

[image: Feedbooks]

Blood Money

Mr Le Vaast





Published: 2012

Tag(s): "Mr Levaast" "Gathering Storm" "Blood Money"




BLOOD MONEY BY C.G.L

I imagined Nova Argos to be smaller—a
lot smaller, in fact. The government ads painted it as a
picturesque little mining town along the Big Muddy River, which
formed the border between the southern lands of 3S dominion and the
mysterious wilds of the Evangelion Jungles. Not that I had much
faith in the government anymore; the civil war had torn my city of
Pavia apart, even before the nukes fell. I had fought against Sec
during the civil war, had seen my share of the horrors of war and
the long lines of starving, emaciated civilians crowding the
freeways, moving around the abandoned vehicles that lay littered
everywhere. I had seen the destruction the Crusaders had wrought,
cutting down entire lines of soldiers trying to stop the very
machines they had unleashed; I had seen the hordes of zombies
overrun cities like Valencia and Brandenburg, cities that remained
forsaken to this day. But that was two months ago; despite some
cities remaining forsaken and the strict military curfews that
still existed, life was improving. LeBlanc was dead; 3S had all but
fallen apart, to be replaced by an emerging democratic government
led by the ex-Administrator of InSec, President Collins. She had
revitalized many of the blasted urban centers, bringing life back
to parks and market districts, handing out benefits and loans like
candy and creating jobs clearing out the cities of rubble and
zombies as well as jobs at farming, the timber industry and oil
drilling.

But then the news came of the gold at
Nova Argos; according to those who had lived here for several
years, Nova Argos used to be simply a border town, even farther
south than Port Nova. But then news of gold in the river prompted a
rush of eager, greedy miners to Nova Argos; makeshift shanties and
tents went up, along with apartments and single-room houses for the
richer or those who had connections; every day, miners panned for
gold in the silt-rich waters of the Big Muddy, hoping to hit it
rich. Some did, many didn't; but just enough struck the jackpot to
entice more ignorant young men to strike out for Nova Argos,
unaware of what they would be dealing with. Saloons and bars in the
town were legendary; meant to hold about a thousand people, nearly
twenty thousand lived there now, most of them in the shanties
bordering the main city. Fistfights, and even firefights broke out
every day, and gambling, drug trade and prostitution went
unchecked. But there was a fortune to be made here; and I was one
of those stupid enough to go along.

"Christ, Jason…I can't even tell
where the original town is anymore."

My name was Jason Keane; my
highschool pal, Erik Rogers, stood beside me. His shaggy brown hair
was blown in the slight wind; and he tried to shield his brown eyes
and soft face from the blowing dust. When the news broke to him
that I was leaving war-torn Pavia and heading south, he packed up
and joined me, along with the highschool basketball star, Brandon
Torwick. Erik was one of those compulsive people, who followed the
very first thought that popped into their head, which happened to
be following me down south to this pisshole we stood before.
Brandon had once had the highschool life; he was the ace of the
basketball team, had fantastic high honors grades, and a beautiful
girlfriend to match. His brilliant blond hair made him the
adoration of all the women, coupled with his well-built body and
blue eyes. But all that was lost when Pavia was blitzed; Brandon
decided to follow us, despite his history of bullying us lower
people, and find a new life among the shanties of Nova Argos.

"It's…big…" Brandon could say no
more. We stood on the rocky crest that stuck out of the flat arid
plain, overlooking the town. The river, wide and red with silt,
meandered before us, and not a half mile beyond that lay the
greenery of Evangelion, the treetops shrouded with fog and the
razor-sharp mountains rising in the back, their peaks enshrouded
with clouds.

"Yeah, it's big. There's, what,
twenty-thousand people in that cesspool?" Erik asked, shielding his
eyes against the blowing dust. The heat of the day had been almost
unbearable as we left Port Nova for the ten mile journey to Nova
Argos, across the barren plains. But now, this wind blowing from
the jungles brought cool air to us; but it felt unnatural. Wind
never blew from the south; but here it was, driving the clouds and
fog momentarily north before the wind died down and resumed its
normal direction, blowing east to west. The temperature returned to
normal as well; I was going to mention this, but the other two were
eager to head down into the town.

"Well, enough talk…we going in?"
Brandon asked, starting to walk down the rock towards the town. It
was about time, too; we had to find our homes, and I had my
appointment at the town hall. I had foolishly signed up for the job
of sheriff in the town, working with the local InSec
department.

"Come on, come on," Brandon urged us
on. People were still crossing the desert; I could see groups of
them in the distance, trudging towards their destination with
determination. They were just like us; poor, disowned, prospective.
But none of them were applying to be a sheriff; they were just here
for the gold.

"Pay's probably good here," I said,
trying to find a positive light for my situation.

"Yeah, if you survive. Good luck
doing that," Brandon joked. I stared him down.

"Yeah. Thanks; I thought you were an
optimist."

He did not reply; the rough ground
had turned into hard-packed dirt; the road into Nova Argos. We had
finally arrived.

Brandon and Erik had gone to find
their lodging, as we had all three chosen to lodge together. I had
my appointment to go to; the main street was jammed with everything
imaginable. Miners, fresh from the river, hawkers of cheap goods
and fake gold, gypsies, fortune tellers, mercenary guards,
drunkards, oil drillers from the lands further north, explorers,
even some Sanians, their telltale topknots standing out from their
shaved heads betraying their nationality. The InSec department was
adjacent to the town hall; town hall was a wooden building, flat
and ugly, with dust caught in the gutters and blown across the
windows. The InSec department was basically a steel bunker, dusty
but still shining in the noon sun, standing like a cancer in the
middle of the worn buildings around it. Avoiding the crowd and the
hawkers and salespeople, I ducked into the main door of the
headquarters and escaped the chaos outside.

