I was driving for god’s sake.”

Rick felt his face get hot. “I told you, I’m fine dammit. I probably ate too much in one sitting and it gave me indigestion when I went to bed. Now can we get on with it?”

It looked like she wanted to say something else, but after a few seconds, she slammed the vehicle back into gear and spun the wheels getting back onto the road. A few minutes later, they pulled up in front of a house on the edge of town. She looked at him again, opened her mouth, then shut it before climbing out of the car. Approaching the front door, she whispered out of the side of her mouth, “Let me do the talking. You just keep your senses open for anything weird, got it? Hopefully Juan’s family might be able to shine some light on what happened.”

Rick’s jaw started to ache from clenching it so tightly. The attitude she was giving him was starting to wear on his nerves. He tried to relax the muscles while Kaitlyn knocked on the door.

Yeah, the last thing we need to do is look pissed off while we discuss the disappearance of their kid.

A moment later, he sensed someone approach. The door opened a crack, showing an older lady peering out at them suspiciously. “Yes?”

“Miss Fernando?” Kaitlyn asked in Spanish, waiting for the other woman to nod. “We were wondering if we could take some of your time to talk with you about your missing son?”

Rick watched the woman’s eyes tear up before she wiped them on the corner of her sleeve, waving for them to follow her deeper into the residence. He closed the door before following along behind Kaitlyn. Absently, he realized a part of his mind was straining to hear the low murmuring again. Shaking his head slightly, he focused on what his senses were telling him. Reaching the living room, he sat down on a worn couch next to Kaitlyn while the older woman sat down in a comfortable looking chair across from them.

“So, what can you tell me about the last time you saw Juan…?”
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They walked back out toward the vehicle together, turning back once to wave to the older woman before she closed the door.

“Well that was a bust,” he said, climbing back into the passenger side.

“That’s a bit harsh, don’t you think?” she asked, starting the SUV and putting it into gear. “That woman lost her only son less than two months ago. Show a little compassion.”

He started to say something before he paused to reconsider. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. I didn’t think about it that way. I mean, we know he’s alive, but she doesn’t. I guess being back in the area where I got experimented on is making me irritable.”

“That makes more sense than that weak-ass excuse of not getting enough sleep. I’ve watched you get by on only a couple of hours several times, so trying to blame your pissy attitude and odd behavior on that crap kinda set off my BS detector.”

He gave her a small smile. “I guess, although I really did have a bad night for some reason. Kept having strange dreams. Maybe it was something I ate.”

She smiled back at him. “Hey, it’s possible, especially when you eat enough food for a family of four. Hell, I get weird dreams myself after eating Stilton cheese.”

“Oh, you’re one of those people…”

“Those people? What the hell are you blathering about now?”

“You’re a cheese snob, aren’t you?” he asked, a big grin spreading across his face.

“I’m not a cheese snob. Just because Muenster is creamier than Cheddar doesn’t mean anything,” she said with a straight face before breaking down laughing.

“I’ll stick with American thank you very much.”

“Fine, be that way. Anyway, Miguel’s parents’ house should be up here on the right.”

Rick extended his senses outward toward the house. An instant later, he felt something unlike anything he’d come across before. It felt familiar, like his staff and combat spheres did, but he knew it wasn’t anything he’d ever come across before. It almost felt intimate. He started to grab the handle to open the door before he caught himself. What is it with me wanting to jump out of moving vehicles today? And what the hell am I sensing? It took all his concentration to keep from vibrating in the seat while he waited for Kaitlyn to bring the vehicle to a stop. Opening the door, he moved toward the door until Kaitlyn’s voice pulled him up short.

“Hey! Wait for me. What’s the rush?”

“Sorry. Just wanted to get this done and over with. Starting to get hungry again.”

“Well, you need to calm down or we might spook them. Same thing as before. Let me do the talking and you check the area.”

“Sure, no problem.”

“Ok, here we go,” she said, knocking on the door.

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

Rick found it hard to follow the conversation between Kaitlyn and Miguel’s parents. All he could focus on was whatever seemed to call to him from the other side of the house. In his mind, he quickly mapped out the interior layout of the house. With a growing sense of urgency, he tried to figure out how to either go to whatever the object was, or somehow bring it to him.

Movement next to him startled him slightly. With growing panic, he realized Kaitlyn was acting like she was getting ready to leave. Awkwardly getting to his feet, he slowly followed Kaitlyn toward the front door. In an act of desperation, he mentally reached out to the object, willing it out of its hiding spot. In a rush, he carelessly knocked something over. Everyone paused for a moment as the sound of something hitting the floor reverberated throughout the house.

“That sounded like it came from Miguel’s room!”

He managed to mentally translate what the mother said while the father headed toward the back of the house. Trying to remain calm, he opened the bedroom window before mentally shuttling the object outside. He managed to close the window only seconds before the father entered the room.

He could hear the confusion as he yelled from the back of the house. “It was a lamp that stood on one of the vents. Somehow, it fell over…”

He felt Kaitlyn glance in his direction, but he pretended to be interested in what the father was saying.

“Anyway, if we find any new evidence, we’ll let you know. I’m sorry for the hardship this has put you through.”

“Bless you. At least now I know someone is actually investigating it. The local authorities don’t care unless you have money to get them interested.”

“You’re very welcome. We’ll let you know if we find anything.”

Turning toward the door again, Rick guided the package through the door he’d opened, dropping the object on the the floor of the back, mentally shoving it under the seat while they finished their goodbyes. Walking back toward the SUV, she cast a sidelong glance at him. “Was that you?”

“No. I felt the lamp start to tip over, but didn’t bother to stop it. Maybe they’ll think it was Miguel trying to sneak in or something.”

“Maybe. You seemed to be getting excited about something.”

“Yeah, just a case of pre-mission nerves. I’m looking forward to finding the base I was upgraded at.”

“You realize we’re unlikely to find anything on the first shot, right?”

“I know, but with my powers, it’s always possible.”

“I guess. Let’s go get Henry and get out of here.”

“Can we stop for food before we head back?”

She let out an exasperated sign, pulling a u-turn in the road. “Yeah, fine. Let’s try and fill that bottomless pit of yours.”

 

Chapter 19

 

They pulled into the parking lot of a nearby restaurant. Hopping out, they headed for the door before Rick stopped suddenly.

“What?”

“Forgot something in the car. I’ll catch up with you in a sec.”

“Don’t take too long. Henry’ll be pissy if we make him wait too long.”

“No problem. Just wanted to grab something from the back.”

She shook her head before going inside. When the door closed, he used his power to yank the package out from under the seat, dropping it into the trunk. With shaking hands, he tore the package open, reverently lifting the contents out of the box. In a daze, he barely noticed the ancient rags wrapping around the objects. When he lifted the heavy objects out, the fabric disintegrated into tiny pieces, revealing what the rags had kept hidden and protected for so long.

The gauntlets appeared to be made out of some lustrous metal which shimmered between bluish-silver and rose-gold, depending on how the light reflected off it. The metal was also extremely thick, approaching nearly two inches thick. Centered on the back, opposite of where the palm would be, was a fiery red gemstone, about the size of the first knuckle of his thumb. An inner glow appeared to radiate from its interior, gently trying to pull his attention into it, almost like it was expanding to fill his senses. Surrounding the central gem were other precious stones, mounted in a setting that formed a star pattern, the lines formed by what appeared to be flakes of ruby.

Without thinking, he quickly slipped them over his hands, marveling at how they looked. The cuff of the gauntlets extended all the way up to his elbows, completely encasing his forearms in the protective metal. Realizing what he’d done, he started to pull them off, but they suddenly tightened, securing them in place. He felt tiny pinpricks across the entire underside of the metal as his body became locked in place, only his eyes able to move. Glancing down, he watched as other lines began to glow across the surface of the metal. The colors cycled through the entire spectrum of colors—starting with a dull red and working its way into the ultraviolet spectrum—before winking out again. A massive internal shift rocked his body, nearly taking his breath away.

He still had access to all of his normal abilities, but something had changed inside him. His power levels jumped beyond anything he’d ever experienced before, while the increase of what he was aware of, what he could sense, was staggering. It was almost as if he could sense and control individual molecules without thought. A new, depthless reservoir of energy appeared beneath his feet, lying in wait for him to access it, but he was unable to determine where it was coming from.

He sensed Kaitlyn heading toward the door, making him start to panic.

I can’t let her see these things. It’ll raise a lot of questions I don’t have answers for.

He felt the gauntlets heat up before flowing down his arms, forming into bracelets. Then they painlessly sunk under the skin of his wrists. Just as suddenly as his body had locked up, it relaxed unexpectedly, almost causing him to collapse. Catching his balance, he turned his arms back and forth in wonder, absently whisking the remains of the container away, closing the trunk in the process. Walking purposefully toward the restaurant, he watched the door swing outward, showing an irritated Kaitlyn framed in the doorway. “Are you coming or what? This was your idea, remember?”

“Yup. Was just heading inside. How’s the food smell?”
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Rick sat quietly in the back of the SUV. After picking Henry up, they quickly headed out of town.

“Did you manage to find anything?”

Henry shook his head. “Nah, it was like trying to find money in a frat house. It was definitely a bachelor pad, one that hadn’t seen the opposite sex in a while. Either that or they were gay. Take your pick.

“Really?” she asked sarcastically.

“Yeah, I guess you’re right. If they were gay, the place probably wouldn’t have been messy.”

“You really are a bigoted asshole, you know that?”

“Hey, it was just a joke. Chill!”

“There’s nothing funny about bigoted, stereotyped jokes. The next time you think of one, keep it to yourself.”

“You’re no fun anymore.” Henry paused. “How about you two, find anything out?”

“Uh, no,” Rick replied, still distracted by the bracelets he could mentally feel, lying in wait just under the skin.

“Well… Look who’s not talkative all of a sudden.”

Kaitlyn glanced at Henry before looking in the rear-view, giving Rick an appraising look.

“Yeah, uh, unfortunately, the parents weren’t able to give us anything more than what we already knew. Apparently, the guys who grabbed them did a good job of not being seen when they did it. Coupled with a very lack-luster police force and you’ve got two sets of parents grasping at straws, especially when someone shows up asking about their missing kids.”

“Oh well, hopefully our first recon trip will yield something.”

“Yeah, hopefully.”

They drove in silence, with Kaitlyn occasionally glancing at him in the rear-view mirror. Absently, Rick rubbed the skin around the area where the metal bands had sunk beneath. There wasn’t even the slightest bump where they’d disappeared, making him start to question his sanity. Did it really happen? Did I actually have gauntlets on my arms? By now, the strange murmuring had become nothing more than background noise to him.

“We’re nearly there. Can you sense anything yet?”

He shrugged his shoulders slightly. “Pretty much the same as before. Just a half dozen people going through their day. No indication there’s any type of rhyme or reason to their movements. If they’re military, they’re doing an amazing job of faking it while on patrol.”

Rick realized that he could actually detect what everyone’s moments had been going back several minutes, almost like they’d left a trail behind them. It was somewhat disorienting, but nothing he wasn’t able to block out after a few minutes of concentration. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a flash of movement that didn’t match up with what his enhanced senses were providing for him. Turning his head, he thought he saw a flash of blue fabric again, but before he could discern anything else, they went around a curve and he lost sight of the floating material. Staring out the back window, he tried to catch a glimpse of it again.

“Did you see something?” The tone in Kaitlyn’s voice made him to turn back, where he noticed her staring at him again through the rear-view mirror.

“I thought I saw something, but it must have been my imagination. I couldn’t sense anything beyond all the scrub and insects in the area.”

In the distance, Rick could finally make out the square building that he’d been sensing for a while. Its shape made him think of it like a punctuation mark at the end of the road. In his mind’s eye, he sensed all the inhabitants turn in their direction, watching their approach until they came to a stop. Rick noticed a sign nearby.

“Huh… Laboratorio del Desierto. The desert laboratory. So it’s not a welcome center.”

Kaitlyn got out and walked over to where an older gentleman was watching them cautiously while the rest of them stayed with the vehicle. Looking around curiously, he only half-listened to Kaitlyn’s conversation with what he assumed was one of the caretakers that managed the place. When he turned toward the south-east, he spotted a rocky prominence in the distance. He wasn’t sure whether the dark mass of rock qualified as a mountain peak or a foothill, all he knew was that it seemed familiar, like he’d seen it somewhere before. Before he knew it, he had started to walk toward it, almost in a daze. A hand clamping down on his shoulder broke the trance, taking him completely by surprise.

“Where do you think you’re heading off to?” 

Unexpected rage surged through him, taking every bit of control and focus he had to keep from turning Henry into a messy smear. Turning slowly, he used his power to discreetly knock the other man’s hand off. Before he had a chance to speak, Kaitlyn came jogging over.

“Hey, you two alright,” she asked. 

Rick forced himself to relax, easing off on his aggressive posture.

“I’m fine. On the other hand, the last boy scout here thought it would be a good idea to go for a hike without us.”

“Enough, you two,” she snapped. “Stop acting like little kids, or so help me God,  I’m going to scrap this mission. We don’t need to make this any more difficult by constantly getting into pissing contests.”

“Whatever. So what’s the deal here?” Henry asked, waving at the terrain around them. “Are they going to let us snoop around?”

“Yes and no. They are a research facility, so they do have proprietary information they need to protect. While they don’t mind us wandering around for a little bit, I got the distinct impression they want us gone sooner, rather than later.”

“Gotcha, no loitering. Based off what I’m seeing, there isn’t really much here to investigate.”

Rick nodded absently, his attention again drawn to the dark rock thrusting its way skyward in the distance.

“What is it Rick, do you sense something?”

“I’m… I’m not sure. There’s something about that outcropping of rock. It’s making it hard for me to ignore it for some reason.”

“Why didn’t you mention it on our way in? That road took us almost right along-side of it.”

“I wasn’t exactly using my eyes to search on the way in. Even now, it doesn’t trigger my senses. In fact, I don’t sense it at all, now that I’m focused on it. Definitely worth investigating more closely.”

“Okay, we can’t really do it now and maintain our cover. We’ll return tonight, under the cover of darkness, and explore the area more fully. We’ll bring the scanner along as well. Hopefully it’ll work here.”

Kaitlyn turned around, heading back to the vehicle. Opening the back, she pulled out a camera. Rick noticed her pause for a moment before reaching back inside to grab something. Standing back upright, she held out a familiar scrap of fabric. It was a piece of the protective wrapping he’d somehow overlooked when he disposed of everything earlier.”

“Either of you have any idea where this came from?”

He fell in beside Henry as they both walked over to where Kaitlyn was standing.

“That looks incredibly old, whatever it is.”

Rick leaned in, pretending to take a closer look. “I’ve never seen it before either. Could it have somehow blown into the SUV or something?”

“I doubt it. Keep your head on a swivel. This might be a warning that they know we’re here.”

Wish I didn’t have to lie about that. Now everyone’s going to be on edge. All because I’m hiding the fact I found something and don’t want to tell them about it.

They walked around the facility for around fifteen minutes, poking around and looking at the landscape while Kaitlyn took pictures. Pretending to get bored, they all piled back into the SUV and left, heading back down the road to the main highway.

They drove in silence, with Kaitlyn and Henry lost in their thoughts while Rick’s attention was locked on the peak to the left of them. Approximately three miles later, the road started to curve to the left, following the contours of the landscape and threading its way between two different outcroppings—the dark one on the left and a lighter one on the right. He was distantly aware of the mumbling getting louder as he stared at the formation. The mumbling paused for a moment, then he heard one distinct word.

Come.

Without warning, Rick’s power flared up, instantly bringing the vehicle to a halt a fraction of a second before his door flung open and he jumped out, rushing toward the dark formation of rocks thrusting their way up from the desert floor.

He vaguely heard yelling an instant before he pulsed away, intent on getting closer to the black peak. Several hundred yards later, he came to a sudden stop, staring straight ahead like he was in a trance. He sensed when Henry and Kaitlyn popped in several yards away, but he continued to ignore them. Looking skyward, he launched himself up into the air, not even bothering to suppress the shockwave his sudden acceleration caused. A second later, he began to hover nearly a thousand feet up, staring directly ahead again. A disorienting sensation of déjà vu washed over him as the scene before him slowly merged into the landscape he’d been seeing repeatedly in his dreams.

“What the hell is wrong with you!”

Rick slowly turned in space to face Kaitlyn, her flame aura shimmering around her invisibly.

In a daze, he slowly lifted his arm to point at the black rock jutting upward. “There,” was all he managed before the seizures hit. Instinctive, he shoved outward with his power, launching Kaitlyn away from him. As the shaking increased, he became disoriented, no longer able to tell which way was up. Vertigo overtook him while his powers continued to flare higher. His power sloughed off him in waves, creating little speckles of incandescent as his power poured into the surrounding air, accelerating the molecules into self-contained vortices of light. His power pulsed outward one final time in all directions, causing the ground to vibrate. When an answering pulse arrived, it knocked him out of the sky. The impact when he hit the desert floor barely registered in his mind. He only had time to feel the displacement of air next to him before the blackness rose to swallow him up.

He didn’t even get the chance to notice the mumbling had gone silent.

 

Chapter 20

 

Consciousness slowly bubbled up as Rick became aware of the familiar sensation of being unable to move. It felt like a fog had been lifted from his mind, a fog he hadn’t even noticed was there until it was gone. After some thought, he realized the mental confusion had started shortly after he’d begun hearing the strange murmuring. Mentally, he scanned the area but didn’t feel anything. Playing a hunch, he switched to using his void ability. Something resembling an afterimage or echo reflected back to his senses.

There you are.

“Yes, here I am. How delightful. You’re developing so quickly now. You figured out how to sense the invisible.”

He twitched slightly at the unexpected voice behind him. Hey… I was actually able to move slightly. That’s a first in this weird place.

Thinking more clearly, he remembered the breathing exercise Zarina had taught him.

In for four, hold for four, out for four, hold for four, repeat.

He heard feminine laughter coming from off to his left only a short distance away. Gaining control of his breathing, he focused on the other exercise Zarina had taught him, the one on how to move his astral form.

One moment he was facing forward, the next he was facing Inanna. It hadn’t felt like he’d turned. It was more of a bizarre feeling of his features sliding around a central axis, like his face was now located where the left side of his head used to be.

Inanna’s eyes went wide for an instant, almost too fast to catch, before being replaced with her usual sultry look.

“Now that’s not something you would have learned on your own, my little avatar. That was something I was going to show you when I felt you’d grown strong enough. Did the little one Iškur met teach you that skill? I wonder…?”

She tapped the side of her cheek in thought before suddenly appearing in front of him, with less than a foot separating them. Without conscious thought, his form flowed backward like water, increasing the distance between them by several feet.

“This is most unexpected. How am I supposed to reward you with new gifts if you figure them out without me, hmmm?”

“What the hell is going on? What’s happening to me? I completely lost control of myself just before I showed up here. And why do I remember a place I’ve never been to before?”

This time, she slid forward slowly instead of instantly appearing wherever she wanted. A blue, gem-encrusted shawl was now draped around shoulders, flapping slightly in an unfelt breeze.

“Ah, so it is working then. I tried to make sure it was ready for when you arrived, but unfortunately, I had no way to verify you’d be powerful enough for it to register your presence.”

“What the fuck are you talking about? I’m gettin’ a little tired of being your plaything. Can you give me some straight answers for once?”