The interior was at least cool; an
old air conditioner ran from somewhere, echoing even here in the
dim lobby. One receptionist sat at the front desk, idly gazing at a
computer screen; it took him a moment to notice me, but once he
did, his face lit up.

"Ah…the new applicant! It's about
damn time someone finally filled that post—the captain is in the
back room. He'll want to interview you before giving you the
job."

I thanked the receptionist before
heading back towards the back room; I could've sworn he whispered
something under his breath about "takes guts to apply for that
job", but I ignored it and proceeded back and up the stairs. The
small, dingy flight of stairs led to a small, dingy office, with a
single desk, desktop computer and a few rusty filing cabinets
scattered around. A large window exposed the chaotic camps and
streets outside, bustling with people of all sorts. One man sat at
the desk; he was tall, and he looked like he had seen his share of
war. He wore typical InSec armor, and as soon as I sat in the stool
before his desk, he turned to me.

"So. You've applied for this
job…sheriff of Nova Argos. You've got balls, kid, I'll give you
that. Normally, of course, we'd require some military service and
training for the job, but good trainees are few and far between,
so…you've probably got the job. I'll still ask you some questions,
but it's pretty much guaranteed," the head man spoke.

"Ah…thanks Captain…Captain…what's
your name?" I asked hesitantly. He frowned slightly at me.

"First off, you will address me as
sir. I outrank you technically, since I run the department here.
And the name's Newell. Brian Newell—I'm still captain, and you will
address me as such, but a name's good to know. Off with the shroud
of secrecy," he said sadly. He did not wear a mask; I noticed a
scar running from his cheek to his skull, red and white in
different places. His hair was shaved off, and his eyes were a
deep, dark brown.

"So then, Mr. Keane…records say
you're Pavise. True?"

"Very much so," I replied, coughing.
The dust had choked my lungs, even in here.

"You saw some of the worst of the
war. I'm sorry for your loss…Pavia still hasn't recovered?" He
asked me. It was apparent that news spread slowly to this part of
the world.

"Far from recovery, I'm afraid.
They're still trying to bring it under control."

"Well, it is a shame all of this had
to happen—but you've got a chance for a new start here. At least
you'll have our administration behind you."

"My department's separate from
yours?" I asked him. I thought they were one and the same; now I
was concerned about this.

"Well, yes…you won't be leading InSec
troops, I'm afraid. The soldiers who fight for their country, those
are under my jurisdiction—your force's integrity, on the other
hand, is a bit…well, weaker." He dropped a single gold coin on the
wooden table, where it clinked gently on the surface and spun on
its side before finally falling down.

"Mercenaries?"

"As long as they get paid, they'll do
whatever you tell them to," Newell said reassuringly. "It's all
about blood money here—the bloodier it is, the more it's worth.
It's pretty nasty business, but it was my assignment, my purgatory.
Same goes for you, Sheriff." Newell pocketed the coin, tapping the
pocket of his armor.

"Anyone to watch out for?" I asked
him. He snorted at my question.

"Everyone in this town will stab you
in the back the moment they can. Yeah…but Los Reyes de Sangre,
they've given even my crack troops hell. The Blood Kings—they're a
thorn in my side, for sure. That cartel will probably be your
biggest threat, besides the bandits and drunkards."

"A cartel? They ship drugs,
presumably?" I said. He tapped his nose.

"Bingo. Not like pot or tar, mind
you—jungle stuff, things you can only get from Evangelion. It's
risky business—lots of gringos and traders go down in there to
harvest Penumbra's Breath and loco weed, and not many of them come
back out. But they sell well, especially with the postwar black
market roaring."

It didn't seem to bother Newell much.
I'd heard about some of these hallucinogens, the ones that grew
naturally in the jungles of Evangelion; they caused hallucinations
so vivid it resembled real life, whatever your subconscious wished
to create, whether it be an imaginary date with a pornstar or the
worst nightmare of your life. Penumbra's Breath, they called it for
some reason; it was the best of the hallucinogens, the one that
sold the most.

"The thing about those—you can only
take the right amount. It's something like 0.6 grams…anything below
will cause vomiting, fever and possibly cardiac arrest, and
anything above causes mania, delusions, spastic attacks and after a
few minutes sudden coma. It can be deadly either way; a lot of
people have died just because they under or overdosed," Newell
droned on, batting away a gnat that was bothering him.

"So…this cartel will be my main
problem. All I have to do is maintain the peace?"

"Ha…lucky if you can do that. Like I
said, a kid like you would normally be put aside for the job. But
we lack anyone else with the guts or the experience of handling a
gun, so…you're on the job."

There was a moment of silence. He
handed me my badge and a .357 magnum revolver along with a shiny,
waxed leather holster.

"Armory's always here, if you need to
suit up yourself or your mercenaries. They come in all different
shapes and sizes, those mercs…as long as they're paid, they're one
hell of a bunch."

I accepted the badge and weapon and
turned around, beginning to head out of Newell's office. However, I
had one more question for him.

"Captain?"

"Yes, Mr. Keane?"

"Did you know Nat Somers?"

I realized how blunt the question
was, but it was straightforward at least. It took Newell a moment
to respond.

"Well…yes. I knew him, very well in
fact. I was with him up until his very last minutes. Why do you
ask?" He sounded upset, as if my question had bothered him; it was
apparent that I had crossed some moral boundary, and that he had
been very close to the hero of the civil war.