The world around him suddenly darkened, taking on a more threatening appearance. There was also a subtle change in Inanna’s appearance as well. The shape of her eyes and cheekbones had become sharper, more defined. A sudden pressure slammed into his chest, pinning him to something behind him. Trying to move, it felt different than before. Instead of just being unable to move in this place, he felt trapped within some type of field that restricted his movement. Is this how my opponents feel when I lock them in place? He noticed an inner light sparkle deep within her eyes.

“Watch your tone with me, my little dumu-dingir. Otherwise, I may have to punish you.”

Rick struggled to rein in his temper. Taking a deep breath, he held it for several seconds before letting it out slowly through pursed lips. Without the mental fog clouding his mind, it was significantly easier than it had been over the past few days.

“I apologize. Can I ask you some questions?”

“Much better,” she said, her appearance shifting back to normal as the surroundings brightened again. “So what questions do you have?”

She drifted over and sat down next to him on a large boulder that materialized out of nowhere. The field suddenly vanished, allowing him to shift his position so he was now sitting on the ground.

“Why do I remember a mountain I’ve never seen before?”

“Because my ship is downloading information into your mind. It is easier than for me to do it.”

“So that dream was real?”

“Of course. What you saw was me being pursued by the spouse of that treacherous sister of mine. His name is Nergal. My sister, Ereshkigal, didn’t like my beliefs about how to treat the inhabitants of this world. I felt they should be nurtured and allowed to grow their civilizations themselves. Ereshkigal and her ilk felt they should treat them like chattel instead.”

“So I was right. That second ship was searching for you.”

“Yes, he was. If my allies had not arrived when they did, Nergal may have captured me, destroyed my ship, and dragged me back for imprisonment. That’s why I hid it where I did. That formation had materials that blocked scans from reaching it or signals from going out. It has only been recently that breaches appeared, allowing signals to broadcast out where you could receive it. Once I learned of the change, I took steps to activate the beacon.”

Rick sat quietly digesting the information. Another thought occurred to him. “What about these things?” he asked, holding his wrists up.

“Those would be your hands and arms little one. I would have thought you knew this by now.”

“Very funny, I’m talking about these weird gauntlet-bracelet thingies. I’m assuming they belong to you or at least you know of them.”

A look of concerned flashed across her face. “What gauntlets? Show me!”

“I would if I knew how. They shrunk down and disappeared under my skin. Short of cutting my wrists open—which I’d never want to do by the way—I have no idea how to get them to come back out.”

Inanna’s hands flashed out, grabbing his forearms in a vice-like grip. Her eyes flashed through a kaleidoscope of colors before settling on a muted blue-white glow. After nearly a minute, she let him go, the look of concern returning to her face. “Where did you find these objects of power? You should not be in possession of them. Not now. You’re still too inexperienced to use them safely, or correctly.”

“It’s related to that young man Iškur possessed. His friend apparently stole them from a local drug lord and hid ‘em. We investigated and these damn things literally called out to me. It was like a heroin addict seeing a full syringe lying unattended on the kitchen counter when they get home. I lost control. I didn’t even realize I’d put them on until I’d already done it. By then, I couldn’t take them off.”

“This situation must be remedied. If my objects of power are starting to come into play, then we are much closer to the nexus point than I suspected. Time flows so differently here. If the nexus is approaching this quickly, then there isn’t time to train you properly.” She lunged forward again, trying to grab the sides of his head in an attempt to pull him in for a kiss, but he managed to slip backward out of reach.”

“Please don’t do that,” he said, shuddering slightly. “I get that you somehow transfer knowledge to me that way, but from where I’m from, it could almost be considered mental rape. You’re just forcing yourself on me, without even asking. I’d rather not have the knowledge if that’s the only way for you to give it to me.”

A look of shock, then sadness and regret fell across her face. “When last we walked your planet, men would have willingly fought to the death, just for the chance to be honored a kiss from our kind. Now you would rebuff me? How low I have fallen since being locked away here for all these millennia.”

She slowly reached forward again, this time with one hand, and gently placed it on his forehead. Warmth flowed into his head from the gentle touch. Images flashed through his mind, too rapidly for him to comprehend. The one that seemed to stand out centered around several different objects, including the gauntlets he’d put on unintentionally. Letting her hand drop, she stepped away from him with a forlorn expression on her face.

“I would have preferred to give you this knowledge the other way. It’s been lonely here, only able to communicate with others via mind-speak. You’re the first new mind I’ve been able to interact with in over two-thousand years of your time.”

Rick unexpectedly felt a wave of compassion pass through him. Flowing across the distance between them, he appeared next to her. Awkwardly, he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her in for a side-hug. Inanna stiffened from the contact, but before he knew it, quiet sobs began to ripple through her body. Reaching up, she latched onto his arm tightly for support. They stood in silence, with her trembling and him holding her gently while trying to comfort her. Finally, after an indeterminate amount of time, she patted his arm before shifting away slightly, looking back at him with gratitude. “Thank you for that. You’ll never know how much your simple gesture of kindness meant to me.” 

“You’re welcome. A lot has changed over the centuries, but the one thing that hasn’t is our instinct to comfort someone who’s suffering alone.”

“And for that, I’m grateful.” She tapped his wrists, making the bands lift up from under his skin.

“I would have wished my objects of power had remained hidden for many more moons, but since a piece that was taken from me found you, I have provided you a sort of instruction manual for how to use the basic features of them—just enough to keep you from killing yourself. As you grow in power and become more skilled, more of their capabilities will become unlocked to you. Protect these objects of power with your life, for if they were to fall into either Nergal’s or Ereshkigal’s possession again—or one of their avatars—we would be undone. Your world as you know it would be plunged into chaos and darkness.”

“Gee, what cheery thoughts you give me.”

A small smile touched the corners of her lips. “Remember what I said. You need to prepare for what’s coming.” She came close to him again, placing her hand on his chest lightly. “I grow tired. Having you here is quite exhausting. You must go back while I rest.”

He felt himself start to fall backward into the blackness. He realized he had one more question he needed an answer to.

“Am I still going to hear that mumbling when I get back?” he tried to ask, but it was too late. He felt himself plunge down into the surrounding darkness.

 

Chapter 21

 

Rick slowly opened his eyes to darkness. Alarmed, he stretched his senses out, trying to determine where he was. After a few seconds, he realized he was back in his room at the hotel. Turning his head, he looked at the clock, noticing it was around ten o’clock.

I’ve been out for at least seven hours. What the hell happened to me?

Absently searching around with his senses, he found Kaitlyn and Henry downstairs in the restaurant. From their movements and the shape of the objects around them, he suspected they were having a late dinner and drinks. He felt a small twinge of jealousy skitter across the edges of his awareness. How could she be having a private dinner with him? He stewed for a few minutes before realizing they were eating together only because he was unconscious. Focusing his attention, he spotted a notepad and pen near Kaitlyn’s hand. Being gentle, he moved her hands, causing her to jump. Using his powers, he had her pick them up and write a note.

>I’m awake. Taking shower. Can you bring me up something to eat when you get the chance?<

Releasing his hold on her, he mentally clicked on the room lights. Floating out of the bed, he drifted over toward the bathroom. Before he could reach it, a memory welled up into his consciousness. Holding his hands out in front of him, he willed the gauntlets to appear. He felt them quickly ooze through his skin, almost like metallic sweat, before puddling around his wrists, like bracelets made out of mercury. An instant later, it rapidly flowed up his arms before solidifying into their natural form. He marveled at them for a moment, admiring the reflective surface, but noticed the gemstones were missing. All that remained were the ruby lines that had connected the stones together. Another memory popped up. Ah… the gems are the primary control systems for the gauntlets. They connect themselves to different points of my body. Got it. Sending another mental command, the gauntlet on his left arm morphed, changing into a shield. The gauntlet on the right shrunk down to the size of a bracer while the excess flowed outward, turning into a short sword similar to a Roman gladius or Greek hoplite blade.

Testing a theory, he sent another mental command, causing it to shift into a familiar shape. Twirling the jo staff around, he was surprised by its superior balance compared to the one he’d left at home. On a whim, he let go of it, but it remained hovering in place without any energy from him. I wonder… With a thought, he changed it into a combat sphere, watching the excess metal flow back to, and merge with, the bracer on his right hand. The T-1000 has nothing on this stuff.

Moving the orb around, he noticed it felt different than his normal combat spheres. While his normal spheres were easy to control with precision, they still felt separate from him. The combat sphere his gauntlet formed was vastly different. It felt like an extension of himself, like an extra hand or foot. The level of integration he felt with the gauntlets—and anything he formed them into—went well beyond anything he’d ever experienced. Whatever else she put in my mind, she made using these things almost instinctive. And this is just the basics?

Reabsorbing the material, he formed them back into bracelets before making them sink back under his skin. Inanna’s warning about protecting them took on a new level of importance. If others knew he had them, he’d always be under threat of attack. Coming to a conclusion, he decided he wouldn’t use them unless others couldn’t see it or the situation was dire. Satisfied, he resumed heading toward the bathroom, turning on the shower before sliding underneath the cascade of water.
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“You know it’s creepy as hell, having your hands unexpectedly move on their own, right?”

Rick nodded around a mouthful of food. “Sorry about that. I thought it’d be the quickest way for you to know I was up without needing to come down.”

“Did you forget about these things,” she asked, flashing her wrist-comp.

Rick held up his arm, showing her an empty wrist. “I never got a replacement after the other one was mostly destroyed.”

Kaitlyn paced in front of him while Henry stood by the door. Both of them watched him warily as he ate. If the situation was reversed, he’d be doing the same thing. Taking the last bite, he mentally collected up everything, depositing the scraps into the garbage while giving Henry the dishes and tray for him to set outside the door.

“What’s been going on with you? No bullshit this time. I need straight answers or you’re leaving. End of story.”

Rick absently floated a few inches off the bed with his legs crossed, trying to figure out how to explain what had happened. He waited until Henry had stepped out into the hallway to quickly create a thin layer of vacuum around them, creating an invisible soundproof room.

“It was Inanna’s doing,” he said quickly, keeping track of Henry’s position.

“What the fuck! Henry’s not supposed to know about her.”

“Don’t worry, we have a few seconds. I blocked all sound so he can’t hear us for the moment.”

“Regardless, nobody knows about them besides us and Zarina. Other than the names, there’s no official record of them anywhere in the reports I filed.”

“Then maybe we should have Henry take a stroll somewhere. I can’t explain what’s going on otherwise.”

She gave him a hard look before reaching a decision. She walked toward the door, prompting him to drop the barrier. Stepping outside, she talked quietly for a few seconds before coming back, closing the door behind her.

“Okay, I told him to come back in fifteen. Talk.”

Rick quickly put the barrier back up. “Okay. Basically, I just had a long discussion with Inanna while I was unconscious. Seems the base we’ve been looking for has also been messing with my head. Apparently, a long time ago, she buried her ship under that mountain we were at. Somehow, Maelstrom found it and began to use it as a research base.”

Kaitlyn scrunched her face up in confusion. “Ship? Like a boat or something?”

He shook his head. “I’m going to go out on a limb here and suggest they’re not from around here. I doubt they’re deities, either.”

“Aliens…?” she whispered, the look of disbelief evident on her face.

“Yup, a whole group of ’em. They don’t all like each other, either. Also, there’s some friction between Inanna and her sister Ereshkigal apparently. Seems her sister and her sister’s husband wanted Inanna imprisoned. Probably still does. Inanna was making a run for it and buried her ship under the mountain in an effort to hide from them.”

“Okay, that tells us where the base is, or at least the most likely location. It still doesn’t tell me what’s been going on with you.”

“Yeah, that’s the part I’m not exactly thrilled about. It seems Inanna programmed her ship to start downloading information into my mind once I got in range. She didn’t expect me to come down here so soon, though. Gave me the impression I wasn’t ready for it yet, which explains why I’ve been so squirrelly since we got here.”

“So basically, your mind is multitasking and having difficulties keeping everything straight? Sound about right?”

“Pretty much. I’m just hoping I don’t get a mental blue screen of death, especially if we’re in the middle of a fight.”

“Since nobody showed up after your little freak out, there’s actually a decent possibility we’re in the wrong place. Either way, we’ll just have to be more careful when we stake out the place.”

“Sorry about all the trouble I’ve been on this mission. I do have ta ask a favor of you though. I really need you to let me know if I start going flaky when we get close again. While my time with Inanna seems ta have reset my mind, there’s no tellin’ if the cycle’ll start all over again once we get there.”

“If that’s the case, you’re not going. Period. Honestly, with everything that’s happened so far, you’re a liability. If there’s a chance you’re going to mentally check out again, then at the very least, you’re staying here. In fact, you should go back to base.”

“There’s a problem with that plan. Your comms won’t work out there. If things go south, I might be the only option for calling in backup. That’s why I need you to let me know if I start acting flaky again.”

“Unacceptable. There’s a better chance of us pulling it off if we don’t have to worry about you. Besides, if their base is there and you flake out again, you’re going to bring them right to our location. You were pretty loud before you passed out.”

“You don’t have a choice. Between you and Henry, you simply don’t have enough firepower if the base is there. If they send anyone out, you’ll get overwhelmed. Then I’d still have to go in to rescue you both. If you had heavy hitters like Thunderclap or Glacia, even Scattershot, you know, the kinda people who can take down a lot of enemies at once, it’d be a different story. Under those conditions, I’d be willin’ to sit this one out. But thanks to me, if they’re there, they’ll know we’re coming for ’em. The longer we wait, the more time they have to prepare their defenses. Hell, for all we know, they could be deletin’ and shreddin’ stuff right now. We just don’t have time for a lineup change right now.”

Kaitlyn stared daggers at him, but after a moment, she let out a tired sigh. “I still don’t like it. We just need to come up with another plan, one that doesn’t involve you.”

“Tell you what, if we come up with a viable plan by tomorrow night, I’ll stay out of it. If we can’t, then I’m going. Tactically, we can’t wait any longer.”

“Fine. Tomorrow at dusk, we’ll either have a better plan, or you’re coming along.” She let out another tired sigh. “God, this whole thing sucks. I guess Señor Murphy finally decided to show up.”

“Murphy? He’s just a prophet of the dread god Finagle. I’d rather have Murphy over Finagle any day.”

Kaitlyn looked at him confused. “Finagle?”

“Yeah, if we get out of this in one piece, look up Finagle’s law and the dread lord Finagle.”

“Emphasis on the word ‘if.’”

Rick dropped the barrier as they both stood and headed toward the door together. “Here’s hoping we can figure something that a high probability of us getting killed tomorrow night.”

 

Chapter 22

 

Opening his bags, Rick laid out the equipment he’d brought with him. Along with his combat spheres, he’d packed a lot of stuff he wouldn’t have normally brought, namely hand-to-hand and close combat equipment. After looking everything over, he decided to go with a matching set of 1911’s with Blackhawk Level 2 Tactical SERPA drop holsters along with six, fifteen-round magazines, three for each side. While he didn’t expect to need them, the fact that they might have emitters on the base that could block access to his powers gave him piece of mind.

Next on his list was the pair of grosse messer swords, which he strapped above the drop leg holsters. Completing his load-out, he strapped his tube of combat spheres across his back. All in all, he was wearing significantly more weapons than he was used to. Up until now, he’d always depended on his abilities. Thinking about it, even before he’d gotten this powerful, he realized the most he’d ever normally gone into combat with was a rifle, a sidearm, and a combat knife. Unless the mission specifically called for it, rarely would he even bring grenades or other forms of explosives.

Looking in the mirror, he adjusted his harness and gear until it sat correctly. Nodding in satisfaction, he pulled out the last piece of gear he’d had specially made before leaving the States. Weighing north of a hundred pounds, he’d had the duster crafted from heavy buffalo hide with pockets designed to insert level-three removable trauma plates over specific areas, protecting his vital organs. It was another concession to the vulnerabilities he never knew existed. Shrugging into it, he noticed it did a good job of concealing his gear. Looking himself over, he couldn’t help but feel like he might be going slightly overboard after the warehouse mission.

Am I just being cautious, or am I afraid of being vulnerable after all these decades? Do I really need to make this my basic combat load going forward?

Rick sensed Kaitlyn approaching minutes before she knocked on the door. Walking over, he pulled it open before stepping back. In her arms, she fumbled with several pounds of boxed-up food from the restaurant downstairs… just something to tide him over until they completed the mission. He noticed her eyes widen when she noticed what he was wearing.

“Holy shit! Did you bring enough gear with you?”

“Just covering all the bases,” he said while she put the food down on the table. Walking back over, she tapped one of the conspicuous bulges.

“Are those trauma plates?”

“Yep, plus the entire duster is lined with a spectra/kevlar weave. And yes,” he said quietly, holding up a hand before she could open her mouth, “I realize I might be overcompensating here, but cut me some slack. If I get hit with one of those emitters, I’ll be a sitting duck.”

“Fair enough. Are you ready to go?”

“About as ready as I’ll get. Or at least, I will be after I eat.”

“We really need to figure out your nutritional requirements when we get back. We’ve spent more money on food than we usually spend on training ammo for a couple of weeks. Plus, it’s damn inconvenient having to stop so you can fill up several times a day.”

“Changing topic,” he said around a mouthful of food. “Where’s Henry?”

“He’ll be up in a few. He’s talking to his contacts, letting them know to come pick everything up once we leave since we probably won’t be coming back here.”

“Ya know, I hadn’t thought of that.”

“You’ve had other things on your mind.”

“True enough. Speaking of which, I’m going to give Zarina an update. Should only take a few minutes.”

“Go ahead. I’ll tap you on the shoulder when he gets here, assuming you don’t notice.”

Nodding, he moved over to a corner of the room before lifting into the air a couple of inches. Crossing his legs, he closed his eyes, focusing his attention inward. Beginning his square breathing pattern, he forced himself to relax, dropping deeper into trance. Once he could feel the connection, he gave it a couple gentle tugs. A moment later, he sensed Zarina’s presence. The impression that traveled across the connection was one of exhaustion and hunger. Surprised, he sent a tiny stream of energy along the link.

<Spasibo. I needed that. Master Levi has been running me ragged since you left. I have barely managed any sleep. Between that and fasting, my reserves are, how shall I say… beginning to go dry.>

<Wait a sec. We’re on a mission, one your mentor knew you were providing logistical support for, and he’s still riding your ass and keeping you exhausted? I’m seriously going to need to sit down with him when I get back and explain to him what mission readiness means.>

<Nyet. I can handle it. Need to handle if I want to get stronger.>

<I don’t like it…>

<You do not need to, but I appreciate sentiment.>

Her thoughts paused for a moment. He felt a gentle tickle travel across his mind.

<What has happened? I feel much chaos in your mind. Something alien.>

Rick sent her a burst of his memories covering the past few days, leaving out the parts that dealt with his gauntlets.

<Bozhe moi! What is that being doing to you? To your mind? Your mind is nearing breaking point!>

<It can’t be that bad. I kinda feel like I’m back to my old self after my visit with Inanna.>

He could sense her shaking her head.

<You are not. Is some type of mental wall holding back flood. If wall breaks, your mind might become washed away.>

<I’ll be fine. In the meantime, we’re getting ready to go. Have the response teams ready to go if we locate the base.>

<Da. Have passed information along. Once we receive word, should have teams on-site within three hours.>

<Good. The sooner, the better. I honestly just wanna get back and take some time off. I really need to come to terms with what’s been happening to me over the past few months—both with my powers and where my mind’s at. Killing’s becoming too easy for me again. Hopefully, after all this, I’ll finally get to find out what my true limits are and whether I like where I’m headin’. I’ll probably need your help in that department.>

<Da, would like that.>

Rick felt a tap on his shoulder.

<Looks like the gang’s all here. Contact you soon.>

<Be safe.>

He sent a warm mental hug across the link.

<Always.>

Rick opened his eyes before dropping his legs down. Releasing his power, he dropped the couple inches back to the floor, making a loud thump.

“What the hell are you wearing? Are you trying out for the part of a vampire hunter or something?”

“Funny, except I have this obsessive need to be prepared for anything and everything. After the last outing, I decided to update my contingency plan.”

“You’ve gotta be wearing what? About a hundred pounds of gear? How the fuck do you plan on being quiet with all that crap strapped to your body?”

“It’s closer to two, maybe two-fifty. And as for being quiet,” he said, using his abilities to absorb sound while rapidly jumping around the room in a rapid blur, “I figured I’d do something like this.”

“Show off.” Kaitlyn chuckled before turning toward Henry. “Everything all set?”

Henry gave him a dirty look before turning to Kaitlyn. “They should be here in about an hour to transport everything back to Ojinaga. They’ll wait there for further instructions.”

Rick walked over to the balcony door and opened it. Checking his senses, he waited until nobody was looking before he used his powers to shuttle his nearly empty bags down to the SUV, moving them fast enough that they were nothing more than a vague blur. He made sure all the windows were up and doors were locked before turning his attention back to his teammates. “Anything else we need to do, or can we get going? I just wanna get this over with.”

Henry looked at Kaitlyn while pointing a thumb at him. “You sure he’s alright to go with us? We can’t afford another incident…”

“We’ve already gone over this several times,” she snapped. “We weren’t able to come up with anything better, so get over it. He’s the biggest gun in our arsenal, so we need him along if we run into trouble, even if there’s a chance he’ll misfire.”

“Gee, thanks for comparing me to a faulty cannon. ‘Preciate it.”

“No problem.” She looked down at her wrist-comp. “Time to go. Let’s move out.”
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Rick let out a sigh of relief. That teleport wasn’t too bad this time. It was still slightly disorienting, but manageable. Looking around, he took in their surroundings. The plan had called for them to arrive approximately ten clicks away from the base, then have him slide them all in under the radar.

They’d discussed just hiking to the base, but decided it wasn’t worth the risk of tripping some form of mine or pressure plate if the base was active. It was bad enough he made so much noise last time they were in the area. The last thing they needed was to accidentally knock on their front door as well, assuming they were here.

While he could mask their thermal readings without too much effort, it would be a huge drain to warp the air around them enough to defeat any visual sensors. Motion sensors were hit or miss unless he knew exactly where they were located. All in all, it wouldn’t be a bad thing if nobody was here.

The murmuring started almost immediately upon arrival. While it made it harder to focus, he was able to block it out for the most part. It helped now that he knew it was real and not just a figment of his mind. Kaitlyn’s hand on his shoulder combined with her look of concern helped as well.

Then again, for all he knew, Inanna had transferred something mentally to make it easier to ignore the murmuring. It was hard to read her intentions. Shrugging to himself, he glanced around the landscape until he spotted an area of the sky where the stars were blotted out. Reaching his senses toward the area, the mountain was a complete empty void in his mental picture of the area. If he had been flying blind, he could have easily slammed into the side of it if he was depending on his awareness alone. Turning to Kaitlyn, he tapped his throat mic. Thankfully, Kaitlyn had packed a spare set that he could use. Part of their plan depended on remaining silent, so they were only using a PAN network to transmit sub-vocal communications between them.

“Still just a big, empty void. Could be active emitters, or it could be something else. Either way, that whole outcrop is completely invisible to my senses. If I hadn’t been looking for it specifically, I wouldn’t have even noticed it was missing.”

“Understood. Let’s get a move on. I don’t want to be out here all night. Let’s do this.”

“Aye, aye. Gettin’ ’er done.”

Rick extended his aura out, enveloping his teammates before lifting several inches into the air. He wrapped another shield around them, similar to what he’d managed in the room, to muffle their sounds even further. The double-layered shield also made it easier to manage their thermal profile. By controlling the air pressure between the two,  he could shroud all heat emissions radiated inside the main shield, making them appear to be the same temperature as the surrounding environment.

Accelerating forward, he stretched his awareness outward, trying to track everything that moved. While his normal level of awareness gave him a general sense of what was going on, he really needed to concentrate to be able to monitor such a large swath of area so precisely while moving and carrying passengers. It was nearly overwhelming, especially since he had to block out the murmur that was continually droning on in the back of his head.

When they were only a half mile away, he slowed to a stop while extending his awareness downward, trying to detect anything out of the ordinary. Sensing nothing, he rotated in space to face Kaitlyn. “Do we risk it?”

She studied the area before pointing to a nearby boulder large enough for them to stand on. Nodding, he quickly shifted them over to it before gently setting them down.

Kaitlyn quickly pulled out her binoculars, surveying the area.

This is a first. I trust her appraisal of the area more than I trust my own senses. A lot has changed over the past couple weeks.

They waited quietly for several minutes while she finished studying the area. Finally, she let the binoculars drop to her chest before pulling out some weird device she pointed toward their destination. Slowly, she waved it back and forth in small, overlapping arcs. After about a minute, she shook it before repeating the process. Another minute passed before she hit what he assumed was the power button angrily.

“This thing is junk. All I’m getting is nonsensical readings.”

“Think maybe it’s because I’m blocking our all of our thermal and sonic emissions?”

He winced slightly when she slapped herself on the forehead. “Son of a bitch! Forgot all about that. Yeah, that would do it. Can you stop for a few minutes while I try and get some readings?”

“Sure,” he said, dropping the barriers he’d been maintaining.

Rick watched Kaitlyn wave the device around for a few more minutes before boredom slowly sank in. Getting impatient, he decided to practice sending out his void energy and retracting it like he had at the warehouse, trying to make the process more natural and fluid. They couldn’t afford for him to be blinded or confused by dealing with the field emitters that could counter his awareness. During the third cycle of sending out his void energy, a reflection of movement caught his attention. While too faint to determine what it was, he decided he wasn’t taking any chances.

Tapping his throat mic, he turned toward Kaitlyn. “Kat, we’ve got possible incomi—” Before he could finish, the smeared trace of incoming projectiles lit up in his mind. Rather than trying to grab or deflect them, he simply grabbed his teammates in his power and yanked them down with him behind the boulder they’d been perched on.

“What the—!”

“Shut up jackass,” Rick snapped, using his power to block Henry’s mouth while rounds buzzed over head. “We’ve got tangos out there. Unsure how many, but it’s at least a fire-team. They were right at the edge of my senses when they started firing. They’re using portable emitters like Reaper had, possibly even more advanced. It’s how they got so close.”

“Shit! We’re pinned down and blind. Traverse, get us out of here.”

“Wait, maybe I can do something to help. They should have the same issues with comms as we do. Maybe if we eliminate ’em fast enough, they won’t have time to get word back to base.”

Before she could respond, Rick yanked up sand and rocks, surrounding them before shooting it out in a wide arc, sandblasting everything in the immediate area. For a split-second, Rick noticed a mental double-image affect from their opponents when they got hit by the improvised sandstorm. Hey, that gives me an idea…

He looked back at his teammates. “I’m only sensing five bodies approaching. Whatever they’re using, I can’t affect them directly. Get ready, though. I’m going to try makin’ ’em visible for you.”

Gathering up more sand and rocks, he launched it outward, waiting for the double-image again. As soon as he sensed it, he mentally surrounded each of them with a cloud of grit, obscuring their vision while outlining them.

“We need to get out of—”

“Aim for the man-shaped dust clouds! Between ten and two o’clock,” he yelled, sliding out from behind the boulder and pulsing toward the enemy.

“Rick! Get the fuck back here!”

He ignored Kaitlyn’s command. Instead, he instinctively drew his swords, rather than his combat spheres. Closing in on the enemy, he turned into a spinning whirlwind of death, hacking and chopping at his partially invisible opponents. He smiled grimly to himself. Weed-whackers got nothin’ on me. As the blood started to cover the landscape, his stomach tightened into a knot from what his senses were telling him.

Fuck! There’s more enemy combatants here than I originally detected. A lot more. I can’t deploy my combat spheres and still paint the targets enough so they’re visible. We need to—

Before he could finish his thought, an unexpected punch launched him sideways, sending him dozens of yards through the air before hitting the ground, tumbling and sliding several feet before coming to a stop.

What the hell just hit me? If it wasn’t for my duster, that might have broken some ribs. How’d it get through my field so easily?

Somehow, he’d managed to hold onto his blades after the impact. Bringing the blades up, he swung them in a defensive pattern while he mentally activated his throat mic. “Traverse, get HellKat out of here, now! They’ve deployed people with powers. More than I can tag and still fight effectively. Don’t worry about me, just ’port!”

He parried another attack before riposting, sinking his blade into the side of his attacker. More smudged blurs raced toward him in an attempt to flank him. Because of the delay from using void, a couple of projectiles thumped into his duster while most struck several of his opponents approaching him from behind. Looking down, spotted several of the projectiles sticking to the front of his coat.

They’re using some type of dart! They’re trying to capture us alive!

Spinning, he cut down two more enemies trying to attack him from behind. A sickening though suddenly occurred to him. They never responded to me. Did they already teleport out, or did they get captured already?

Extending his senses, he jumped into the air, trying to get a better tactical view of the combat zone. Several blazes burned around the area, complements of Kaitlyn. Dividing his attention, he felt her presence several hundred feet away. Turning toward her, he watched gouts of flame spray out in multiple directions, trying to defend herself against targets she couldn’t see. Where the fuck is Henry! He should have gotten her out of here already!

Rushing toward her, he saw her body twitch several times before she dropped toward the ground. He tried to catch her with his power, but when he reached out, he couldn’t feel her anymore. Several more objects thumped into the back of his duster, spurring him to take evasive maneuvers while still attempting to get closer to where she had fallen. Hang on Kat! I’m coming for you!

“Traverse! Where the hell are you? Grab HellKat and get the hell out of here. She’s down and they’re blocking my attempts to get closer. You’re her only chance!”

Another smear rushed toward him, grazing the back of his hand. A burning sensation started to work its way up his arm, but he pushed the toxin back out before healing the tear. Sheathing his blades, he snatched his pistols from their holsters and started firing, taking several more opponents out. They responded by standing closer to Kaitlyn’s downed form, making it too dangerous to continue firing over such a long distances—especially without the ability to guarantee he could control the projectiles.

Without warning, he found himself falling to Earth while static burned through his mind. He barely registered the impact as he bounced off the desert floor, unable to form a coherent thought. Struggling to reach out to Kaitlyn’s motionless form, he felt something thump into him several times before a burning sensation slowly spread across his body. As the darkness descended on him, he reached out with his senses one last time, trying to figure out in his confused state where Henry was and why he hadn’t gotten Kaitlyn out of there.

Before the blackness finally swallowed him up, he realized he couldn’t sense his other teammate anywhere.

That bastard abandoned—

 

Chapter 23

 

Rick’s consciousness slowly bubbled up, shifting gradually from black, to shades of gray, until finally light. Even then, his thoughts were sluggish, making it a struggle to hold on to a complete thought. He remembered trying to reach Kaitlyn and failing. Instead, he got shot. The memory of the burning pain spreading through his body caused him to shudder. He tried to reach for where he’d been shot but found himself unable to move. Next, he tried to use his powers, but for some reason, he could barely feel them. Out of options, he opened his eyes, squinting against the bright glare as he tried to make sense of his current surroundings. Off to the side, he spotted a shadow moving just outside of what he could get his eyes to focus on.

“Ah, so you’ve finally come back to us, Newton. I thought this day would never arrive.”

“Wh-who the h-hell are you?” he mumbled around a parched, swollen tongue.

“That’s right, you never met me face to face, have you? Let’s just say I made you the man you are today.”

The shadow slowly moved forward until he stood directly before him. Rick tried to study the elderly, almost ancient features of the man who was speaking, but his eyes refused to focus properly. Squinting, he noticed that, besides being bald, the most notable thing about him was the well-kept, chest-length beard. He reminds me of the pictures of wizards in the books I used to read as a kid. 

“Oh, where are my manners? I already know your name, so the least I can do is provide you mine. You may call be Doctor McDaniels.”

The name sounded familiar. Reflexively, he tried to shift to his indigo aura, but it only flickered a few seconds before it fizzled out, shifting him back to his normal, white aura—which, for some reason, felt strangely muted. Why do I feel so powerless? And why couldn’t I stay in my indigo aura? At least I accessed it long enough to remember who this guy is…

“You were the head of R&D, weren’t you?”

“Very good! I’m surprised you remembered.”

Rick again tried to use his power to move. He was conscious enough to feel his energy being expended, but nothing seemed to happen. Instead, a feeling of exhaustion quickly washed over him, accompanied by a burning sensation flowing up his arm. At the same time, he noticed the doctor glance down at a panel next to him. After a few seconds, he let out a whistle.

“Most impressive. That little outburst released enough energy to power our base for the next six months. I’m glad I decided to install those extra heat sinks into the circuit panel. Otherwise, you might have fried the system.”

Rick panted slightly, trying to catch his breath from the exertion. The exhaustion slowly dissipated, allowing his breathing to return to normal. “What’s wrong with me? What did you do to me?”

“Oh, nothing’s wrong with you, per se. We just have you loaded up on sedatives to keep you manageable,” he said, looking down at the display again. “But only barely it would seem, based off these reading.”

“Then why am I still alive? What do you want from me?”

“What we want…? Why, I thought that would be obvious. We want to figure out how, or more importantly, why you came to be.”

“But you already know that,” Rick rasped out, his throat feeling scratchy from being so dry.

“Ah, but that’s the thing. We really don’t. You see, out of all the test subjects we’ve had, both before and after you, you’re the only one who manifested anything even closely approaching your level of power. Now granted, over the years, I’ve figured out how to make more powerful mutants, but at the expense of it only being temporary. But with you being here, back where I can examine you, maybe, just maybe, I can unlock that secret. After that, the sky’s the limit.”

Rick tried to speak again but started to cough violently. After a few minutes, he was able to regain control of his breathing. “Water…”

“Of course, how thoughtless of me. I should have remembered one of the side-effects of that sedative is a dry mouth.”

The doctor moved away, becoming an indistinct shadow again. A few minutes later, he returned with a large plastic sports bottle with a straw sticking out of it. The doctor held it up to his mouth, but Rick became unsure about drinking it. After a few seconds, the expression on the doctor’s face changed. “Ah… You wonder if it’s safe to drink. To answer your unspoken question,” he said, taking a big sip out of the container before holding it up to Rick’s mouth again, “there’s no drugs in it. Nothing. Besides, if we wanted to give you something, we’d just add it to your drip.”

Nodding in understanding, Rick took a big pull on the straw. Icy cold fluid flowed down his throat, reminiscent of a watered-down berry-flavored energy drink. He bobbed his head thankfully, prompting the doctor to remove the bottle.

“All better?”

“Well, if you don’t take into account the fact I’m strapped down and being drugged, sure. Much better.”

Doctor McDaniels clapped his hands, laughing slightly. “Wonderful. Even now, you have a sense of humor. That’s something we can work with.”

Rick gave him a confused look.

“Oh, it’s quite simple really. Regardless of everything that’s happened between you and our organization, we’d still prefer that you worked for us willingly.”

“Now why would I do that?” he asked sarcastically. “It’s not like I left on good terms. Nor do I think you’ve changed any over the past twenty years.”

“Both are very good points, I’ll grant you that. But the fact of the matter is, we’re running out of time.”

“Running out of time for what? To take over the world?”

“Well… yes, all in good time eventually. But that’s not why time is running short. Our leaders won’t give us details, but they’ve told us something is coming and that we need to be prepared for it. If we accomplish our goal, the world would welcome us as their rulers. I don’t see how or why that would happen, but they haven’t been wrong so far—with the exception of you leaving our ranks, that is.”

Rick stayed quiet, absorbing everything the doctor was telling him.

“We’re still not sure how that happened, either. During training, we included a combination of chemical and neurogenic brainwashing technologies to make you loyal and compliant to our organization. I suspect it was due to your unique healing ability that allowed you to overcome those control mechanisms, but that’s neither here nor there.”

“Well then, I guess the obvious question is, what if I refuse? Why would I want to rejoin an organization I’ve actively tried to destroy in the past? In fact, I’ve been actively trying to destroy Maelstrom, ever since your little lapdog Reaper forced me out of hiding.”

“An unfortunate oversight, really. We never wanted you killed. We were hoping that, when the threat our leaders foretold materialized, you could be persuaded back into the fold. For the greater good and all that rubbish. Somehow though, your brother Reaper partially overcame his programming and sought you out. In his own twisted and confused way, he was trying to track you down to help him, for which he’s been punished for, by the way. The loss of that base set us back years. Years we might not have, I might add.”

“You mean he’s still alive?” Rick blurted out before he could stop himself.

“Oh, absolutely. His original body is still tucked securely away somewhere where he can’t reach it. The compliance programming and continual threat of having what’s left of his real body destroyed is all that keeps him loyal to us. Thankfully, his mental resistance wasn’t as strong as yours or he might have helped you destroy us completely.”

Rick was stunned into silence.

Hal was never evil? He only acted the way he did because they screwed with his mind…

The realization that all the fights, the belief that his brother had just turned evil, and all the pain and suffering he’d caused his older brother was all due to the conditioning Maelstrom had subjected him to nearly broke him. Even after everything that had happened, in his confused state, his big brother had still sought him out for help. Instead of protecting him, Rick had tried to kill him, multiple times. Regret washed over him, leaving him both mentally and physically empty. Slumping down, he barely had enough strength to look back up at the doctor.

“Well, I can see our first session together has taken a lot out of you, so I’m going to leave you for now. I must warn you, though, don’t try to use your powers to escape. All the attempt will accomplish is leaving you more exhausted and drugged. This panel here is calibrated to your resting levels. If it senses any rise in that, it’s programmed to siphon off the excess energy and increase the flow of sedatives into your body.”

He started to move away, becoming an indistinct shadow once more. “Anyway, I believe I’m going to be occupied for the next few hours, so I’d suggest getting some rest. I need to check in on our other subject. Her flame-powers are quite fascinating. If we can isolate the gene providing that ability, we can roll it into the next generation of our formula. Plus, we need to start on the control regiment to make her more compliant. Until next time.”

Rick heard the door shut behind him. At least he knew Kaitlyn was still alive, but what difference did it make? He was powerless at this point. He couldn’t even help himself, let alone anyone else. This is all my fault.

Unable to stop himself, for the first time in nearly fifty years, he broke down and cried.

 

Chapter 24

 

Rick heard the door open again. Ignoring it, Rick continued to slump back in defeat. The past thirty years of his life had wound up being one big lie, punctuated by one mistake after another. Mistakes that saw him abandon his older brother to an organization that had exploited both of them—and who knew how many others. Thousands, maybe millions of people had died, either as a direct or indirect result of his actions. Now he could add Kaitlyn to that list of disasters.

He heard someone whisper from nearby. “Rick, are you in here?”

Groggily opening his eyes, he spotted one of the soldiers that had captured him standing nearby.

“Go away. You won. Isn’t that enough,” he spat out.

“Rick, it’s me,” the man said, removing his face mask.

“You! You motherfucker!” Rick shouted, struggling against his restraints. It’s all your fault! You’re the reason they captured Kaitlyn!