"I just…was curious. I aspire to be
like him one day—someone grand, heroic—"

"Kid, he sacrificed his life for the
tall tales and worship he receives today. Do yourself a favor, and
don't follow in his footsteps. Even if you do take this damned
job."

I bowed my head, ashamed for asking;
as I walked slowly out of his office, clutching the revolver in
hand, he whistled to get my attention. I turned back once more.

"Remember one thing: everything here
is about blood money. The more you have, the better off you
are."

"Is that the way it's always been?" I
asked him before leaving.

"Always. Welcome to Nova Argos."

My team was assembled, Newell had
told me; I was outfitted in InSec armor sans mask, and was given a
SMG along with my .357 revolver. I felt ready for the mean streets
of Nova Argos, what with all the gear I had. Little did I know what
waited for me out there.

The interior of Roberto's was
virtually empty; one man sat in the corner, snoring, his
wide-brimmed hat tipped over his head and eight empty shot glasses
lying scattered on the table; he was obviously drunk, but at least
he was quiet. Then there were the four men sitting at the bar, each
with a mug of pale ale at their places. As soon as the bar doors
opened, they all swiveled around in their chairs, their eyes
meeting mine. I guess they perceived me as a threat initially; it
took them just a moment to figure out who I was.

"Well well…the new sheriff in town.
Welcome to this pisshole," one of the men, a burly, muscular man
spoke. He had a pulse gun sitting right beside his chair, close
enough to pick up in a split second. These were my mercenaries, the
men assigned to my crack team; they looked like normal drunkards to
me, but their weapons were all intimidating, and I had a feeling
these men had seen some tough combat in their lives.

"Sheriff Jason Keane. You're my
mercenaries, correct?" I introduced myself, trying to sound
neutral. One of them, a wiry, shaved man with a standard issue M4
assault rifle, sneered at me.

"Hell yeah. The best of the best, we
are. Sheriff Keane? You look like you're fresh outta highschool,
boy," the wiry man joked.

"Shut it, Carlos," the burly man
spat. "This guy's Pavise. You know the hell they had fighting
there."

"They fought zombies, not creepers.
Whole different story Marco," Carlos retorted back, and returned to
his drink.

"Creepers?" No one had said creepers
were involved in this. First I had to deal with these Blood Kings
that supposedly owned the east side of town, and now creepers?

"Lots of 'em in the jungles, they
breed like flies. Name's Xander, I was with one of the lesser
cartels—not something I'm proud of, necessarily, but it brought in
a good flow of cash. Good old blood money," the tall man with the
dual pistols lying on the counter laughed.

"Ran into creepers?" I conjectured. I
remember what Newell had said, about the disappearance of so many
cartel soldiers in the jungles. "Captain Newell said they simply
disappeared."

"What shit that guy been feeding
you?" Carlos yelled at me, turning from his drink. "They don't
disappear, they get blown to shit by those creepers. They're
everywhere in the jungles—"

"Carlos, shut up!" Marco roared,
slamming his drink down on the table. "You're no help anyway.
There's creepers, sure," Marco said, talking to me. "But they're
not the biggest of your worries. Not right now at least. That's the
cartels you have to be worried about. They run the jungles and the
east side of town, running rampant—I suppose that's what we're here
for. Clean up the mess."

"Hell yeah, cause InSec won't do a
damn thing—"

"Carlos?" The last man spoke
finally.

"Yeah?"

"Shut the fuck up."

Carlos did not argue with this man.
His back was turned to me, hunched over the counter, without a
drink. A massive, double-edged katana lay by his side, and a
gleaming pulse rifle was strapped to his back along with a camo
pack and two dual pistols.

"And you are?" I asked him. He seemed
to be the only man who could contain Carlos' outbursts. He also
seemed to be very dangerous.

"He doesn't have a name," Xander
said, turning around to me. "We call him Hector. Just out of the
blue, Marco thought of that name. Other than that, he's
anonymous."

"Hector?"

"As in the mythical hero. This guy's
got a helluva hand at the katana, I'll give him that," Xander shook
his head, downing the rest of his drink. "Useful against creepers,
when we encounter them—"

A fiery glance from Marco made Xander
stutter momentarily.

"Well—if we encounter them, that is.
It's not certain…"

Xander muttered something
indecipherable under his breath, and returned to the high barstool.
I could not make out what he said, but he sounded concerned, if
anything. I stood in my spot for a moment, processing everything I
had been told about this town in the past day. It was all a jumble,
but it would hopefully make sense soon. It had to make sense if I
were to survive.

"Wanna drink? It's on me, this one
only," Marco offered, motioning for me to sit down at the barstool
next to Hector.

"No…thanks, I don't drink."

"A sheriff that don't drink? Well,
ain't that a damn sight—"

Carlos silenced himself once every
other man shot an instant glare at him. They all turned back around
as soon as he was quiet.

"Eh. Take a seat anyway. Might as
well, nothing else to do—"

I accepted the offer and hefted
myself up onto the cushioned barstool next to Hector. He was
staring darkly at the counter itself, as if he were staring off
into distant space. The other two, besides the silent, wary Carlos,
were speaking amongst each other and with the bartender, who had
given them another drink on the house.

"Newell didn't tell you everything,
did he?"

Hector spoke for the first time. I
nearly jumped out of my seat, and almost fell flat on my ass.

"He…what?"

"He didn't tell you everything. Not
even the sheriff gets to know—it's just like them. They say they've
changed, post-war and everything, but he still keeps secrets.
Secrets that can prove deadly." Hector glanced over at me. It was
then that I saw the scar jutting across his forehead. His eyes were
golden—not because of the light. The irises were golden, a
brilliant yellow even in the dim lighting of the bar.