“Rick, keep it down,” Henry said, stepping closer. “We only have a few minutes before someone notices the body.”

“You bastard, I’m gonna kill ya,” he said, trying to gather enough power to reach his teammate. A beep from the nearby panel sounded a second before exhaustion washed over him while the now familiar burning sensation intensified, quickly spreading across his body.

“Shut up, you stupid dumbass! If it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t be in this mess. If it wasn’t for the fact that I need your help to rescue Kaitlyn, I’d leave you strapped to this damn table. But if you keep shouting at me, you won’t leave me much of a choice.”

“You abandoned us, you miserable fuck,” Rick hissed, fighting to control his voice in spite of the rage threatening to erupt from him.

“You truly are an idiot sometimes, you know that? When I saw we were severely outnumbered and overwhelmed, I grabbed one of them and teleported away so I could use their uniform to sneak in. They tagged me with one of those darts just before I escaped. I barely managed to kill the guy I captured before I passed out. As it was, I didn’t come to for nearly an hour. You can thank me later.”

“Thank you for what? Your little plan failed. We can’t escape.”

“Bullshit. You mean the almighty Newton has already given up?” he said sarcastically. “All I need to do is teleport you out of that thing they have you hooked up to, then we can come up with a plan.”

“Won’t… work…” he managed to get out, still groggy from the combined effects of the drugs and power drain.

“Why?”

Fighting to hold onto consciousness, he gestured toward the nearby panel. “They… have me… hooked up to a power dampener. One… powerful enough to affect even me… Your powers’ll be negated as well…”

Henry quickly moved over to where the panel was. “Looks like they’re drugging you, too. If I can shut that off, do you think you can break out?”

“Don’t… know… Hard to think…”

“Well, at this point, it’s not going to hurt to try it,” Henry said, tapping buttons on the panel in front of him. A repetitive beep started to come from the panel.

“Well shit. That’s not good. They had that drug feed hooked up to some type of alarm. Now they know I’m here. Fuck!”

Rick nodded as his thoughts began to clear. “How long do you think we have, roughly?”

Henry ran over to the door. “No idea,” he said, smashing the control panel next to the door. A shower of sparks erupted from the panel before the indicator lights next to it died. “Hopefully smashing that’ll buy us a few more minutes.”

Rick risked using his powers to attempt to flush the rest of the sedative out of his system. There’d been a brief delay before the equipment reacted to his power usage, so hopefully he’d have enough time before the system tried to compensate for it. The fog quickly lifted from his mind a moment before the familiar feeling of exhaustion washed over him again.

“That’s better,” Rick said slowly. “At least I can think more clearly now, but I still can’t build up enough energy to break free.”

Henry rushed back over to the panel, pressing a few more buttons. After a few seconds, he slammed his fist down on it. “Damn it! This stupid thing’s programmed to lock once the alarm sounded. I can’t disengage the dampening field.”

Rick ignored him. He started running options through his mind, but he was still having difficulty concentrating. If we’re going to get out of here alive, I need to chance using my powers again. All I need to do is last long enough to think of a solution.

“Wish me luck,” he mumbled, shifting over to his indigo aura. His mind expanded, running through multiple options, but almost immediately, he felt his powers start to drain away. With the exhaustion growing inside him, he fought harder to maintain his heightened mental processing, desperately trying to come up with a solution. A lone image suddenly slammed into his mind an instant before the damping field overcame him.

“Get back…” he whispered, struggling to maintain consciousness.

Without questioning him, Henry teleported to the far side of the room. Fighting against the blackness trying to overwhelm him, he focused on that single image. In a daze, he felt a sudden blast of heat flare up his arms, followed by a shower of sparks and chunks of molten metal spraying across the room. In a corner of his mind, he heard a distant yelp announcing Henry had gotten tagged by some of the super-heated debris. Too exhausted to stop himself, he started to topple forward, unable to react fast enough to catch himself. Before he struck the floor, he felt strong hands catch him, easing him the rest of the way to the ground.

“What the hell did you do?” Henry asked before he sucked in a surprised gasp. “Where the hell did those come from!”

So much for keeping them a secret.

Rick stood slowly, his legs feeling like rubber. A few seconds later, power flooded through his body, restoring his strength. Looking down, he studied the metal gauntlets encasing his arms. In response to his need, they’d extruded razor sharp edges to cut through his restraints. Now the blades had melted back into the surface, the only thing disturbing the unblemished surface were the glowing red lines.

Extending his senses outward, he quickly located his gear. They must have just dragged me in here and stripped me down before strapping me to that table, the lazy bastards. They’re going to regret that mistake. Scratch that. If they’ve hurt even one hair on Kaitlyn’s head, they won’t even live long enough to regret it. Extending his senses even farther, he found what he was looking for. Kaitlyn!

“Now we need to get out of here and track Kaitlyn down. I’ll just teleport us out into the hall, then try—”

“No,” Rick said an instant before something heavy struck the door. “They’re already here.”

“We need to get out of here, then! There’s too many of them for us to fight! Our only option is to try and sneak in again to rescue—” he said, reaching for Rick.

“No!” Rick allowed his rage to fuel his power, causing it to flare up around him, forcing Henry back slightly. Just the thought of leaving Kaitlyn behind made him see red, elevating his powers to a level he’d never allowed himself to reach before. “We’re not leaving without her, even if I have to raze this place to the ground!”

Reaching out, he ripped the door off the storage locker holding all of his equipment. Without thinking, he yanked his gear over, using his powers to put it on in the blink of an eye. Energy crackled around his body as his anger swelled higher. Without looking, he felt the door begin to buckle under the enemy’s continued assault.

“You want in here so fuckin’ bad? Let me give you a fucking hand!” Rick’s voice reverberated around the room as the energy rippling across his body grew in brightness, forcing Henry to shield his eyes. Rick turned to him, the anger now visibly dripping off him and creating scorch marks on the floor.

“You wanted to see what I can do?! Well, now’s your chance!”

Turning back toward the door, he unleashed a torrent of energy, slamming the door outward and blasting a hole through the far wall of the hallway.

Slowly stalking forward, his allowed his rage to take physical form. Glowing tendrils of energy coiled away from his gauntleted hands, snaking forward and grabbing the first group of people through the door. With barely a thought, he clenched his fists, causing the coils to follow suit. Chunks of body parts squirted outward, sticking to the floor, walls, and ceiling. Grabbing stray chunks with his power, he launched them outward, turning more enemies into unrecognizable piles of meat.

Pushing outward, a whole section of the room slammed into the hall, crushing any survivors who were still moving into a fine paste. Without slowing, he headed into the destroyed hallway. Using his power to amplify his voice, the shockwaves he created cracked the floor beneath him.

“Prepare yourself! Death walks among you!”

Turning back toward Henry, he pointed to the now cowering man. “Find Kaitlyn,” he said, pointing in the opposite direction he was facing. “One floor down, fifty feet that way. Get her out of here. Don’t wait for me. I’m going to finish this.” Without waiting for a response, he accelerated away.

Let me show you how big of a mistake you’ve made taking me alive.
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After waking up a few hours ago, Kaitlyn had found herself alone, naked, strapped to a bed, and unable to access her powers. Having nothing else better to do, she studied the room, or as much of it as she could while being immobilized. Over half of the available counter space was covered with beakers and flasks, most filled with unknown liquids bubbling away.

I feel like I’m trapped in the lair of a mad scientist.

A sound caught her attention, causing her to snap her head toward the door before it opened. Entering the room was the first person she’d seen since waking up. Hopefully, if she played her cards right, she might finally get some answers.

“Ah, Miss HellKat, you’re finally awake, I see.”

“Go fuck yourself!”

“Now, now, is that any way to talk to your new employer?”

Kaitlyn squirmed on the bed, trying for the umpteenth time to free herself. “I’m going to kick your ass when I get off this thing. That’s assuming Newton doesn’t turn you into a greasy smear first.”

“Oh yes, your teammate. We have him secured in another part of our excellent facility. Maybe, once you’ve become more compliant, I’ll take you over to visit him.”

“You’re full of shit. R- Newton’s not affected by nullifier fields. I know… we tried.”

“Ah, but you don’t have access to the technology we do, my dear. You’ll find we’re significantly more advanced than the paltry technology you have access to. Now shall we begin?”

Kaitlyn felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up when he sat down behind one of the consoles. “Begin what?”

“Well, like I said, we’re your new employer. Like any good organization, we have a well-designed on-boarding process. In this case, one that makes you easier to control.”

She watched him start to type. A few seconds later, she heard a hum begin to build up in several pieces of equipment scattered around the room.

“Who the hell are you!”

The man made a tsk’ing sound. “I must say, tonight’s excitement has really caused me to forget my manners. First Newton, now you.” He got up and walked over to stand beside her bed. “I’m Doctor McDaniels. Pleased to meet your acquaintance, not that you’ll remember this conversation once we’re done. It still doesn’t excuse my lapse in introducing myself, though.”

“You really don’t think you’re going to get away with this, do you? A lot of people know we’re here.”

He chuckled slightly. “You couldn’t imagine how many times I’ve heard that in the past. It’s just so cliché. At some point, one would hope for a little originality.”

He tapped several buttons on a console beside the bed before sitting down at the other terminal. Punching a few more keys, Kaitlyn felt the bed vibrate before sliding across the floor, heading toward one of the softly humming devices.

“What are you going to do to me?” she demanded, trying not to let her fear show in her voice.

“Well, like any good employer, we need to check your skills and such. How else will we know where you’ll fit best on our team?”

The bed lurched to a stop under the equipment. A moment later, more machinery sprung to life around her. Kaitlyn felt her body begin to shake as she fought the panic welling up inside her. Thrashing about, she fought against her restraints, trying to break free. Stars blossomed across her vision from the unexpected slap across her face, stunning her into stillness.

“I will not have you behaving like a wild animal while you’re in my lab. Either control yourself, or I’ll sedate you again. I’d prefer not to since it’ll skew the results, but not enough to prevent me from doing it. There’s just more of a risk of permanent nerve damage. Now, lie still.”

Kaitlyn vision narrowed, mentally focusing on all the things she was going to do to the doctor once she got free. First thing I’m going to do is burn his dick off, then I’m going to move on to his toes…  She distantly heard the doctor tap a few more keys before a blinding light came to life in front of her face, causing her to involuntarily squeeze her eyes shut. 

Then a bizarre buzzing sensation spread throughout her body, like thousands of ants crawling across her skin. When she thought she couldn’t take it anymore, the buzzing died away. In its place, a horrible itching sensation sprung up wherever her body touched a surface. Wiggling in place, she tried her best to scratch herself. The doctor’s voice next to her ear made her jump. “Don’t be alarmed my dear. The itching sensation will go away soon enough. I’d scratch it for you, but I don’t want to seem like a lecher. After all, the last thing I’d want is to get accused of sexually harassing a future employee…” Laughing to himself, he turned to step away again.

Channeling her anger, she focused her concentration down to a tiny point on her finger. Pushing outward, she willed herself to project a flame at her captor. Instead of a roaring blaze, a small jet erupted from her finger, catching his lab coat on fire.

“What!”

She heard scrambling sounds before the sound of something being thrown onto the floor, followed by a stomping sound.

“That shouldn’t have been possible. I wonder…”

 Soon, she heard him tapping more keys.

“Interesting. From these readings, one would have suspected you would have put up a bigger struggle before we captured you. It still doesn’t explain how you were able to project your aura within a standard damping field. It’s almost like you haven’t managed to access your full potential yet. I’ll need to make a notation about helping you unlock it during your training phase.”

She heard more typing.

“Hold on… That shouldn’t be there… Could it be…?”

Kaitlyn strained to hear what the doctor was mumbling to himself.

“No, it’s not exact. A parallel genetic line? Possibly a common ancestor or related root genetic structure in the past? This requires further study.”

Kaitlyn couldn’t contain herself any longer. “Hey, fuck-face. What the hell are you blathering about? Are you planning to finish your torture session any time soon? I’d like to get some sleep before the next one.”

She heard a scrape of a chair before the doctor appeared next her again. “What did I tell you about that attitude?” he asked, slapping her across the face again. “I won’t stand for theatrics from someone who’s only an intern here. As for what I’m mumbling about, you have a very unique genetic make-up.”

She heard him tap some more keys before most of the machinery retracted, allowing her to see him more clearly.

“If these readings are correct, we might get similar results as a previous test subject. Hopefully, we’ll be able to synthesize the exact changes that happen in your body. With luck, we’ll be able to duplicate the process. Very exciting possibilities, really. Our success will be—”

A nearby console started to beep rapidly, growing in volume.

“Oh, for the love of…” he said, briskly walking over to the console. “No. This can’t be. There were multiple fail-safes instituted specifically to prevent this from happening.”

She heard a click, then the squawk of an intercom system. “Command, you need to get someone down to lab one immediately. If he breaks free—”

Another voice echoed through the room. “Already en route. ETA thirty seconds.”

“You need to be faster! Hurry!”

“We’re outside the door now. Door’s been disabled. Preparing to breach now. We should gain entry with the next two minutes.”

The sound of a loud boom echoed through the lab. A few seconds later, the voice continued, “The door is almost breached, making entry no—”

Suddenly, the lights flickered for several seconds while the entire room shook.

“Oh God, no!” he gasped, hurrying out of the room, leaving Kaitlyn alone again. The room violently shook again. In the distance, the sounds of explosions reached her ears. I hope to God that’s Rick. I really don’t feel like dying due to a botched rescue attempt from Endpoint. She started wiggling again, trying to loosen her restraints. If I get lucky, maybe these restraints will pop open on their own.

She heard the door open again. Fighting her natural instinct, she stopped moving, trying to track the movements of her new visitor.

“Kat!”

“Hen— Traverse?” The sound of her ex-fiancé’s voice startled her. Relief flowed through her, but an unexpected thought popped up in her mind. Why couldn’t it have been Rick to find me instead of my ex? She shook her head. Snap out of it, Kaitlyn. He’s here now, not Rick.

“Over here!”

“Hold on, I’m coming!”

A moment later, Henry was standing next to her, expressions of stress and relief warring with each other on his face.

“How’d you find me?”

“Newton told me where to find you. Now let’s get you out of here before he brings the place down on us.”

Or creates a volcano…

“There’s a control panel over there,” she said, trying to gesture with her head. “There was a guy who was just here that was typing on it to control the bed. Maybe the release mechanism is there, too.”

She felt a slight twinge of panic when she lost sight of Henry. A moment later, she heard a click followed by her restraints popping open. Before she could move, she heard Henry yell, “Hold still. Let me see if I can find you something to cover up with.”

A minute later, he brought over her equipment.

“Where’d you find everything?”

“We got lucky. Newton found his gear in the same room he was being held in. Figured it stood to reason your equipment might be in here as well. Now hurry up and get dressed so we can port out of here. I don’t know how long we have before we’re either found or get buried.”

Scrambling off the table, she quickly donned her clothes and gear. From the corner of her eye, she noticed Henry had faced away from her while she got dressed. Reaching over, she tapped him on the shoulder. He looked back at her before turning around.

“You ready?”

“Yeah, let’s go help Newton!”

“No, absolutely not. He told me, and I quote, ‘find her and get her ass out of here.’ So that’s what I’m doing.”

“No! We’re not abandoning him.”

“Kat, you didn’t see him! He’s like God’s avenging angel out there! I’ve never, and I mean never, seen someone that powerful before. Energy was literally dripping off him, scorching the friggin’ floor! If you ask me, I think his crazy is in full-bloom right now. I don’t want someone like that getting pissed at me because I didn’t do exactly what he commanded me to do!”

Without warning, the lights dimmed for a few seconds before returning to normal. “That’s it, time to go,” Henry said, reaching out and placing his hand on her before she had a chance to react. They stood there for a couple seconds, but nothing happened. “Oh fuck! I can’t access my powers!”

Kaitlyn tried her powers but felt nothing as well. “They must have locked the place down to try and contain Newton. They must have some type of base-wide dampening field. We’ll have to escape the old-fashioned way. Let’s get out of here.”

She jogged past Henry, quickly heading toward the door. Another explosion rocked the base, causing Kaitlyn to stumble. Off balance, she fell into several flasks of chemicals before she could catch herself. Foul-smelling liquids splashed on her, mixing together and burning her skin wherever it touched. Before she could wipe them off, they absorbed into her skin, leaving red splotches behind. The room started to spin around her, making it hard for her to maintain balance. Before she fell again, Henry ducked under an arm to support her.

“We need to go. Now!”

Stumbling to the door, he quickly opened it and stepped into the hallway, desperate to find a way to escape.

 

Chapter 25

 

Rick felt the suppression field slam down around him just as the lights returned to normal, cutting him off from his powers. Guess theyr’re putting that power they sucked out of me to use. All around him, he’d laid waste to the area, a path of total destruction littered with broken bodies and equipment marking his passage through the base. Drawing his swords, he moved forward again. Even though he didn’t have access to his primary abilities, he still had increased strength, speed, and reflexes. While not near their normal levels, they’d still put an Olympic athlete to shame.

Coming around a corner, he only had a split-second to react to the group of guards before a wall of bullets ricocheted down the hall toward him. Without thinking, he swung his left arm up to protect his face. His gauntlet reactively flowed around his arm, expanding outward and forming a shield an instant before rounds began to slam into him. Between the heavy trauma plates in his duster and his newly-formed shield, he managed to stop a majority of the bullets, only suffering a couple of superficial wounds.

While the projectiles that struck his duster knocked the wind out of him from their impact, the ones that slammed into his gauntlet-shield had an entirely different reaction. As each one hit, he somehow knew the alien device was absorbing the minuscule amounts of kinetic energy they imparted before falling to the ground. Almost immediately, he felt a trickle of energy flow into him. It wasn’t much, but it allowed his senses to expand outward slightly. This is almost like how I was immediately after the experiments, before my powers fully blossomed. Within seconds, he lost access to his powers again.

No wonder Inanna doesn’t want anyone to get these things. They’re like power batteries, giving me access to my abilities regardless of being inside of a suppression field. I wonder what else they can do? Is there a way to charge them without needing to get hit?

He crouched behind his shield, which automatically expanded enough to completely protect him, as another salvo echoed within the enclosed space. This time, most of the projectiles struck the alien device, boosting his powers more significantly. It wasn’t enough to let him cut loose like earlier, but it might be enough to give him an edge. Reining in his powers, he opted to store the energy for when he really needed it. Instead, he relied on his natural abilities to go on the offensive. Shifting his grip on his swords so they pointed downward like he was holding over-sized icepicks, he sprung up from his crouch, charging down the hallway while bringing his arms up in front of him like a boxer. His gauntlets shifted again, flowing and warping around the sword blades before disconnecting from his arms and merging together, forming a tower shield that hovered in front of him, tall enough to compensate for his upright posture. Bullets pinged off the floating shield as he continued his headlong rush down the hall. I wonder how thin this stuff can get and still protect me?

With another thought, the shield modified itself again. This time it flexed slightly, developing a slight wedge shape an instant before he crashed into the group of shooters. Instinctively, his gauntlets deflected several strikes before they retracted to their normal form, allowing him to start hacking into his opponents. As his blades slashed through them, he kept feeling the energy reserves in his gauntlets  increase each time he blocked a strike or hit someone with them.

Kicking the last impaled soldier off his blade, a thought occurred to him. Ducking into a room, he quickly sat on the floor, crossing his legs in the process. Adjusting his breathing, he allowed a trickle of his stored energy to flow into his powers. In a rush, he forcefully yanked on the tether joining him to Zarina. A moment later, he felt the link open.