"Secrets—what secrets? What are you
saying? Is there more to this town than he said?" I asked,
concerned. I kept my voice low to avoid the conversation spreading
to the others.

"I don't know what secrets he
keeps…but he has them. Did he tell you why the wind blows out of
the jungle sometimes? Did he tell you why the river runs red on
every new moon? Explain the howls and wails from the jungle at
night?"

Either this guy was crazy, or Newell
was indeed keeping secrets. The InSec captain hadn't mentioned a
thing about any of this.

"He never said…anything like
that."

"Then he's keeping secrets. It
happens, but…no one can explain why. That's why I told you secrets
can be deadly. For you. For all of us."

I was left to ponder his words as he
ordered his first drink, turning his golden eyes away from me. Nova
Argos was revealing its dark secrets, and those secrets would soon
turn deadly.

It was day two in Nova Argos. The
dust was as thick as ever, kicked up by the thousands of feet that
trampled through the streets each day, with each man going about
his own business. I had failed to pack anything to keep my face
clear of the dust, and half of the time I was coughing or retching
from the pollution in the air.

It was day two. I had been awoken
early in the morning by the loud buzz of my alarm clock. The
windows of my flat, located right across from the InSec office,
were dusty and cracked, and the sunlight filtered in through the
pitted and chipped glass, just enough to wake me from my deep
slumber. Dreams were wild things, the twisted offspring of time and
space that destroyed and created, depending on their mood. My
dreams were a tossed salad, so to speak; dreams of the hordes of
shambling undead devouring the newborns and helpless elderly we had
left behind in the Pavise hospitals during the war, dreams of
flying over the jungles pursued by shadowy creepers, dreams of a
man with golden eyes ripping my soul out of my body. The last one
was the most vivid, and it was the one that helped wake me.

As I awoke from my dreams, the alarm
clock chirped at me, the LED lights on its display blinking in
synchronization with the noise. I slammed down on the alarm clock
hard enough to crack the glass of the display, and threw the covers
off, rubbing my eyes. Already the sounds of the street outside were
piercing the fog of sleep, of vendors hawking their wares and the
chorus of a thousand people talking in hushed whispers. I threw on
my dusty, baggy clothes from yesterday, as they were the only pair
I had, and holstered the revolver at my belt, pinning the gleaming
sheriff's badge to my crumpled shirt. A basic breakfast of milk and
thin gruel, and I was out the door, to face the four mercenaries
gathered on the doorstep of Newell's office, along with three other
men armed with simple weapons. They were not Sec, although they
held the standard-issue SMGs; they wore little clothing, baggy
pants and wife-beaters, and had tats of kush and skulls inscribed
all over their bodies.

"Well, sheriff, look like you slept
well. Bad night, eh?" Marco called to me cheerfully, despite the
massive pulse rifle at his side. Everyone else had their weapons;
Carlos had his M4 slung over his shoulder, Xander's dual pistols
were holstered at his side, and Hector, silent as ever, had all his
weapons present. Looking at his face concealed by the cloak and
hood, I couldn't help but remember the golden-eyed man from my
dreams, the one who had torn my soul out.

"Just…dreams, bad dreams."

"Yeah, they'll afflict
everyone—you're first day's gonna be a baptism of fire, according
to Newell," Marco said, sauntering over to me. The others followed,
keeping a keen eye on the crowd squirming around them.

"Newell has an assignment? Why not
tell me himself?" I asked, squinting against the desert sun.

"Apparently he has work to do.
Anyway, we're supposed to do a drug check at some address. Some
anonymous tip marks that address as a huge stockpile for pot and
loco weed going out of town—nothing big, but still, it's something.
A proper assignment for a newbie," Marco whispered, keeping the
conversation tight. He glanced left, then right, then back to
me.

"A drug hit? On whom, those Sangre
guys?" The idea of attacking a cartel this menacing on my first day
on the job was beyond concerning. It was the equivalent of pasting
a bull's-eye to my face and stomping around town.

"Well…maybe. Info's not that clear,
but this is supposed to be a hideout for a lesser cartel. That's
where the good and the bad come together."

"Explain."

"They may not be that strong. The
Reyes are armed with everything imaginable—SMGs, rocket launchers,
pulse guns, all sorts of explosives—but these lesser cartels have
trouble arming themselves. Swords, bows, and maybe SMGs, that's
what they usually have. And that's the good. But the bad is what's
disturbing. They may be in works with the Reyes—just another
smuggling ring that the Reyes can profit off of. Smoke these guys
out, we're gonna have every hitman and thug in town on our asses,"
Marco whispered, keeping his voice low.

"So…we weigh the good against the
bad?"

Marco laughed out loud, attracting
the attention of two shady looking men down the street.

"Weigh them? We've already got the
job, like it or not—this is a trial by fire. Better go leap into
those damn flames. Lead the way."

He did not even bother to introduce
the three newbies—they were either expendable, or wished to keep
their names and profiles secret for their own reasons, most likely
cartel connections. The tip may have even come from one of
them.

I led the way into the eastern part
of town, assisted by Marco. As soon as we left the main drag, the
crowd began to seem more suspicious. The flats and bars turned to
even cruddier tents and shanties, with the occasional brick or wood
flat or apartment towering over the lesser homes. People, in ripped
and torn clothing with hardly any possessions around them, held out
cracked or dirty cups for alms, begging in weak voices. Some of
them held signs up in the air, asking for work or food; almost all
of them were male.

"Unemployed? Or just bad luck?" I
asked Marco, who was scanning the street ahead. The men who were
walking or loitering wore wife-beaters or open clothing, with
tattoos around their arms as well. Every single one had a sword or
a handgun on their person.