<Rick. Where have you been! We have not heard from you or team in nearly a day!>

<No time. Got captured. We’re in the base. Unsure if we’ll escape. They have an army of drug-created mutants. Come armed for bear.>

<There is bear there? I do not understand!>

Rick could feel the energy slowly drain out of the gauntlets. He only had moments left.

<Just get here! Please. It’s—>

Rick’s eyes snapped open. That’s it. They’re completely drained again. He reviewed the message he’d sent Zarina. Hopefully she’d be able to convince Endpoint to come and destroy this place regardless of any intel they might recover on Maelstrom or Pandemonium. If they could take this place out, they stood a good chance of crippling their research for years to come. Standing back up, he took a deep breath before letting it out again.

“Time to go,” he said, gritting his teeth as he charged out of the room while expanding his gauntlets into shields again. More bullets began to ricochet off the metal as he stormed down the hallway. Only one thought played across his mind as he smashed into his next group of opponents.

I hope Henry managed to get Kaitlyn out of here before the suppression field kicked in.

 

 

§§§§§§§§§§§§

 

 

Kaitlyn felt nausea grow within her belly. Whatever had splashed her was making it difficult to think, let alone move. If Henry wasn’t half carrying, half dragging her forward, she probably wouldn’t have gotten much farther than the end of the hallway outside the room she’d been held captive in.

“Just hang on a little longer, Kat. Don’t die on me!”

“Wa-wasn’t p-pl-planning on it,” she said, her words slurring at the end.

“We’re almost there. We only need to get to the other side of the hanger up ahead. Then we’ll be outside. Hopefully, that’ll put us outside the suppression field. Then I can get you back to the infirmary and get you taken care of.”

It was starting to take more effort for her to talk, almost as if her body was starting to shut down.

“Looking f-forward to i-it.”

She vaguely heard the sound of running feet a moment before Henry yanked her sideways. He leaned her against the wall, but she slid down, unable to hold herself upright. Sprawled out on the floor, she heard the sound of a door shutting before she felt Henry’s hands help her into a sitting position.

“Damn it!” he whispered angrily under his breath. “We don’t have time for this!”

Her eyelids slowly drooped. She struggled to open them again so she could focus on his face, but they felt like they weighed a ton. “Wh-what?”

“A whole shitload of guards just ran past, heading toward that damn hanger. There’s no way I can get you through that without someone spotting us.”

“Much fa-farther?”

She could feel Henry shift position. She felt his thumb on her eyelids a moment before being blinded when him pried them open. He paused a moment, studying her before he replied. “Probably about three hundred yards. The hanger door is just inside the edge of the mountain. I saw it when I snuck in. I got lucky and spotted a couple soldiers outside an entrance. Thankfully, part of my power allows me to scope out an area before I teleport in, otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to execute this awesome rescue attempt.”

She shifted position. For some reason, the movement allowed her head to clear slightly. She watched him stare at the door, the tension visible in his hunched shoulders.

“You know, yo-you might have to l-leave me behind, r-right?”

He spun toward her, an anguished look on his face. “I lost you once because of my stupidity, damn it! I’m not going to lose you again!”

The passion in his voice took her by surprise. She’d known he still cared for her on some level, but the intensity in his voice stunned her. The shock was enough to clear her mind even more, allowing her to speak more coherently. “Henry, you’re not going to lose me again. We’ll never be what we once were, but we’ll always remain friends. I promise. All I ask is that you stop being such an egotistical, narcissistic asshole all the time. Okay?”

He laughed in surprise. “I’ll try. I can’t promise anything, but I’ll try.”

He was quiet for a moment before he spoke again. “It’s Rick, isn’t it? I’ve seen how you look at him when he’s not paying attention. I’ve seen you look at me that same way before, when you didn’t know I was watching.”

“No, yes… I don’t know. After you, I swore I wouldn’t get tangled up with a teammate again. But Rick… He’s something… special, something different. I don’t want to ruin what we’ve got right now by getting involved with him.” She paused, taking a shaky breath. “I just don’t want to screw it up and drive him away. I don’t think I could take it aga-again.”

The chemicals started to drag her down into the darkness again, the short-lived spurt of adrenaline slowly wearing off. If they didn’t come up with something soon, she knew she was going to have to break the promise she’d just made to Henry.
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Rick stumbled forward slightly, bleeding from several cuts and bruises he’d taken while fighting his way toward the exit. I need to get outside this damn suppression field. Then I’d be able to rain down holy hell on this place.

He tried feeling how much energy he’d stored up in the gauntlets. It felt pretty significant, but he wasn’t sure if he could trust his senses with the alien tech. The lack of knowledge left him in a quandary. Do I use that energy to heal myself, or will I need it to fight my way outside? Can I even make it outside without healing myself? Somehow, he needed to get a handle and determine how much energy he’d absorbed into them. He started toying with the idea of shifting to his indigo aura to figure out how to determine how much stored energy they had when an image popped into his mind, reminding him of a digital fuel gage. It was almost like an overlay on his vision. These things have a heads-up display?

Concentrating on the mental image, he found he could change the information the HUD display the gauntlets provided him. First, he checked how much energy they had. From the bar graph it brought up, it seemed like a decent amount. When he mentally requested how much energy capacity they actually had, the bar expanded, leaving the current energy level display looking like he was less than empty. I wonder if I get this to show different capacity levels as a percentage? A mental voice spoke up, shocking him. It had the same quality as the murmuring Inanna’s ship had been broadcasting to him since he’d arrived.

<Please restate your query?>

<Who are you?>

<I’m the automated AI system located in the xxxxx>

Rick didn’t understand the word, but determined it was whatever the gauntlets were called in Inanna’s native language.

<What can you tell me about the amount of charge these things can hold.>

He shook one of his gauntleted hands for emphasis.

<Stand by, converting to units familiar to you…>

Rick looked around while he waited for the answer

The xxxxx has a storage capacity of approximately one hundred megawatts of energy, but it is unrecommended to discharge that much energy at once. Compared to your previous output of power, I calculate you’d be able to use the xxxxx to provide a sustained output at that level for approximately a full orbital rotation of this planet’s satellite.>

Rick’s eyes bulged slightly at that figure. If he was understanding it correctly, he could probably power a small town.

<Based off data stored in your biological memory, it would be enough to power your country for approximately one full orbital rotation of this planet’s satellite.>

Holy shit! I could power the United States for a month?

<Affirmative.>

Rick paused, trying to comprehend that much energy.

<Do you have a name? Also, can you start calling these things gauntlets? It’s less confusing.>

<Affirmative. Label designation has been updated to gauntlet. As for my identifier, you may refer to me as Enki. My processing patterns were based off the mind-scan of the Anunnaki named Enki, hence the identifier.>

<Okay. Anything else you can tell me that might be helpful or important right now?>

<Unclear query. Attempting to parse. General notification of data-stream from Anunnaki ship, designation Osiris, is currently at ninety-three percent complete. Reboot and unlock of data storage will commence in approximately forty-five minutes of your time.>

<What the hell does that mean.>

<It means your consciousness will be shut down to allow the processing of the new data to be uploaded to your biological processor. You will need to remain in contact with the Osiris during this process. Interruption of process could result in aborted restart or permanent damage, requiring full reboot of the cerebral cortex.>

Aw fuck, that does NOT sound good, at all…

 

Chapter 26

 

Groggily, Kaitlyn heard Henry swear under his breath. Trying to open her eyes didn’t seem to be worth the effort.

I’m dying and there ain’t a damn thing I can do about it. Even if Rick was here, we’re still inside the suppression field. No chance of healing there…

“Dammit! Guards are still pouring down the hallway. We’re stuck here.”

Kaitlyn strained to smile. Just that little effort made her break into a sweat. Plus, she noticed a few minutes ago that it was becoming more difficult for her to breathe. She’d even caught herself holding her breath a few times before she forced herself to resume the rhythm.

Slowly, she detected the rising sounds of gunfire getting closer to their position. Adrenaline started to flow through her, helping her focus her attention better. Guess I’m getting another reprieve. The sound of approaching death seems to be just what I need to stay alive a little longer. Who knew?

“Wh-what’s h-h-happening?” she managed to force out past numb lips.

“Sounds like a running gunfight. If that’s Rick, he’s definitely tearing ‘em up. I just wish I knew how. He doesn’t have any powers at this point.”

“Maybe h-he found a-a-way around f-f-field…”

“Well, he did it before, maybe he did it again.”

A round burst through the door with a loud crack, followed by the sudden pressure of Henry covering her body. They laid there motionless, powerless to do anything while more and more rounds burst through the walls and door. Within minutes, it sounded like a full-fledged firefight outside their room. From the sounds of it, the enemy soldiers were being pushed back toward the hanger area.

A eerie sound rang out that caused the hair on the back of her neck to spring up. Again and again, the sibilant ring of metal sliding again metal echoed down the hall. Without warning, she heard the sound of running feet followed by screams of pain mixed with wet thwacking sounds. The onslaught of automatic fire echoed down the hall. Strangely, she heard high-pitched pinging noises that rose in volume, like something was approaching. Within seconds, the sounds of people dying faded, quickly replaced with a haunting silence. Gradually, the sounds of a viscous liquid dripping began to reach her ears, followed momentarily by footsteps walking through something that sounded sticky.

She felt Henry shift his position as the squishing-sucking sound slowly came closer. Someone out there is walking through a lot of blood.

The footsteps paused in front of the door, causing her to tense up. Involuntarily holding her breath, she felt Henry tense for action. Unexpectedly, the person outside the door knocked on it, causing them to jump in surprise.

What the fuck?
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Rick leaned against the wall, trying to catch his breath. I don’t have a lot of time. I need to get out of here before I’m out of commission. Erring on the side of speed, rather than caution, he’d rushed through the complex. The trade-off cost him multiple cuts and bruises, injuries that were now starting to catch up to him. Looking down, he watched blood slowly puddle beneath him from where it dripped freely from multiple gashes and tears.

Checking the levels of stored energy in his gauntlets, he released a trickle out, partially healing up the worst of his injuries. Feeling marginally better, he barely managed to dodge a wild burst of gunfire. Someone decided to fire blindly from around the next corner. Can’t stop. Motion means life. If I don’t keep moving, I’ll get killed. Come on, move!

Pushing himself off the wall, he staggered slightly from blood loss and exhaustion. Regaining his balance, he started to move forward again, picking up speed. Approaching the corner, he ran toward the opposite wall. He jumped at it, running several steps upward at an angle before springing off the vertical surface, diving and tumbling toward more combatants. I feel like I’m swinging lead pipes instead of swords. Guess that’s what happens when you’ve been swinging them continuously for the better part of a half-hour. If I make it out of here, I’m definitely going to need to step up my fitness program.

Reaching the next corner, he quickly peeked around it before yanking his head back just before another hail of bullets flashed past. Well, besides the shit-ton of guards, unless I miss my guess, those double doors lead to the hanger that goes outside. Unless, of course, they completely changed this section of the base from what I remembered during my last stay. Guess they had better things to do than renovate the place. Now all I need to do is get past a small army with no powers, and somehow get outside. Then I can use the last of the energy stored in the gauntlets to try to pulse away. Hopefully, it’ll be enough to get outside the suppression field. Then I’ll show them what it feels like to be hit by the proverbial hand of God.

He risked another glance before ducking back again. This is gonna suck. Probably about a good hundred yards without cover beyond my gauntlets. Too bad I can’t expand them far enough to cover myself completely. Plus, it looks like they finally decided to use some tactics against me. His quick survey showed him that what appeared to be the remaining guards had withdrawn all the way to the far end of the hallway before setting up their defensive position. At least thirty combatants, armed with automatic rifles and overlapping fields of fire. Out-fuckin-standing. This is gonna be like shooting fish in a barrel, ’cept I’m Charlie Tuna. 

Glancing back behind him, he jogged back down the hall, sheathing his swords before picking up one of the discarded rifles. Checking the chamber and magazine, he counted around twenty rounds at his disposal. Moving back to the corner, he went over in his mind what he needed to do.

His only real hope was to use some of his stored energy, then accelerate down the hall fast enough to cover the distance before suffering too much damage. Taking another deep breath, he cleared his mind before expanding his gauntlet into the shape of a riot shield, then began visualizing his path down the hall. In his mind, he walked through the path he needed to take in order to minimize injuries while still eliminating everyone. With his plan firmly in mind, he pulled on a fraction of power before flashing around the corner again, accelerating past normal human limits.

Almost in slow motion, he could see all the rifles being fired, then the bullets slowly coursing toward him. As the gunfire reached him, the roar from multiple automatic rifles became deafening, while the high-pitched whine of bullets bouncing off the floors, walls, and ceilings set his teeth on edge. Racing forward, he unloaded his borrowed rifle a moment before he plowed into the enemy formation, bouncing several off the walls like bowling pins. Dropping the spent gun, he quickly drew his sword with his right hand and whipped the blade around in a short, violent arc, separating the heads of two opponents before they could react. Without conscious thought, the left-hand gauntlet changed shape, shifting from being a shield to mirroring the grosse messer in his right hand. Without warning, the little surges of energy that had been pinging into his reserves like raindrops turned into a small stream. Son of a bitch! Why didn’t I think of this before? These damn gauntlets can transform into perfect weapons. Light, agile, and as far as I can tell, unbreakable. It’s like I’m just swinging my hand around, rather than this chunk of dead steel in my right hand. Plus, it’s replenishing my reserves that much faster.

Spinning, he threw his right-hand blade like a spear. The sword flashed through the air before striking a guard, pinning their now lifeless to the far wall. Without slowing his momentum, he shifted to the side while his right gauntlet sprang to life, quickly morphing into a partner to the blade in his left hand. The new blade whipped around in a streak of red-tinged silver, cleaving another guard completely in half without slowing. He became a whirling dervish, his blades becoming nothing more than a glittering, reflective blur that cut through anything it struck.

Lost in the flow of movement, he almost lost his balance when he cleaved his last opponent in half, watching him fall to the floor in two separate spots. Without conscious thought, his swords flowed back up his arms and reverted back into gauntlets. These things feel like they’re just an extension of my body. They almost know what to do before I do…

Looking around to verify there wasn’t anyone else hiding, he slumped against the wall as the adrenaline began to wear off. Looking left, he stared at the doors that led to the hanger. As best he could tell, they appeared to be made out of metal, probably steel. From the look of it, the doors appeared like they slid back into the walls when opened. He spotted a small black bubble positioned directly over the center of the two doors, most likely an electric sensor to open the doors automatically. Picking up a chunk of rifle, he threw it down the hall, watching it slide to a stop a few feet before the threshold. After a few seconds, he decided they weren’t going to open.

Great. In order to get past that, I’m going to have to either pry it open or cut through that door, leaving me completely open to enemy fire. Hell, they might have an entire battalion hiding on the other side. Guess I really don’t have a choice in the matter. Well, here goes more energy I can’t afford to use.

Focusing his senses forward, he drew on a tiny amount of energy, allowing his senses to expand outward as much as he dared. What he sensed beyond didn’t evoke much confidence. Had to jinx myself, didn’t I? From what his senses were detecting, it felt like more than a battalion awaited him once he got past the doors. Staring at the door, paranoia began to rear its ugly head. Using even more of his precious reserves, he allowed his senses to reach out a full three-sixty around him, making sure nobody was trying to sneak up from behind. Two familiar bodies instantly caught his attention. Dammit, they didn’t make it out!

Retrieving his sword, he wiped it down before sheathing it. Slowly, he headed toward the room he’d sensed them in. As an afterthought, he grabbed a couple of rifles, along with several magazines worth of ammo before reaching the door, pausing outside to listen.

Reaching out, he knocked on the door, calling out to the only occupants inside.
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“Traverse? HellKat?”

“Newton?”

He heard movement within the room before the door cracked open slightly. Henry peeked out through the crack before opening the door fully. Rick held the procured rifles up in front of him. “Speedy gun delivery. We delivery your weapons within thirty minutes or your ammunition is free…” His voice trailed off when he spotted Kaitlyn sitting motionless on the floor, leaning against the wall. “What happened?”

Rick dropped the rifles in his rush to reach Kaitlyn. After examining her for a few seconds, he spun back toward Henry, barely keeping his anger under control. “What the fuck happened? You had one job. One. All you had to do is get her to safety. From what I’m seeing, you failed that job miserably!”

Before Henry had a chance to respond, Kaitlyn’s eyes cracked open slightly. “N-not his f-f-fault. Was t-too clumsy. Fell on ch-chemicals.”

Checking her pulse, he noticed it was weak and thready. “How long ago did this happen?” he snapped, glaring at Henry.

“About a half hour ago. We’ve been pinned down ever since.”

“So she’s gotten this bad in less than forty-five minutes?”

“Since getting splashed with those chemicals, her condition had deteriorated quickly. Symptoms like loss of coordination and difficulty talking began almost immediately. General weakness, and now, difficulty breathing, is more recent, like within the past five minutes or so. Best I can tell, the only thing that’s slowing down the progression is adrenaline spikes. She wasn’t even really responsive until some rounds came through the door.” Henry paused, looking at Kaitlyn with a saddened expression before he looked back at him. “Honestly, I’m not sure how much longer she can hang on at this point, even if we got her back to base. There’s no telling what got into her system.”

“That’s not good enough,” he said, placing his hands on Kaitlyn.

“What are you doing?”

“What I need to do.”

Ignoring everything else around him, he dropped into a focused state. Drawing power from the gauntlets, he pushed his senses into Kaitlyn, trying to determine what was happening. It’s just like the men from the bar. Widespread cellular damage… Wait… something’s off…

Delving deeper, he realized it wasn’t quite the same. In the guys they took into custody, most of the damage was caused by their genetic structure reverting back to its initial state. With Kaitlyn, her genetic structure appeared to be in flux, almost like her cellular structure was trying to adapt to the change, but her body’s healing response couldn’t keep up with the collateral damage the process was causing.

<Enki. Do I have enough energy stored in the gauntlets to heal her?>

There was a pause before the AI responded.

<Insufficient data. There’s an eighty-four-point-three-two-five percent probability that, based off data previously recorded in your biological memory banks for a similar process, you’ll be able to stabilize her condition, but it will completely drain current energy reserves.>

<Good enough.>

Rick sharpened his focus more. I’ll only get one shot at this. If I fuck up, she dies. Hell, we’re probably all going to die anyway, especially if I drain myself, but I’m not going to sit here and watch her die in my arms. Pulling every fraction of energy available from the gauntlets, he sent his awareness inward, focusing on the more severely damaged areas of her body first. Power rushed from his body.

Kaitlyn gasped. She became rigid from the sudden flow of healing energy Rick forced into her devastated body. Using the technique he’d used on Zarina, he matched his aura to hers, trying to sync their bodies together to help with the healing process. It helped that he was familiar with healing her from previous injuries. The effect was immediate but shifting his aura drained energy from him at a faster rate. With the last dregs of energy flowing out of him, he performed one final process. He shifted his aura to white while still being linked to hers. Before he could examine if he’d been able to ignite her, his powers winked out. It either worked or it didn’t. Either way, I did everything I could. The rest is up to you, Kat. Just hang on a little longer.