"Mostly unemployed. It's always the
men who can't find good work, they're the ones who pan for gold.
The women—well, they find plenty of employment here."

A squat wooden building stood before
us; the sign above it was chipped and worn, but the lettering on it
was clear:

THE GOLDEN STALLION

"Strip clubs. Always big business
along with drugs and weapons trading," Marco muttered as we passed
a gang of muscled bouncers armed with clubs and stone swords. They
shirked away from our well-armed group as we passed.

"The Stallion's one of the better
ones in town. They aren't chintzy with their girls—imported or
kidnapped, mostly, but either paid or forced to do their job. Nice
place, if you disregard the armed bouncers and pickpockets," Carlos
spoke up. He had been silent for most of the trip.

We kept walking. Marco finally
pointed to a small, compact brick house down a row of tents and
metal buildings, lined with homeless. The house was empty, or so it
looked; apparently this was our address.

"It's here. And I'm sure our presence
has been noticed by now. We'll go in guns blazing," Marco said
quietly.

"Wait—guns blazing? How do we—"

"They'll be waiting. This is how you
learn how to survive in this town—never assume anything, ever."

We stalked towards the house
silently; I was now following Marco's lead for the most part. His
pulse gun was raised and ready, his leg rising up to kick in the
door. Hector and Xander had disappeared around the corner, leaving
me with Carlos and the three turncoats, all readying their weapons
for combat.

"You'll want that revolver, sheriff.
That's your saving grace right there," Marco snickered, tapping my
weapon. I drew it out, fumbling slightly, and raised it.

"On three…one…two…three…"

Marco slammed down on the door,
putting the entire force of his leg into the wooden slab. It
collapsed instantly, knocked off its hinges. The first thing I saw
was the blue-eyed cartel man in the skull-and-crossbones tee,
raising his SMG to fire. Luckily, my instincts were honed to fire
on the first thing that moved; the revolver exploded in my hand,
the bullet slashing off half of the man's face and embedding itself
casually in the wooden wall behind him. I was unprepared for the
kick of the weapon; it threw me off balance, back into one of the
turncoats, who cursed at me.

Everything was in motion now. The gun
was smoking in my hand; Marco had charged in, the soft thud of his
pulse gun loud and roaring in the confined space. Out of nowhere,
six bullets struck one of the turncoats, dropping him to the ground
and splattering the dry dust with scarlet splashes. The other two
shoved me into the house, out of their own desire to get to safety.
I realized that the fire was coming from behind us; another shot
struck the leg of the second gringo, and he went down screaming,
blocking the doorway. I heard the other shots ripping through the
light fabric of his wife-beater and his flesh, but ignored them. My
battle was inside.

The revolver was a six-shooter, and
the five bullets would service me well. I headed up the stairs as
the other men fanned out throughout the house, kicking down other
doors and screaming. I saw the leg of the man behind the table as I
leapt up onto the second floor, and fired as I jumped to the top of
the stairs, striking his leg. The bullet pierced flesh and bone,
destroying the connection and ripping off his leg below the shin;
his screams were cut off by another round from my revolver, as I
got to my feet and fired another shot at the shocked man's head,
destroying it. It felt normal now, comfortable in my hands. I
stepped over the corpse, trying not to step in the growing pool of
blood.

And that's when I saw it. In the
room. The door was ajar, and the body lay inside, twitching
horribly. The sunlight from outside filtered through the dirty
window and into the room; but the man had no shadow. None at all;
his shadow was completely gone. His eyes were gold, the irises
growing brighter by the second, and crimson blood flowed from his
sockets, seeping into his mouth and running down his cheeks. As his
convulsions grew in violence, he opened his mouth and half-laughed,
half choked. I realized that his mouth was full of blood; he
gasped, trying not to drown in his own blood.

"The eyes—the golden eyes—he has the
shadow, he has my being—you will all die—"

He expired then and there. The body
fell limp and still. I was too horrified, staring at the gruesome,
shadow-less corpse before me that I did not notice the creeper
behind me until it hissed.

I had no time to react to the
creeper. I stumbled over the lifeless, bloody body of the
golden-eyed man as I tried to retreat from the green monster that
moved towards me with calculated murder in its soulless eyes. I
heard the hiss, saw the creeper begin to swell and expand…

The katana cut straight through it,
slicing clean through the torso. The creeper fell into two
segments; dusty gunpowder was all that came out, in a large cloud,
as the two halves fell independently of one another. Hector stood
there, his katana still held out in midair. I couldn't see his eyes
from behind the cowl, but I knew that his eyes matched the ones of
the dead man. And the dead man had spoken of a golden-eyed man in
his last words; who the hell had killed him? Had it been Hector?
But how would that have been possible? I had too many questions,
but the answers evaded me.

"Sheriff? Need a hand?" Hector
drawled, offering me his gloved hand. I couldn't understand how he
was able to wear all of his gear in the heat, but then again he
seemed less human with every day, the more I learned about him. He
went to great lengths to hide his eyes from others, even wearing
the cloak and cowl to conceal his identity. I accepted his hand,
and was pulled up to my feet, standing over the bisected creeper
and the grainy gunpowder that now coated the wooden floor.

"Thanks," I mumbled, too confused to
say anything more.

"Who's that?"

Hector pointed to the dead body
behind me as I could hear footsteps coming up the stairs. The
corpse's eyes were unmistakably golden, and there was still no
shadow, even in the sunlight. None at all.

"I…don't know…I found him here, dead,
when I came in, and…his eyes…"

I heard a barely audible growl, and
knew that Hector could read my mind; know what I was getting at. I
did not finish my sentence as Marco and Carlos stumbled up the
stairs and halted behind Hector.