Exhausted, he fell back in a heap, too exhausted to move any farther. The clock is still ticking. We need to get out of here before time runs out. Groaning, he forced himself to an upright position. Something warm dribbled across his upper lip. Reaching up, he wiped his hand across the spot. Bringing his hand up, he noticed it had a trail of blood on it. That’s not from a cut… I must have pushed myself too hard. Without a healing factor, my body apparently can’t cope with the strain. Pinching his nostrils closed to stop the flow of blood, he looked back toward Kaitlyn. All he could see was the back of Henry while he hovered over her. Staggering to his feet, he searched around until he found some tissues. Slowly, he started to make his way back over to Kaitlyn.

“How is she?”

Henry looked up at him with a look of wonder before he went back to examining her. “Her color’s improved significantly. She’s also breathing  a lot more easily. I’m still concerned about her pulse, but it’s definitely stronger than before, so whatever you did helped a lot.”

“Feel… better, too,” she whispered, almost too softly to hear.

She suddenly lurched sideways, coughing violently. A minute later, the coughing subsided but dribbles of blood trailed from the corner of her mouth. He handed Henry a handful of tissues after he eased her back against the wall again.

“Guess… I’m not at one hundred percent… yet,” she whispered again.

“I… I didn’t have enough power to heal you completely. I’m not even sure how much I was able to repair. I-I just don’t know if it was enough.”

Henry looked up at him with a soft expression of gratitude on his face. “You’ve given her a much better chance than she had five minutes ago. That’s more than I could do. The fact of the matter is, the only way any of us are going to make it through this is if you make a hole for us. You’re the only one capable of doing it. I sure as hell can’t and she,” he said, gesturing to Kaitlyn, “can barely speak, let alone fight.” Henry stood up, dusting his hands off on his pants. “I was wrong about you. You’re not a loose cannon with an ego problem. You’re just on a whole different level than the rest of us. You see the world differently than we do. And, you have the power to shift the world toward your ideal. All I can hope for is, you never let it go to your head.” He took a step toward Rick, holding his hand out. “No matter the outcome of this, I wanted to let you know. It’s been an honor working with you.”

Rick reached out, grabbing Henry’s hand and shaking it. “It’s not over yet. Whatever it takes, I’m gonna figure out how to get us out of this. Just make sure you keep her safe. That’s all I ask.”

“You got it. Now let’s get the hell out of here.”

“My pleasure.”

 

Chapter 27

 

Rick stood beside the door to the hanger, with Henry stacking up behind him with Kaitlyn. After he treated her, she’d recovered enough to manage holding one of the rifles Rick had grabbed. He glanced back at them, noting Kaitlyn was leaning heavily against Henry while the barrel of her rifle drifted around aimlessly. Gotta respect her for trying, but at this point, she might be more of a liability with that gun than an asset. Emptying his mind, he focused on what he was getting ready to do.

“Okay, here’s the plan. I’m going to open these doors, then drop back. When I scanned the area earlier, I detected somewhere north of three hundred soldiers on the other side, and all of them are pointing their weapons at that opening. With that in mind, I’d recommend staying away from it until I clear it… unless, of course, you want to be turned into hamburger. Once the first wave ends, I’m going to duck in and draw their fire. Hopefully, that’ll create an opening for both of you to slip through. Do not, under any circumstance, try to engage the enemy. Not unless you’re in danger of being shot. Your only chance is to remain unnoticed while they’re fighting me. Barring that, find a spot to hole up in. Hopefully, I’ll be able to come up with something else on the fly. Are you two ready?”

Henry nodded at him, adjusting the sling of the rifle so he could use it one-handed.

“Alrighty then, here we go!”

Rick moved up to the doorway and jammed his fingers into the seam between the two doors before anchoring himself. Bracing himself, he heaved his body backward, but the door didn’t budge. “Okay, so that didn’t work. I just don’t have enough strength at this point to do it. Between all the fighting and lack of food, I just don’t have it in me. Guess it’s on to plan B.”

“Plan B? What plan is that?”

Without responding, he extruded his gauntlets again before changing them into swords. Looking the frame over, he suddenly slammed the tip of the blade into the door with a loud screech of metal on metal. It slid into the metal effortlessly, almost causing him to lose his balance at the lack of resistance. Without pausing, he started to pull the blade through the solid steel doors like a can opener. While still encountering resistance, it felt like it took a lot less effort than it should, almost like he was pushing it through a viscous liquid rather than hard metal. I knew this alien stuff was tough and sharp, but I shouldn’t be able to cut through steel this easily. It doesn’t make any sense.

<The gauntlets have the ability of self-propulsion. You are utilizing that feature to magnify your mechanical advantage.>

<Thanks. That made loads of sense.>

<In layman’s terms, you’re using its thrust capacity to increase your strength by forcing it to move in the same direction you’re trying to cut. It’s similar to someone helping you push a heavy object.>

<Oh… okay, gotcha.>

As he continued to cut, he started to hear little metallic pings from the other side. Probably anxious soldiers trying to shoot through the door. Nearing the end of his cut, the staccato vibration of rounds hitting the other side of the door gradually grew in volume. When he was done, he retracted his gauntlets before pressing a shoulder against the cold metal. With a hard shove, the door fell away from him, landing on the floor with a resounding thump. Jumping sideways, he tripped over his own feet, causing him to fall onto his back as hundreds of projectiles filled the space he’d just been standing in. Henry reached down and helped him to his feet.

“No time to be laying down on the job, big guy. You’re still up to bat.”

Nodding thanks, he edged closer to the opening. During a brief pause in gunfire, he poked his head around the frame, taking in the position of the enemy combatants. Yanking his head back, he barely got behind cover again before the fusillade of bullets started again.

“I’m kinda curious,” Henry said behind him. “Exactly how are you going to get in there without turning into hamburger yourself?”

“Like this,” he said, focusing his thoughts on his gauntlets.

Bringing his arms up in front of him again, he allowed the gauntlets to flow together before elongating into the same shape he used earlier. Crouching slightly, he allowed the shield to shrink in height before expanding sideways in an effort to provide more side coverage.

“Where the fu—,” was all Henry managed to get out before Rick shot in front of the open door. Standing his ground in front of the opening, the sound of thousands of rounds striking the gauntlet shield was deafening. The only benefit to standing still was it allowed him to replenish some of his depleted reserves. After nearly a minute of solid gunfire, the onslaught slowly died away.

“Is that the best you got!” he yelled, prompting a few more seconds of fire before it again died away. After nearly thirty seconds of nobody firing, Rick peeked over the edge of the shield, surveying the hanger bay. Apparently, some of the bullets that had ricocheted off his shield had found a home in some of the enemy personnel standing and kneeling before him. Probably why they stopped firing. Like the old saying goes, friendly fire isn’t friendly. Overhead somewhere, the squeal of a speaker echoed around the room. A moment later, he heard the voice of Doctor McDaniels reverberate off the walls.

“So… you managed to find the gauntlets that someone unwisely snuck out of here. I’d be quite curious to hear about how they came to be in your possession once we recapture you and your teammates. Tell me though, how exactly do you expect to get out of here without your powers? You don’t really believe you’re going to be able to fight your way through all of our highly-trained security personnel arrayed before you, do you?”

Rick cleared his throat before channeling some of his recouped energy to amplify his voice. “The thought had crossed my mind, yes. There’s only a few hundred left. Shouldn’t take more than five to ten minutes, give or take.”

Rick glanced around while he spoke, trying to spot anything that might resemble the emitters from the warehouse. If he got lucky, he might be able to damage some of them, possibly causing a chain reaction like before.

“That’s very, how shall I say… optimistic of you. But there’s one thing I think you failed to take into account.”

“Oh yeah? And what’s that exactly?”

“That we have something specifically geared toward taking your kind out.”

“My kind?”

Almost before the words were out of his mouth, a blinding pain wracked his body. Unable to react, he dropped to his knees before crumpling forward.

Distantly, he heard the doctor’s voice echo in the background of his tortured mind. “What you might not have know is, we recovered a copy of the feed from the facility you destroyed. What was most interesting was how that emitter dropped you so quickly. We never knew what that setting was for since it didn’t seem to have an affect on anyone. At least until you, that is…”

Fighting against the rising darkness, he struggled to focus his thoughts. Need… to figure out… how to block… the… pain… or Kaitlyn’s going… to die…
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Rick tried to scream, but his muscles were contracted so tightly from the pain that he couldn’t even draw breath. The closest pain he could compare it to was getting covered with Napalm—something he’d experienced before discovering he could absorb the energy. He would have been scarred for life if it wasn’t for his healing factor. Too bad it won’t save me here.

“Secure him, but don’t kill him. We still might need him if we can’t recover Ms HellKat.”

The voice seemed closer, like he was in the room rather than talking over the loudspeaker. He tried to focus on the voice, but the sensation of acid flowing through his body made it impossible. Pressure slowly increased behind his eyes. Can’t pass out… The pain… In agony, he managed to move enough to squeeze his head between his hands, trying desperately to relieve some of the agony.

Make it stop! Make the pain stop!

<Acknowledged. Attempting to initiate neural defense protocol.>

Liquid metal flowed up his arms before pooling around his head like a bubble. Just when he thought he was going to inhale it, it solidified into a helmet, almost like a crested Roman gladiator’s helmet. At the same instant, the pain vanished.

<What the fuck? What just happened?>

<I’ve initiated a counter jamming protocol in order to negate the neural override program the Osiris was projecting. Because I’m not the xxxxx, this measure is only temporary. You’ll have approximately five minutes before I’ll need to stop or risk overloading the gauntlets.>

<Five minutes is all I’ll need.>

Rick used a trickle of energy to suddenly pop up to his feet, causing everyone to jump back a few steps. Several of the soldiers hesitantly raised their weapons in his direction.

“What is the meaning of this? How are you still moving? You should be mewling like a kitten right now!”

Rick turned his head to face the doctor. “I’m not the mewling type. I’m more of a primal screamer, actually. Speaking of which…” He channeled more power from the gauntlets, using it to magnify his voice again. Opening his mouth, he channeled his rage into his voice, releasing a powerful blast of sonic energy. The floor around him shattered from the pressure wave. Spreading outward, it launched everyone in front of him backward through the air. Looking around, he spotted several combatants just outside the main blast still on their feet, but he could still see blood trickling from their nose and ears.

Now what? I don’t have enough stored energy to keep this up. I need a gun or something… A memory from the day before suddenly bubbled up into his mind. Ah hah!

With a thought, he created a small cloud of bb-sized projectiles from the remaining liquid metal not being used to protect his mind. Whirling them up to supersonic speeds, he slowly turned in place, meeting several of his opponents terrified looks. The sound of dozens of tiny projectiles continuously breaking the sound barrier almost drowned out his next words. “Run,” he said softly.

When nobody made a move, he sent out the projectiles, hitting the closest bodies like a meteor storm in space, turning bodies into unrecognizable lumps of debris dripping red fluid. By the time the forth body disintegrated, the enemy finally realized what was happening, which sent them into a panic. Dropping their weapons, men and women started to sprint in random directions as blind terror set in, searching for anything that could shield them from his anger. To make a point, he sent some of the pellets burrowing into the hanger floor before erupting upward, tearing into different vehicles and launching them into the air. All that remained were piles of scrap metal raining down to the floor.

“Run!” he screamed, making the walls reverberate with his power long after the echo should have faded away.

<Update. Time remaining before neural blocking protocol fails is two minutes, twenty-five seconds.>

He nodded to himself before looking around the hanger again.

<I don’t suppose you can help me find the emitters so I can shut them off, can you?>

<Negative. They appear to be outside my scanning range. However, I can extrapolate the location of the conductors providing power to them. They require a significant level of energy to operate.>

<Where?>

Rick noticed a nearby wall develop what appeared to be a holographic overlay of a tall glowing column. Sparkling a blue-white color, it made him visualize an electric blizzard was storming inside the wall. Getting closer, he somehow could feel the power flowing through the conduit, almost like a torrent of water.

<Behind that wall is a significant flow of energy. There is an eighty-nine-point-three-four-seven percent chance it leads to the emitters. It’s hard to be more accurate due to relying on such primitive technology. All your technology appears to waste excessive amounts of energy. Have you not discovered superconductive materials yet?>

<If we get out of here, I’ll make sure to pass along your concerns and observations to our tech guys. In the mean time…>

Rick focused his attention, guiding his projectile swarm into the surface of the wall. Unlike the floor, the walls were reinforced, making them significantly more durable. He watched as small chunks were slowly being gouged out of the surface, but it was taking longer than he wanted. Changing tactics, he adjusted the pattern of his projectile cloud. Instead of trying to erode the entire wall, he became more focused, turning his cloud into a buzz saw, rather than a sandstorm. In satisfaction, he watched his handiwork as the cloud began to rapidly chew into the surface.

A sudden burst of pain tore through his left shoulder, followed by another flare of pain in his lower back. Looking down, he saw a slowly growing stain of blood spread from his shoulder. Collapsing to one knee, he managed to look behind him, spotting the doctor holding one of the abandoned rifles in his hands. “You’ve already cost us two facilities. I’m not going to let you destroy this one. Honestly, I’d rather keep you alive, but that no longer appears to be an option. Examining your corpse will have to suffice. Say goodbye, Newton. In case you haven’t noticed, you’ve lost”

“Actually,” he said, drawing the word out, “I haven’t quite lost yet. I still have some tricks up my sleeve.”

With one final thought, he launched all of his projectiles into the weakened section of the wall. A shower of sparks erupted from the opening, followed by the lights flickering for several seconds before becoming steady again. The distraction allowed Rick to recall all his projectiles, causing them to whip around furiously in front of him. An instant later, he felt a pressure disappear from his mind, almost like a bubble popping.

<Emitters deactivated. Neural blocking protocol no longer required. What would you like to do now?>

<Kick the good doctor’s ass.>

<Affirmative, deactivating neural blocking protocol. Good luck.>

Round two, motherfucker…
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 Gunfire erupted toward him again. Without thought, his metallic cloud deflected the bullets effortlessly. “Hey doc, you’re gonna have ta do better than that. By the way, it’s my turn now.”

Slowly, he rose to his feet, wincing from where he’d been shot. “I’ve got an idea. How about a nice game of catch?”

Rick raised his arms straight out, allowing the metal to flow from around his head and pool in front of his outstretched hands, forming a cannonball-sized orb. Before the doctor could react, he launched the cannonball forward. It slammed into his opponent, blasting a hole through his midsection and erupting in a cloud of red behind him. The impact launched the doctor backward through the air before he hit the ground, sliding to a stop against a nearby truck.

“In case you didn’t know, most people use their hands to catch stuff, not their stomach. You’re kind new at this, aren’t you?”

Rick started to turn away from the body, allowing himself to use a trickle of energy to heal his gunshot wounds enough so they’d stop bleeding. A small twitch caught his attention, causing him to turn back. Then he heard a low chuckle come from what should have been a corpse. In awe, he watched the doctor push himself up, first into a crawling position, then into a crouch, before finally standing back upright. Before his eyes, the doctor swelled, growing into a heavily muscled, nearly seven foot tall giant. The ragged hole Rick’s attack had punched through him slowly began closing.

“Did you think I wouldn’t give myself some of the fruits of my research? While not quite as strong as our newest subjects, my powers do have the benefits of being permanent—rapid healing being one of them.”

Rick felt a cold knot grow in the pit of his stomach. He’d hoped that by destroying the emitters power source, it would have disabled them, but he still couldn’t access his power. Yet somehow, the man in front of him still had powers—ones that trumped what he still had access to within the suppression field. What the hell do I do now? With that healing factor, I can’t even stop him, let alone kill him. My best attack didn’t even slow him down for long. 

Pain exploded across his face. He felt the force of the impact rip him off the floor, throwing him through the air before tumbling across the floor. With another jarring impact, he came to an abrupt stop against the wheel of a large vehicle.

He drew more energy from the gauntlets, allowing himself to heal some of the new injuries he’d just sustained. Without warning, he was yanked into the air, leaving his feet dangling several inches off the ground. The hand around his neck slowly squeezed tighter, gradually cutting off his ability to breathe.

“You like, yes? Not only do I heal fast, I also imbued myself super-speed and strength. Easily more than enough to kill you when I so choose.”

“H-how?”

“I assume you mean how do I have powers when you and your friends don’t? It’s quite simple really. Blocking everyone’s power would be a pretty poor means to defend a location, so we figured out how to create an implant that negates the effect a suppression field has on the brain. It’s keyed to the biometrics of the host it’s implanted into, so even if someone were to remove it, it would be useless. While it’s active, though, it allows me to do this!”

Rick felt something tear internally as the blow struck his midsection. The roar of pain radiating from the area forced the air out of his lungs, spraying the doctor’s face with a fine mist of blood.

“Looks like you might have something punctured in there. Tell you what. If you give up now, I’ll get you stabilized. The choice is yours. Just nod if you agree.”

Rick struggled to think. He couldn’t win this fight without powers. He also didn’t have enough energy stored for any type of extended fight, either. If he didn’t come up with something quick, he was either going to die or become a lab rat, assuming he lived through his brain being rebooted. Taking a chance, he used a little stored energy to switch to indigo.

<Using additional processing power to determine solution to current scenario. Stand by.>

Rick tried not to let surprise show on his face. Instead, he groaned, allowing the pain of his injuries to contort his face.

“Take your time, Newton. Doesn’t really matter at this point. We’ve won, you’ve lost. The only option at this point is whether you’re alive to see it.”

<Solution arrived at. Optimizing results. Uploading options now.>

Rick felt himself shift back to normal before his body began to heal the worst of his injuries. In his mind’s eye, he examined what the combined processing power of his mind and the gauntlet’s AI had devised. A moment later, the pressure in his chest eased, allowing him to take a full, shuddering breath.

“Wha?”

Rick looked up at him, a smile growing on his face. “You may have the advantage physically, but let’s see how good your training is…” he managed to rasp out.

Mentally, he called to cloud of gauntlet fragments that had dropped to the ground after he’d been struck. Racing toward him, the cloud liquefied, then merged together into a solitary blob. Ripples traveled across its surface before it morphed into a thin, rigid blade. Rearing back, the doctor swung his fist forward again, but before he could connect, the supersonic blade flashed through the arm holding him at the wrist, allowing Rick to drop free.

Drawing more power from the gauntlets, he pulsed to the right, sliding to a stop almost half the distance of a football field away. A loud crunch sounded from behind him, followed by a howl of pain. Looking back, he saw the doctor holding the stump of his hand. He also noticed the vehicle he’d been pinned against had slid several feet away—from the effect of the doctor’s punch.

Glad I moved. That would have turned me into paste.

Holding his arms out, he mentally called out, causing all the fragments of gauntlet to liquefy and coat his arms again. Restored, he allowed the metal to flow again. The metal on his left formed into a target shield, while the familiar shape of a grosse messer solidified in his right hand.

“I’m going to kill you,” the doctor shrieked, a look of murder growing on his face.

Rick gestured with his sword. “Come get some!” 

 

Chapter 28

 

Rick noticed the doctor’s power had begun to heal over the stump, rather than regrow the hand. Hmmm… he didn’t fully regenerate. Does that mean he can’t, or does it just take more time? Instead of rushing in, he studied his foe, watching for any sign that he was faking. The AI had come up with a plan centered around experience, or in this case, lack thereof. His subconscious had somehow realized the doctor wasn’t a trained fighter. From there, Enki had extracted that information and had extrapolated a response. Instead of using his abilities as just another resource to be used during the fight, he was depending entirely upon them alone to win. His lack of training was going to cost him. Rule one, upset their equilibrium. Get them angry enough so they can’t think straight.

“Hey doc, need a hand over there?”