"Creepers…here? Jesus," Marco
whispered, breathing heavily. He was obviously out of breath,
having run around the house unloading his pulse gun on anything
that moved. Apparently neither of them noticed the body's unique
qualities and lack of shadow; I figured it would be a good idea to
keep those secret.

"Find anything?" I asked Marco,
trying to keep him from noticing the other corpse. He pointed back
downstairs.

"Basement's loaded with low-grade pot
and some LSD, but nothing important."

"Pretty low-key stuff," I said,
brushing past Hector and out the door. Marco and Carlos simply
shrugged.

"Report didn't indicate much more
than that. I was surprised at the resistance we were offered, looks
like they were expecting us," Marco spoke, nudging the decapitated
body of the gringo I had shot with his foot.

"Any other casualties? I saw the two
go down at the door," I asked. He shook his head.

"They were the only two. Ambushed
from behind, they must've been expecting us. Carlos got a good shot
on him from the window."

"Popped his head right off," Carlos
sneered, tapping his rifle gently.

"Anyway, we need to get going. Sec
soldiers coming in to cart off the drugs, and we've got to file the
report to Newell." Marco was already leading the way back down the
stairs before I had a chance to say anything else. Carlos followed
him almost immediately; as Hector began to follow, I grabbed him by
the shoulder and turned him back around.

"There's something you're not telling
me. And I'll be damned if I don't find out what it is."

Our eyes locked. I had no idea what
the connection between the dead man with the golden eyes, Hector,
the mysterious murderer and the man from my dreams was, but I was
going to try to find out.

Hector said nothing else. He dropped
his cowl, and his gaze was that of pure venom, those golden eyes
driving deep into mine before he violently threw my hand off and
strode down the stairs. My eyes followed him the entire time; I
feared what I did not understand, and I had almost no understanding
of Hector. Holstering my magnum, I was the last one to leave the
house and the mysterious corpse behind.

LATER THAT NIGHT

"Rough day?"

Erik had that smile about a man who
had done something either extremely important or rewarding; I had a
feeling it was the latter one. I'll admit to being a sinful person;
I'm not a goody two-shoes kind of guy. I was sheriff, yes; but that
didn't mean that the nightclubs of Nova Argos were off limits. The
Golden Stallion was the first choice, despite it being in Reyes
territory; of course, Xander and Marco were both there as well,
guaranteeing protection for all of us.

"Well…you could say that," I smiled
back, sipping the whiskey. The club was loud; music blared on the
speakers in the corners, patrons roared, laughed and yelled at one
another as well as at the dancers, dressed in black, pink and
sparkling lingerie that barely covered their bodies, rubbing up
against the poles and moving their hips seductively in front of the
patrons, most of which were either drunk or high.

"Heard you had a hit today? How'd
that go?" Erik asked, downing the rest of his drink. He shook it at
one of the blond, bikini-clad server girls to signal that he wanted
more.

"Lost two guys. Both of them
turncoats, maybe they were targeted for that reason, but we smoked
the rest out of hiding."

"Sounds like a success to me. Why a
rough day, then?" he asked. The server girl took his glass and
refilled it with cold ale at the bar.

"Well…it's a long
explanation…something that I'm pretty confused about. I'm sure you
wanna hear." I said to him, sipping again. I was taking it easy on
the alcohol, as well as watching the rest of the club. Marco was
busy eyeing a busty Latina in the far corner, but Xander was alert
and armed, holding his dual pistols at the ready and scanning the
club.

"Yeah…but wait till Brandon gets
here. He actually struck gold today, hell of a run of luck," Erik
said. Just then, the club doors opened, revealing Brandon in a
ragged tee, long pants and a large wad of cash in his hand. He
smiled as soon as he spotted us.

"Hell yeah man…struck it rich, turned
the nugget in, got my gold. I'm getting laid tonight!" He yelled.
Several of the patrons heard, and saluted him with a chorus of
shouts and a raising of their glasses.

"Getting laid? Sounds ambitious,"
Erik sniggered, which earned him a blow from Brandon on the
shoulder.

"Hey, I've got the money. What do
they say around here, it's all about blood money or something like
that?"

"That ain't blood money. It's just
gold," I muttered, barely audible. He didn't hear me, however; he
motioned to the bar.

"I'm gonna get me the hottest bitch
in this club tonight!" Just as soon as he had sat down, he left
again, striding up to the bar with the wad of cash held high. Erik
shook his head disdainfully.

"And to think…he used to be a hero
back in Pavia. Clearing the streets, rescuing survivors. I suppose
he's earned this, after all the shit he cleaned up back there.
So…what were you going to tell me? He's lost," Erik shook his head,
waving at Brandon at the bar.

"Well…I was in the raid earlier
today. There was a second floor in the house, and…I went in. I
killed a few of the gringos, it comes naturally now, and…well,
there was this corpse…"

"There was a corpse? Well, what a
surprise!" Erik yelled sarcastically, finishing off another
ale.

"Well it wasn't no damn normal
corpse—the guy wasn't dead yet when I got in, but…the room was full
of sunlight, and he didn't have a shadow—"

Erik turned pale at once. He was
beginning to take me seriously, and he leaned in closer. Out of the
corner of my eye, I could see Xander watching us menacingly, as
well as eyeing Marco.

"He didn't have a shadow? What do you
mean—Jason, seriously, are you kidding? Are you sure it wasn't an
illusion, or a trick of the eye?"

"No shadow…and his eyes, they were
bleeding, and his irises…they were…golden, like bright gold…"

I feared that I had said too much, as
Xander had started to move, but he was only shifting position, as
well as waving off a bikini girl approaching him.

Erik could not say anything; he
looked at me, looked back at his glass, and then back at me.

"I've had too much to drink, haven't
I?" he asked me, dumbfounded.

"No…no! I'm telling the truth, you're
not imagining this…listen, I know what I saw today! It was totally
unnatural, yes, and that's what disturbs me! This was just a
regular drug hit, or it was supposed to be. He also said something
before he died…I can't remember exactly what it was…" I was trying
to remember. I was most likely in shock when it had happened, and
couldn't remember exactly what had happened.

"Well? What did he say?"

Before I could answer, Brandon came
back to us, looking victorious. At the same time, Xander leapt to
his feet, and walked over to Marco. It was almost time to go.

"Well…I can't remember—listen, I've
got to go—"

Brandon cut me off as he came to the
table, smiling and pocketing the remnant of his cash.

"Got me a girl for the night, cost me
loads, but the bartender said she was the best the club's got. You
ready, Erik? Gonna get yourself a girl tonight, or low on
cash?"

Erik shook his head. "Too much
alcohol. Not enough cash," he said, before waving goodbye to me. I
felt a tap on the shoulder, and turned around to see Xander
standing there, with Marco behind. Marco was far more serious now,
standing at ready behind Xander.

"Time to go?"

"More than that. Newell's requested
us in his office, private meeting. We need to go."

Xander sounded urgent and concerned.
Whatever it was, I had a feeling it pertained to what had happened
earlier today, concerning the body and the creeper. Technical units
must've found the corpses of both in the house, scanning the
remnants of the raid. My stomach rumbling and tightening, I
followed Xander out of the nightclub and into the dark streets of
Nova Argos, towards Newell's office.

"So…the forensics team checked out
the house. Apparently you gentlemen left a lot of information out
of your report. Explain, please."

Newell was not happy. We all stood
before him, all five of us, silent, hands behind our backs. Our
report on the raid had been filed; but we had deliberately left out
the details about the creeper and the golden-eyed corpse. None of
us had expected a forensics team to check the site.

"Well, sir…there was nothing of
interest—"

"Nothing of interest? Don't give me
that shit, Marco…a creeper? Isn't that something of interest, how a
creeper was smuggled in without our knowledge?" Newell spat,
slamming his fist on the desk. Marco fell silent immediately,
hanging his head. I figured that Newell would not rest until he
knew the truth, so it would be better to be honest than lie even
more.

"Sir…it was of great concern. I
believe you saw the golden-eyed man? The body with the gold eyes?"
I spoke directly to Newell. He nodded in acknowledgement.

"Yes. And you were afraid that this
was something beyond you, and to relay this to higher command would
only bring more trouble?"

Newell had hit the nail on the head.
I bit my lip and nodded assent.

"I won't lie to you either, and thank
you for your honesty. This is something very serious indeed, as you
can imagine. I assume one of you saw these firsthand?" Again, I
nodded. Hector, however, remained silent and still, his face hidden
behind his cowl.

"Then I'm afraid there is nothing
more to do. I myself have no idea why this man's eyes…took this
color. It's happened before—"

Marco started immediately.

"It's happened before?
This…discoloring? What the hell is it, then? Surely you must have a
good idea?"

"Unfortunately, no," Newell
responded, standing up. "It's happened before, yes, but everyone is
baffled. In the last month, there's been over a hundred cases,
usually in isolated or dark areas. Dead man, eyes bleeding, irises
golden, mouth full of blood…it always baffles us."

"And what about the lack of a
shadow?" I asked.

Newell was lost for words
momentarily.

"I…well…that has happened as well. I
was afraid you'd mention that too…something evil is at work here.
Something supernatural…"

Carlos scoffed at the supernatural,
earning a steely glance from Newell.

"Mr. Hernandez, you scoff at the
supernatural?"

"Hell yeah…don't exist, do they? The
myths of Endermen, and the fallen Herobrine—"

"Not myths, Mr. Hernandez," Newell
rebuked him. "I've seen them with my own eyes, seen the horrors of
the supernatural at war. And believe me, I know supernatural when I
see it. How many Reyes gringos can deprive a man of his shadow?" No
one answered.

"Precisely. This isn't the work of
any cartels, not some cheap parlor trick or illusion. It all speaks
volumes about the supernatural—in fact, we've had some cases of
Reyes gringos having this problem too. They were still alive as
well," Newell said.

"They lost their shadows?" I
asked.

"Everything. Just two weeks ago,
actually. Patrolling the southern bank of the river when five or
six gringos stumbled out of the jungle, carrying one of their men.
They all cast shadows, but he didn't; his eyes were bleeding, and
his irises were golden as well. The men said something had ambushed
him when they split up to look for loco weed, but they never got a
glimpse of it."

"So, as far as we know, this could
just be some brilliant illusionist at work," suggested Xander,
leaning against the wall.

Newell shook his head. "Too many
cases, all too alike. Even a grand illusionist like the Sanian magi
could replicate this, exactly like it, so many cases like
these."

There was a moment of silence. The
streets were beginning to get crowded as dawn rose, and the vendors
and hawkers emerged from their ramshackle dwellings to peddle their
pitiful wares.

"Listen, you boys get some rest. I've
got reinforcements coming in to help cover this, so I'll let you
know any developments. And tell no one about any of this. At
all."

Newell waved us out. Marco, Carlos
and Xander all filed out of the office, although I was a bit late.
It was lucky that I was the last one out of there; I barely heard
Newell as he whispered.

"Hector. You stay for a moment. I
need to speak with you."