A primal scream erupted from the doctor an instant before he became a blur. Oh no you don’t! You’ll only catch me with that trick once, doc. While studying his opponent, he continued to draw a trickle of power from his gauntlets, keeping his super-speed active. He wasn’t drawing enough to move at top speed so he could conserve his resources. As another energy saving measure, he wasn’t physically moving. Instead, he was only allowing his perceptions to be accelerated, keeping the overall energy consumption minimized. All I need to do is have enough time to react to his attack. I can always draw more power to match his speed if I need to.

He’d given himself a nearly a hundred-and-fifty-foot buffer between, just so he could get an estimate of his opponent’s top speed. Even with that amount of space, he still almost got caught flat-footed. The doctor had gone from stationary to a blur, the air around him forming compression waves as he nearly went supersonic. A loud metallic clank was the only indication he’d gotten his shield up in time, along with a small spike of energy from the impact. Nice! Even though I’m not moving at super-speed, the gauntlet’s material can respond as fast as my thoughts. Good to know.

Reaching around the edge, he jabbed forward, stabbing his sword through the inside portion of his opponent’s leg before yanking it sideways, severing the hamstrings in his opponent’s right leg. Continuing the motion, he slammed the edge into the other leg. The edge bit deeply, nearly severing it before he pulled the blade back.

He pulsed backward quickly, allowing him the chance to observe his handiwork. Severing the femoral arteries and muscles in both legs gives me a real good chance to observe his healing factor at work.

Almost in slow motion, at least to his accelerated perceptions, Rick watched the doctor slowly pitch forward. Landing on his hand and knees, it took nearly thirty seconds before he managed to stagger back to his feet, a large pool of blood spreading beneath him. Rick could actually see the muscles knitting themselves back together , allowing the other man’s balance to stabilize.

“Your attacks are useless! Do you not see that?”

On the contrary, doc. I’ve verified you have a speedster’s healing factor. I’m going to use that against you.

“Seemed to slow you down though, didn’t it? How about a high-five for effort at least?”

He let go of his sword, allowing it to float in front of him while he lifted his hand up over his head. He allowed a mock look of confusion to cross his face before he grabbed his weapon again. “Oh wait… My bad. You’d need a hand for that, wouldn’t you? Let me help you with that…” Without waiting for a response, Rick used a fraction of his stored power to flip the doctor’s severed hand at him, allowing it to bounce off his opponent’s chest with a wet splat. 

This time he expected the speed of the attack, again using the gauntlet’s ability to block rather than use a fraction of his dwindling supply of energy. He tried the same tactic, but a sudden overhead swing forced him to redirect his thrust. The awkward parry only sliced a chunk out of his opponent’s arm, but the momentum of the attack drove him toward the ground. Only his accelerated reflexes allowed him to roll with the strike at the last second, forcing him to tumble forward past the heavily muscled legs. Coming to a stop, he pivoted on his knee, spinning back around and slashing at the side of the doctor’s leg again. Only the doctor’s heightened reflexes allowed him to keep the limb attached.

Rick rose to his feet, allowing more energy to flow from his gauntlets into him, healing more of his injuries so he could continue to fight. Sensing movement, he swung the shield up again, absorbing another blow which sent him sliding across the floor several feet before coming to a stop.

“How do you keep blocking my attacks! You shouldn’t have access to your powers! There’s no way you should be able to react that fast against me!”

Rick shook his arm out while grinning at the doctor. “And yet here we are. Maybe you just suck that badly at fighting?”

A calculating look appeared on his opponent’s face as they began slowly circling each other. “No, there’s something else… Something’s letting you access your powers in a very limited fashion. I’m not a fool. If you had access to your full powers, I’d already be dead.”

The doctor made a feint at him, forcing him to use up valuable reserves to react in time.

<Reserves critical. You are not absorbing enough energy to maintain an energy equilibrium. You only have a few minutes of reserves left at your current consumption.>

<So basically, my next attack needs to be all or nothing. That sound about right?>

<Affirmative.>

Rick nodded to himself, trying to formulate a plan.

“It’s the gauntlets, isn’t it? It’s the only variable I haven’t accounted for.”

Rick didn’t respond as they continued to probe each other for an opening.

“Either it’s only got a limited amount of reserves, or there’s a limit to how much you can draw on at once. That’s why you haven’t beaten me yet.” The doctor chuckled at him. “So it’s just a waiting game now, isn’t it. Just wait for you to run out of energy, then I can crush you.”

The doctor’s words sparked an idea. If it didn’t work, they’d be dead. Or worse. Making a decision, he waved his sword at the doctor, purposely moving slightly slower. “So you’d rather take the coward’s way out, is that it? The great Doctor McDaniels. So smart, yet unable to beat a mostly powerless fighter. You must be so proud of yourself. Even with all of your brains and abilities, you still can’t beat me under your own power, can you?”

He sensed the doctor make another feint. He pretended to react even slower than before, stabbing out at where his opponent had been an instant before. “I know what you’re trying to do, Newton, but it’s of no use. You’re going to die here, by my hands, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“Hand, Doctor… You only have one, remember?”

That did it…

Rick watched the other man suddenly accelerate toward him. Shifting all of his remaining energy to speed, Rick ducked to the side, allowing the material from his shield to flow into his sword, permitting the blade to extend to nearly six feet in length. Pulsing, he shot forward faster than the doctor could react, ducking slightly as he swung his blade low. He felt the crunch reverberate down the blade from the impact. An instant later, he felt a blow slam into him. Sailing through the air, he slammed into the ground and skidded to a halt next to the landing gear of some type of fighter jet. Fighting to remain conscious, he struggled to get enough energy to at least roll over to see if the doctor was still a threat. Instead, he just laid there, struggling to breathe as the blackness receded. Attempting to move again, pain rippled through his body, threatening him with unconsciousness again.

Well, that’s it. I have nothing left. Either I stopped him, or I’m going to die here.

As the pain slowly receded, he realized he heard a soft keening noise in the distance. Not important. A shadow crossed in front of his face, prompting him to try to raise his blade in defense. Pain rippled down his arm, almost causing him to lose his grip on his sword. I think I fractured my arm at some point back there. He then tried to focus enough to form his gauntlets into projectiles, but the pain interrupted his concentration. Distantly, he sensed the material drop to the floor, puddling for a moment before flowing back around his arms. The slap across his face startled him, but he didn’t have the energy to respond. After another slap, he finally realized someone was yelling at him.

“Newton! Wake up! We need to get out of here!”

With a supreme effort, he managed to crack an eye open. He spotted Henry kneeling next to him, ready to slap him a third time. Farther away, Kaitlyn leaned heavily against another section of the landing gear.

He coughed up blood, growing light headed in the process.

“Sorry, I think I screwed up during that fight. My body’s broken and I have nothing left in the tank. Just go on without me.”

“After all the shit you just did, there’s no way I’m leaving you behind to pull a John Wayne.”

“Ju-just get Kat… to safety.”

He felt arms reach under him, causing him to cry out in pain. “You can’t carry both me and Kat. Get out of here!”

He felt hands grab the sides of his face, forcing him to stare into Henry’s eyes. “Don’t be an asshole. She’d never forgive me if I left you here. Either we all get out, or none of us do. So help me, dammit!”

<Enki?>

<Yes?>

<Do I have any reserves left?>

<Affirmative. That last strike partially deflected off the gauntlet, allowing us to absorb a fraction. It won’t be enough to fully repair all the damage you sustained, but it might allow  you to move, if you can overcome the pain.>

<Let’s try it then…>

Rick felt the energy flow into him. Pain throbbed through him as his body struggled to heal the worst of his injuries. A few seconds later, the pain lessened a bit, but he could still feel several bones grinding together. Coughing up another gout of blood, he realized he still had internal injuries as well.

“Can you move?”

Rick nodded, gradually pushing himself to his feet. The room swirled around for a few seconds, causing him to grab a landing strut for support. Pain shot down his arm before his sense of balance stabilized. Almost by instinct, he formed the gauntlet into something resembling a cast, reducing the pain he felt in his injured arm. Taking a deep breath, he felt a stab of pain in his ribs, triggering another painful coughing fit.  

“I can move,” he gasped between ragged breaths, “but I’m still busted up pretty good. Feel like I’ve been kicked by a horse. Repeatedly. And with much anger.”

“Yeah, well, you don’t look much better. Just in case you were wondering.”

Rick finally noticed the faint keening noise again. Shuffling, he turned, attempting to locate the source. The first thing he spotted was Doctor McDaniels’ legs lying on the floor. They appeared to have tumbled several yards past where Rick had originally hacked them off. A large smear of blood continued past the legs, slowly tapering off the farther it went. At the far side of the hanger, Rick finally spotted what was left of the doctor. A large crater in the wall indicated where he impacted at nearly supersonic speeds. The fact that he survived the impact bore witness as to how impressive his healing factor truly was. The doctor was also the source of the wailing.

“How’d you manage to beat that dick without your full powers, anyway?”

Rick glanced at Henry as he slowly shuffled forward. “I realized during the fight that he had never really trained with his powers. When he tried to attack me that last time, I knew he wouldn’t be able to react fast enough to me chopping his legs off. It’s not enough to kill him, but it definitely crippled him. Now all he has is one hand and stumps.”

For a quick moment, he almost felt bad for turning him into a cripple. Then he remembered all the atrocities the doctor was responsible for. Somehow, karma had allowed him to put an end to the doctor’s experiments. Experiments that had started with him all those decades ago and had continued to this day, all in the hope they could duplicate the process that resulted in his powers.

Turning away, he began to look for a way to escape. Most of the vehicles in the hanger had sustained some level of damage during the fighting, but he noticed one truck that seemed to be only slightly dinged up compared to the rest.

“Over there! That one might work.”
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Hobbling over, he opened the driver’s side and crawled in, wincing as he slid behind the wheel. Thankfully, like most tactical military vehicles, this one had a push-button ignition.

“Hurry up, get in!”

“Are you okay to drive?”

“Good enough! Once we get outside the suppression field, I’ll be fine. Take care of Kat!”

Rick fired up the engine, revving it a few times while waiting for Henry to strap Kaitlyn in. He scanned the area, watching for threats as Henry climbed into the passenger seat. Before he could say anything, the windshield spider-webbed from an incoming round.

“Shit, I think they’ve overcome their panic from earlier! Hang on!”

He slammed it into gear. Stomping the accelerator, the vehicle lurched forward, heading toward the hanger doors. Gaining speed, the vehicle started getting peppered by more enemy fire the closer they got to the exit. 

“How the hell are we going to get out of here? That hanger door is still closed!”

Rick pointed to a light blinking on the dash. Under it was a label tag. Bay door.

“Let’s hope that works,” he said, grunting in pain as he reached out to press the light.

He felt a rumble vibrate through the vehicle as the bay doors slowly began to split open in front of them. It had barely opened far enough to allow them out when the doors paused for a second before reversing direction.

“Brace yourself!”

Stomping the accelerator again, the vehicle jumped forward, racing toward the hanger doors before they closed too far to escape. He gritted his teeth an instant before they struck. The howl of metal screeching against metal filled the cabin as they smashed through the edges of the door, tearing and crumpling metal as they passed.

Struggling to regain control of the vehicle, he let up on the gas when they slid sideways for several feet before he managed to pull it straight again. Looking back, he noticed the bottom of the hanger doors were curled up from the impact. 

Jamming the petal to the floor, rooster-tails of sand and grit shot up behind them, shimmering in the bright desert sun. Accelerating away, he glanced behind them again, spotting several other vehicles leaving the base and heading in their direction. Vehicles I can deal with. They won’t be able to catch us before we’re outside the suppression field. I just hope— Before he could finish his thought, mutant soldiers started emerging from the base, taking up the chase as well. Not that I’m complaining, but I wonder why they weren’t in the hangar to fight me? Did the good ole’ doctor assume they wouldn’t be necessary? Glancing in the mirror, he noticed several of them jumped into the air, which didn’t bother him much. Fliers would be able to easily track them, but unless they had some ordinance that could disable their vehicle, or had super strength or durability to go along with flight, there wasn’t much they could do to stop them. More dangerous were the bodies he saw rushing up behind them on the ground. They would have the reflexes and reaction speeds necessary to really pose a threat. Accelerating further, Rick left the road at the next curve, instead heading straight into the desert.

“What are you doing! Trying to kill us!”

“No! I’m trying to improve our chances of survival. Our only chance with that many mutants chasing us is to get out of the suppression field. Going straight is the shortest distance. I just hope we can reach it in time!”

Something that sounded like a sledgehammer struck the driver-side door, causing Rick to swerve to the right. Looking out the driver-side window, he spotted a speedster running alongside of them. With an evil grin, they flashed in again, beating on the door like a jackhammer, too fast to count. The noise inside the cabin nearly deafened them. He swerved toward the speedster, hoping to distract them, but they just blurred away before returning an instant later. Without warning, the driver-side door vanished, causing dust to blow into the cabin, causing them to cough uncontrollably. Through the stabbing pain in his ribs, he heard a male voice whisper in his ear at the same time he felt hands grab the wheel. “This is for my friends, asshole!”

The wheel spun violently to the left, causing the front tire to dig into the soft desert floor. In slow motion, he felt the vehicle slide a short distance before the tire caught on something. The entire vehicle lurched before lifting skyward, cartwheeling sideways through the air. 

Something new tore inside him from the sudden jarring motion of the vehicle bouncing off the ground. As it continued to tumble, his arm got pinned momentarily beneath the truck when it bounced off the ground again, but the gauntlet kept it from getting crushed and torn off.

The desert floor rushed toward them through the broken windshield when a tingle of something flashed over him, followed by a sudden lightness in his head. Time froze as he stared at the ground. They were only inches away from the roof getting crushed from the next impact. Struggling through the haze of pain and confusion, it took him a moment to realize what was happening.

Wait! We made it! We’re outside the suppression field!

Power suddenly roared through him. An instant later, he forced his body to begin healing. Mind clearing, he realized they’d crept a couple of inches closer to striking the ground. Wrapping his power around them, he allowed them to bounce once before landing upright, sliding several yards before coming to a standstill. With a quick glance, he realized both Henry and Kaitlyn had been knocked unconscious by the accident. A cold rage began to bubble up inside him as his energy levels continued to increase.

No more! Last time, they caught me by surprise. Let’s see how they do when I’m outside the suppression field and know they’re coming!

Mentally, he shoved his awareness outward, tracking everything in the area. Sensing the speedster approaching, Rick solidified the air in front of him. An instant later, all that remained of the speedster was a wet smear hanging in the air. Job done, he released his hold on the air, allowing it to return to normal and allowing the speedster’s remains to flop to the ground. Causing the roof to disintegrate, he lifted skyward. Tracking everything in the area, he debated what to address next.

First the vehicles…

Reaching out, he snatched every vehicle pursuing them into the air before smashing them together into a large clump. Clenching his hand into a fist, he imagined the vehicles duplicating the action. A moment later, all of them were compressed down into a solid mass, forming a huge ball of twisted wreckage. He studied the jagged collection of metal, plastic, and rubber floating in front of him, but he wasn’t satisfied with the results. Squeezing harder, he compressed the metal into an even denser mass. Loud screeching and groaning of metal reverberated across the area as the materials were forced to compact beyond its limits. Something bounced off his field, but he ignored it, intent on what he was doing. After about thirty seconds, the metal in front of him had slowly been reduced into a sphere approximately forty feet across. He left it tumbling in the air in front of him while he prepared for the next step.

Let’s hope this isn’t a gutter ball…

He pulsed the metal ball forward, almost accelerating it up to hypersonic speeds toward the base. An instant later, the projectile struck the mountain like a low-yield tactical nuke, shattering the surface and throwing a small mushroom cloud into the air. His accelerated perceptions allowed him to watch the air get compressed by the shockwave before slowly expanding outward in what he first thought was a ring. Overhead though, he saw the sparse clouds get forced away by the blast as it continued to expand outward from the point of impact. Looking back down, he spotted the superheated shockwave traveling across the desert surface, rapidly overtaking and turning his opponents into ashes as it passed over them. Without conscious thought, before the energy reached them, he absorbed the energy and channeled it into his gauntlets.

Drifting back down, he heard coughing coming from inside their escape vehicle.

“Henry! Kat! You okay?”

“What the hell just happened?” Henry yelled between coughs.

“Spring cleaning,” he said, touching down next to the passenger-side door.

With a wave, he tore the side of the vehicle off, exposing Henry and Kat to the outside. Approaching Kaitlyn, he shifted his vision to examine her injuries. Power quickly flowed out from him, filling Kaitlyn and quickly reversing all the internal damaged caused by both the accident and the chemicals she’d been exposed to. Satisfied, he shifted his vision to examine her aura. Among all the fiery reds and yellows, he spotted what he was looking for—several small patches of white swirled around her, almost too small to detect. But that were there, and without understanding how, he already knew they were growing larger.

Henry groaned, catching his attention. With his senses, he realized Henry’s leg was pinned underneath the dashboard and fractured in several places. Without effort, he tore the front of the vehicle away while extending his powers into Henry, healing his injuries.

“Did we win?” Henry asked around another coughing fit.

Rick extended his awareness toward the base. The side of the mountain was still in the process of collapsing, slowly cutting off his ability to see inside with his power. At some point, I’m going to need to find out why that rock blocks my senses. But I’ll worry about that later.

Satisfied the base was no longer a threat, he shrank his awareness back to a small perimeter to make sure nobody could sneak up on them.

“Did we make it?”

Rick heart raced slightly at the sound of Kaitlyn’s voice. When he thought he was going to lose her, his only thought was to lash out at the people who’d hurt her. Turning around, he smiled at her. Taking a step, he stumbled forward without warning.

<Download complete, initiating shutdown of consciousness.>

A wave of exhaustion washed over him. Then the world started to waver and spin like he’d drunk too much alcohol. Staggering a few more steps forward, he pitched forward before collapsing on the ground. Struggling to remain conscious, he distantly felt hands try to roll him over so he was face up. He was aware of the sun shining down into his eyes, but the brightness of it was slowly receding away from his awareness.

“What’s wrong! Rick! Can you hear us?”

<Warning. Connection fidelity to Osiris dropping to critical levels. Please restore connection, either by getting closer or boosting broadcast power. Warning…>

Rick’s eyelids started to droop in spite of his best efforts to keep them open. With a supreme effort, he managed to speak a few words, trying to tell them what was happening. “Ship… downloaded… shutting mind off… programming…”

“What? Ship? Programming?”

He felt someone slap his face, giving him a few more precious seconds to talk. “Find… Barbara… Cannnn Helllppplp…”

His eyes closed. When he realized he couldn’t open them again, he felt panic start to rise up, but then it drifted away. Distantly, he heard Kaitlyn scream at Henry to get them to the infirmary, but for some reason, he didn’t care anymore. Slowly sinking into the warm darkness, an alien language—a language he somehow understood— began to flash through his mind. Before he completely faded out, two terms flashed by that seemed familiar but, in his failing consciousness, didn’t make sense. Black Knight and Objects of Power.

 

Chapter 30

 

“What’s wrong with him?”

The knot in her stomach had slowly been tightening since they’d gotten Rick to the infirmary. Hopefully, it didn’t show on her face, but she somehow doubted it. All the beeping and chirping from the surrounding medical equipment was like an icepick to her already frayed nerves.

“Honestly, we’re not entirely sure, Major. Initial brain scans indicate massive amounts of activity going on, like watching a literal brainstorm. We’re also observing unprecedented development of new neural connections being formed. We’ve never seen anything like it.”

“But he’s going to be okay, right?”

“Unfortunately, there’s no way to be sure. We’re still running tests, but as far as we can determine, he should be conscious at t—” 

She paused to read another report a passing nurse handed her.

“Hmm, this is new as well,” the doctor continued.

“What?”

“Well, there appears to be a nearly microscopic object embedded in his pituitary gland, along with other regions of his body. We’re not sure where they came from, but they weren’t there when we did our initial physical on him a few weeks ago. Whatever it is, it’s new.”

Kaitlyn felt her stomach sink lower. “Are they dangerous? Can they be removed?”

“Slow down, Major. Unfortunately, you’re asking a lot of questions we just don’t have answers for at this point. Do you have any idea what they might have done to him after you were all captured?”

Kaitlyn punched the wall in frustration. “No, dammit! They could have done anything to him.”

“What about this Barbara person he asked for before passing out? Any idea who he might be referring to?”

Before she could reply, she felt a presence, almost like a pressure on her mind. Then the door swished open and shut behind her, followed by a slight breeze. An instant later, Zarina arrived beside her in a rush, looking more haggard than Kaitlyn felt.

“How is he? Have they figured out what is wrong with Rick?”

Kaitlyn shook her head, struggling to maintain a professional demeanor. When the younger woman unexpectedly wrapped her in a tight hug, she almost broke down from the sudden rush of emotions.

“He is strong. Plus, has amazing healing ability. He is going to make it through, da? He has to.”

Kaitlyn felt the young psionicist start to shake softly, crying quietly while bobbing a few inches off the floor. What do I do? Awkwardly, she patted the young Russian gently on her back before slowly pushing her away, staring into the other woman’s tear-streaked face. “We’re going to figure this out.”

Zarina nodded, wiping her eyes on her sleeve. Kaitlyn turned back toward Rick, softly laying her hand on his chest.

“I just wish I knew who the hell Barbara was, and why Rick thinks she might be able to help.”

“I might be able to discover answer, but would invade his privacy.”

Kaitlyn turned back to Zarina, her heart starting to race. “Are you sure? I don’t think his privacy is an issue at this point. It might be dangerous, though. We don’t know what’s going on in his head right now.”

“Is worth risk,” she said, turning to a passing nurse. “May I have chair, please?”

A moment later, Zarina gently drifted down onto the chair. Composing herself, she looked up at Kaitlyn. “Do not allow anyone to disturb me, da? As you say, is dangerous what I am doing.”

Kaitlyn nodded in acknowledgment. A moment later, the young woman’s head drooped forward onto her chest while her breathing became deeper and slower. With nothing else to do, she paced around the room for several minutes before the door to the infirmary opened again. Turning toward the sound, she spotted an angry-looking Master Levi striding into the room.

“Why are you not levitating,” he demanded, moving angrily toward the young Russian.

Kaitlyn moved to intercept, stepping in front of him and placing a hand against his chest. “Stand down! She’s busy and can’t be distracted.”

“This doesn’t concern you… Major,” he said disgustedly. “Get out of my way. I’m here because Zarina isn’t practicing like she’s supposed to. I’m—”

“I don’t give two shits why you’re here. It doesn’t matter. She’s under my command and I currently need her skills. End of story. Now either shut the fuck up, or get the fuck out. Either way, this isn’t open to discussion.”

Master Levi’s eyes started to glow while his face twisted up in anger. “I will not be spoken to like this!”

Kaitlyn clenched her jaw tightly. Holding her hand out in front of her, a small marble of yellowish-orange fire appeared, hovering in the space between them. Before Master Levi could react, she felt an unfamiliar sensation expanding inside her. Unsure of where the impulse came from, she pooled that feeling into the marble of flame. Almost immediately,  it raced rapidly through a kaleidoscope of colors before shifting to a brilliant white, similar to burning white phosphorus. Waves of heat suddenly radiated off the marble-sized ball of fire, forcing Zarina’s mentor to take several steps away from it. His eyes went wide for a split-second before he took another hasty step backward.

“Fine, Major, you win. I’ll leave for now, but Colonel Sinclair is going to hear about this outrageous behavior. You can be sure of it.”

“Whatever. I’ll deal with it then. Now get the hell out of here and let Zarina do her job.”

She watched the elder psionicist storm away. When he was gone, she absently closing her hand into a tight fist around the floating ember before turning back toward Zarina. Taking a step forward, she paused as something suddenly occurred to her.

How the hell did I make a ball of fire that hot? That’s way beyond anything I’ve ever managed before.

She turned back and looked around, spotting papers still smoldering from the sudden wave of heat she’d produced.

What the hell did those chemicals do to me? Then another thought occurred to her. Wait a minute… could Rick have done this to me, like he did to Zarina when she was dying?

A loud gasp caught her attention. Looking up, she spotted Zarina weakly getting to her feet. Hurrying over, she realized the young psionicist appeared slightly dazed.

“Water. Please.”

She quickly filled a small plastic cup before handing it to Zarina. Taking a long sip, her eyes slowly began to focus on the room again.

“Are you alright?”

“Da. Very tiring. Is like blizzard in there.”

Kaitlyn helped the woman move away from Rick’s bed. As she walked around, her steps became more confident. “Been over two weeks since I last walked. Feels strange.”

She waited while the young woman continued to gather her thoughts. “He is trapped inside his mind. Something is keeping him unconscious. Is like some form of mental barrier. I have never senses anything like it before. Could barely sense him. Not even sure if he knew I was there.”

“So you can’t help him?”

“Nyet. Is way too powerful. Will need to talk to Master Levi about it.”

“Yeah… about that. I just told him off a few minutes ago while you were in there. I doubt he’ll want to help us, or at least help me, at this point.”

Kaitlyn ran her fingers through her hair in frustration.

“What about the name Barbara? Were you able to discover anything?”

“Unsure. Is very confusing. Only impression I received was food whenever I probed memories with name.”

Something clicked in her mind.

“Food? You saw food associated with the name Barbara? Are you sure?”

“Da. Very clear, if strange, connection between two. Important, da? You know what it means?”

“If we’re lucky, yes. I think I might know who this Barbara person is.”

 

Chapter 31

 

Kaitlyn glanced down at her wrist-comp, tapping a few keys before looking over at her companion. “This is the last one. If this isn’t is, then we’ll need to expand our search criteria.”

Kaitlyn noticed Zarina seemed distracted, nodding absently at her comment while studying the front of the building with a distant, slightly confused look.

“What is it?” she asked, tapping the young woman’s shoulder to get her attention. Blinking several times, she turned toward her with forehead furrowed.

“Is odd. Is giving off feelings of welcome,” she said, waving at the latest diner they’d come to investigate.

“What’s so odd about that? That just sounds like good marketing,” she said, realizing her mouth was starting to water.

“Nyet. Is different. Part of training is knowing when feelings and emotions are being manipulated. Is happening now. Also detecting feelings of safety, like home.”

Kaitlyn studied her for a moment, trusting her abilities. Glancing up, she read the sign for the place.

“The Crusty Kettle, eh? It definitely sounds like a place Rick would frequent. He does seem to like eating at greasy spoons.” Another look of confusion briefly crossed Zarina’s face before changing into a look of understanding.

“I understand. Greasy spoon refers to home type cooking, da?”

“Yep, and he’s definitely one for food that’s heavy on the grease.” She paused again, studying the front of the building. “Keep your guard up. I’m not really sure what to expect, but it sounds like this might be the right place. Let’s go.”

Not waiting for a response, she stepped forward, pushing the door open. Stepping inside, she heard a string of bells jingle on the door. Those bells. They sounded… inviting? Pausing a few steps in, she glancing around, surveying the place. Everything looks normal. It’s what I’d expect for a place like this.

Several well-worn tables were situated around the space, the almost stereotypical red-and-white checkerboard tablecloths covering them. Chairs with cracked seats completed the look. Several customers were scattered around the different spots, with the majority apparently deciding to eat at the counter while gathering around an ancient wall-mounted TV. While they watched the screen, they talked loudly amongst themselves, arguing about whatever the talking heads were reporting on.

The scent of eggs, bacon, and toasting bread washed over them, causing her stomach to growl involuntarily. I just ate less than an hour ago… Why am I feeling hungry again? Approaching the counter, she continued to study the place, trying to pinpoint the reason everything felt so inviting. If Zarina hadn’t mentioned anything, she wouldn’t have noticed, but now that she was aware of it, the feeling was nearly overpowering.

Even after the warning, something about this diner made it difficult to keep her guard up. This place feels like home… Actually, now that I’m looking for it, everyone here is acting like they’re family. A noise from the kitchen area caught her attention. Turning back toward the counter, she spotted an elderly woman come out from the back, her arms laden with multiple plates of food.

Kaitlyn studied her as she set the different plates in front of their respective customers. Her dark, heavily wrinkled skin and stark white hair gave her a welcoming, almost dignified appearance, even though she probably wasn’t much more than five and a half feet tall. Judging from her size, she was no stranger to eating well, reinforcing the impression of being someone’s grandmother. When their eyes met, however, she sensed a swell of power she couldn’t identify. The broad smile that had started to form on the other woman’s face froze for an instant before it shifted to an expression that was a cross between concern and disapproval.

Without warning, a feeling of shame washed over her, like she’d let this woman down somehow. Before she could speak, the other woman gave her a small nod before the smile returned.

“I’ll be right with you, child. Just let me finish setting these down and we’ll talk,” she said before hurrying away, almost hastily setting the remaining plates down in front of a group sitting at the far end of the bar.

“She is powerful. Unlike anything I have sensed before. Almost like Rick, but different. Feeling like I disappointed her.”

Kaitlyn looked over at Zarina. “You too, huh?”

“Da. Is very unsettling. Worse that disappointing Master Levi.” Zarina thought about it for a second. “Nyet, is not right. Is like disappointing my babushka.”

“Okay, so I’m suspecting this has to be the Barbara that Rick was referring to. Let’s hope she can help. We’re running out of options.”

She glanced back over, noticing the elderly woman making her way back toward them. She kept giving them a stern look while giving other customers a friendly word and big smile. Coming to a stop in front of them, she looked them up and down before speaking. “Sugar, you best tell me quick what’s happened to Mr. Rick.”

Kaitlyn was taken aback by the other woman’s straightforwardness. “Are you Barbara?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“Child, stop with the nonsense already. What has happened?”

Kaitlyn glanced around the room before leaning closer to the woman, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Do you have somewhere private we can talk?”

For the first time, she saw anger flash across Barbara’s face. For some reason, the expression terrified her. Unconsciously, she shied away, unable to control herself. Before she could react further, the woman’s eyes glowed. Waving her hand, everything froze, like she’d hit the pause button on a film. “Now sugar, before I lose my temper, tell me what has happened to Mr Rick?”

“How did y—”

“Dammit, child, we don’t have time for this. I can’t keep this up forever. Out with it!”

Kaitlyn felt an overwhelming urge to start telling Barbara everything, but Zarina interrupted her. “Stop with empathic attacks. We are not enemy, da?”

The other woman glared at Zarina for a moment before she seemed to deflate. The overpowering urge to talk suddenly evaporated, like fog in the morning sun. “I apologize child. You are absolutely right. It was uncalled for. I just worry for him, is all.”

“Da. We are his friends as well. We need to be careful when talking about him. But he is in trouble. Is hurt in way we do not understand.”

“I was afraid of this when I couldn’t see his path after he left. I warned him not to go, I did, but he left anyway. I failed him.”

“Who are you, anyway? Rick’s never spoken about you.”

Barbara glanced at her, letting out a sigh before replying. “That, sugar, is a long conversation we don’t have time for. All I can say is, it’s my job to protect him from what’s a comin’, least until he’s ready. With th’ two of y’all bein’ here, it’s obvious he wasn’t ready. So tell me, what happened?”

“That’s just it. What happened made no sense. We were fighting against enemy combatants. Rick wiped them out. He’d just finished healing us when he staggered forward  like he’d been attacked, then he slumped to the ground. When he spoke, his words were disjointed and made no sense. He said something about a ship and his mind shutting down. Earlier in the mission, he’d mentioned that Inanna had crashed her ship nearby and that it was downloading information to his mind. The only conclusion I can make is that they’re connected somehow.”

“Oh child, they are. I need to see him, ta see how bad it is. My abilities work best when in close proximity.”

“So you believe you know what is wrong with him?” Zarina asked.

“I do, hun, but I need to see for myself to be sure. If what’s happenin’ is what I think it is, then he might be dyin’.”

“Dying!”

The elderly woman nodded, a look of strain beginning to show on her face. Kaitlyn noticed the world around them stuttered slightly, like a film advancing a few frames before pausing again. “I’m afraid our private time is coming to an end, luv. I can’t keep this up much longer.”

“What do we need to do, then?”

“Let me see him. That’s all I’m askin’ for. I’ve failed him once, I’m not fixin’ ta fail him again.”

She gasped, tilting forward slightly before grabbing the counter for balance. The world around them started back up again, bringing their conversation to a close. Zarina rushed behind the counter, helping Barbara over to a nearby stool.

“Your power is strong, child. You must be the one he helped, aren’t you?”

“Da. He saved life, twice.”

Barbara patted her hand softly, then looked back at Kaitlyn.

“Please, just bring me to him. It may be his only hope.”

“Consider it done. Just say when.”

“Bless you, child.”

 

Epilogue

 

Master Levi strode into his room, securing the door behind him. Sitting on the floor cross-legged, he closed his eyes, slowing his breathing before dropping into a deep trance. Opening his mind’s eye, he looked around at the gathered members of the Enclave.

<What have you to report?>

He paused to gather his thoughts before speaking.

<Her powers continue to expand considerably. Since her return, I’ve reduced her caloric intake to levels that should have caused her body to cannibalize itself, yet she grows in strength. I’ve also reduced her sleep to only three hours a night.>

<While impressive, these are feats that any one of us can do for extended periods of time.>

Master Levi let out a small sigh of frustration.

<What you say is true, but you didn’t allow me finish. I’ve also had her using her powers to levitate the entire time since leaving the infirmary. Up until a few hours ago, she hadn’t touched the ground, even while sleeping.>

He felt the others gasp in surprise with the new revelation.

<You mean to tell us she’s been levitating, non-stop, for over two weeks?>

<Correct, all while using her other powers as well, like telekinesis and telepathy. The only time she’s broken that regiment was earlier today when she linked with Newton’s mind.>

He felt a pause from the other members before one of them asked another question.

<Can you explain why she needed to break her training to do a simple link with another’s mind?>

He shuddered at the memory of his initial encounter with Rick.

<From the reports, Newton had a hand in helping Zarina’s powers fully manifest. We just didn’t have all the details.>

He paused for effect, allowing the other members to start showing signs of unease before he continued. <Members of the Enclave, make no mistake, Newton has the most powerful mind I’ve ever encountered. His mental shields are so complete, I wasn't able to sense his mind, even in close proximity. He overpowered me with the same ease any one of us would handle a bothersome insect. I can’t stress this strongly enough, even with all of our amassed psionic power, the likelihood of the entire might of the Enclave lasting more than a moment against him would be negligible.>

He sensed one of the members mentally scoff at his pronouncement.

<Might you be exaggerating slightly, Master Levi? Maybe to cover for your own possible shortcomings?>

His shoulders slumped a moment before he allowed his memory of the encounter to broadcast to the other members. Without exception, every member of the Enclave recoiled in horror at the brief memory.

<If anything, I believe I might be being conservative in my assessment. If Zarina comes even close to that level of power, we’ll never be able to control her.>

He felt the other members nod in agreement.

<One last thing. I believe we may have another person who’s been God-touched, but it’s still too early to tell. One of Newton’s other teammates started to show signs as well. I believe we need to start putting together a plan on how to eliminate her if she becomes a problem. She is one that won’t be guided or controlled.>

<We’ll take it under recommendation. Anything else to add? Anyone? Then let us adjourn.>

With a mental nod, everyone vanished. Opening his eyes, Master Levi allowed himself to slowly return to full consciousness. After a few minutes, he stood, stretched, then got something to drink. Taking a sip, he thought back on everything that had transpired over the past few months. He couldn’t get rid of the uneasy feeling that things were slowly beginning to spiral out of control. All he could hope for was being able to help guide Zarina to her destiny, regardless of the cost. Otherwise, the world would burn.
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Chad’s notes - (5/25/2019)

 

Book 3 has finally come to an end, but it was a book that almost didn’t see the light of day.

 

Let me start off by apologizing. In all honesty this book really should have been published last June or July. Unfortunately, I got a little behind but had fully committed myself to releasing it by the end of August 2018. Granted, it would have only been self-edited, but you would have had it in your hands to enjoy.

 

Life had other ideas.

 

In the space of five months, I had two surgeries, one major (to repair a structural failure in my heart), the other a partial thyroidectomy to remove cancer. Apparently, I like to be efficient, getting all my death out of my system at once, rather than letting it drag out over several years. On top of all that, I learned, over my months of recovery time, that the anesthesia they used to put me under affected my memory.

 

Significantly.

 

One of the things I’ve always prided myself on is how good my memory is for most things. It’s also integral to my writing process. Most writing instructors suggest writing short stories to practice the art of writing because it’s possible to write the entire thing in one sitting. In other words, you can keep the entire story in your head for that writing session. You don’t have to worry about remembering anything for the next time because you wrote the entire thing in one session.

 

For me, I can pretty much do that with full novels. At least two of my books were written almost entirely by pantsing them. Sure, I knew pretty much what the ending was going to be, but really, beyond that, I just wrote what came to me and published it with very little revision work done beyond clarifying stuff. So when I can’t depend on my memory, I find it very difficult to do any writing, with the exception of a couple short stories I wrote over the past couple months.

 

But now, I can see the proverbial light at the end of the tunnel. I’m cancer-free and my ticker is doing pretty good. I still don’t have the strength or endurance I had before my heart literally broke, but I’m improving a little bit every day. I can also tell my memory is healing as well. It’s improved enough over the past few weeks that I’m fully confident I can get back to writing within the next month or so. I’m looking forward to it, honestly.

 

Anyway, if you stuck with me this far, I again want to thank you for sticking around, even when it looked like I might be one of those self-published authors that never finish their series. I fully plan on finishing this one. I know this series is going to be seven books long. I also know the basic storyline for each book, how each book ends, and how the series is going to end. It’s only going to pick up speed from here, so hang on tight. :)

 

Have a wonderful day,

Chad

 

Author@ChadKunego.com

 

 If you enjoyed this book, you can help me out by letting me know you like the series and want me to continue by leaving a review. If you want to stay up to date on developments, then visit the Nibiru Rising Facebook page at:

 

https://www.facebook.com/NibiruRisingSeries/

 

If you want to find out more of what I’m doing as a writer, or you just want to say hi, then you can catch up with me on Facebook at:

 

https://www.facebook.com/ChadKunego/

 

And finally, if you want to visit me on the web and sign up for my newsletter, where you’ll get advanced updates on what I’m doing (I promise not to flood your inbox with junk), chances to be a beta reader, and other assorted cool stuff, you can find me on the web at:

 

www.ChadKunego.com

 

I’m always looking for chance to chat with my readers. While I might not respond to an email too quickly, I do check my inbox at least once a day and I will respond to you, just give me a day or so. And as always, thank you for joining me on Rick, Kaitlyn, and the rest of the gangs journey. Have a wonder day and I hope to hear from you soon.

 

In gratitude,

Chad

 

If you liked this book, you can leave a review on amazon @ https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07SJDL9DC
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