The other three did not notice that I
had hung back, right outside of Newell's office. I was
eavesdropping on Newell's conversation, but nobody else
noticed.

"Hector…I'm beginning to feel very
unnerved right about now. These cases…they're growing, in number
and frequency. It's been twelve so far this week, and it's almost
impossible to cover it up now. I'm going to ask you for
advice."

"Advice? What can I offer you?"
Hector spoke, his voice deep and his tone concerned.

"You're the only survivor of this
kind of attack…somehow—"

"The katana, sir. I always carry the
katana, it was hurt by the sword," Hector tapped his trusty
weapon.

"Right. Swords hurt whatever the hell
those were. Can you remember anything about your attacker yet? What
it looked like?" Newell queried, leaning in closer to Hector.

"Fast."

"Fast…so, it was fast? It ambushed
you? What assignment were you on? I know you were a freelancer, but
who were you working for?"

"Lower cartel," Hector answered.
"They wanted me to clear the paths of bushes, so I used my katana
like a machete, clearing the jungle. It leapt at me—it stood on two
legs, I know that much. But I can't remember much after that; it
felt like it was sucking the life out of me, it had golden eyes as
well, looking right into mine…but then I swiped the sword,
and…"

"And what?" Newell snapped.

"I…can't remember anything after
that. My eyes didn't bleed, but my irises…I've never been able to
rid them of the color. It's permanent."

Newell sighed, rubbing his
forehead.

"Look…this is more concerning than
the Reyes right now. I know what my stance was—destroy the Reyes,
no matter the price—but I'm dealing with the supernatural now. Even
the Endermen were better than this. At least they made themselves
noticed, and didn't do anything like these things do," said
Newell.

"So you do think they're
supernatural?"

"Entirely," the captain responded.
"And if these attacks pick up, we're going to have inquisitive
citizens at our doors asking what the hell is killing their family
members. And creeper attacks are on the rise as well. Something's
disturbing them…"

"Are you sure it's that?" Hector
asked.

"They're never this volatile…the
southern shore is growing more dangerous by the day thanks to
creepers, and the clinic keeps getting calls from gringos bringing
in their comrades injured in creeper blasts. And still the damn
fools keep striking out deeper into the jungle…"

"Blood money, Captain Newell. Blood
money."

"Yes, I know the damn adage," Newell
snapped. "Everyone here would kill one another just to get their
hands on even a chunk of gold. Pisshole this place is. Thank
you…you are relieved, for right now."

Hector bowed slightly and started to
walk out of the office. I ducked down the stairs, but stopped when
Newell spoke again.

"Hector?"

The mercenary stopped in his tracks,
right above the stairs. I needed to move.

"Prepare for unforeseen consequences.
I fear the worst in the coming days…so stay alert."

As soon as the words were finished, I
scurried silently down the stairs. Neither of them had heard me;
with that information in mind, I ran out the door and stumbled to
my flat, exhausted. It was time to get as much sleep as
possible.

I slept heavily that day, mostly
owing to the fact that I had gone the entire night without sleeping
thanks to the party at the Golden Stallion and our interrogation at
headquarters. By the time I woke up, it was almost five in the
evening, and Erik was sitting by my bedside, reading some book.

"Well…good evening, I guess," he
chuckled when he'd noticed I had woken up. I fumbled for the alarm
clock before realizing that it wasn't buzzing.

"Ugh…what time is it?" I asked,
groaning. The alarm clock was so dim, I wasn't even able to see it.
Blood-red sunlight filtered in through the windows; it was evening,
but I wasn't sure of the exact time.

"Ten after five…about that," Erik
said, checking his watch. "Apparently you've got something to do,
cause this guy followed me up here." Xander strolled into the room,
flipping his pistols idly, observing the surroundings of the flat.
He seemed unimpressed.

"Christ…a little earlier warning next
time?" I swore, stumbling out of bed.

"Sorry dude," Erik apologized. "Been
here for over an hour, so has he."

"We've got an assignment. It's for
the night, unfortunately—hope you got enough sleep," Xander said,
propping himself up against the doorframe as I hurriedly slipped on
the same clothes I had been wearing, and would wear. I holstered my
weapon, pinned the badge to my shirt and was off in five
minutes.

The shroud of sleep wore off soon as
we approached the riverbank. Night had fallen by that time; even
still, hundreds surrounded the river on both sides, their gathering
places lit by campfires and torches. Many of them were in the
shallow waters panning for gold, stooping low and fishing the murky
waters, searching for the priceless metal. Few of them would ever
strike it rich, and many would die in this forsaken town.

"Rumor has it that the south side of
the river has more gold. Don't know what dumbass told them that,
but it's had effects." Xander pointed to the larger mass of men on
the south bank, closer to the jungle. There were hundreds over
there; some of them were eating dinner at their tents, some were
panning for gold, some were talking and carousing, and a few
watched the jungle warily, posted with crude weapons beyond the
lights of the fires and close to the greenery.

"Damn fools. Creepers will be on them
before they even have a chance to fight back," Xander muttered,
shaking his head.

"So…why are we here?" I asked him. He
simply pointed to the southern bank.

"Guard them dumbfucks."

The river was shallow enough to ford
to the other side. People were making the crossing, mostly men,
carrying backpacks and satchels and even whole tents. Xander and I
waded through the muddy stream to the far side, where the most
people were. Many of them did not notice us, as they were too busy
either devouring quick meals or panning for riches. A few of them
cast us looks of apprehension and disgust; others simply watched
us, cautious, alert for any sign of sudden dangers. Some of them
were gringos, but they too were on edge; I could see it in their
eyes, even among them the presence of trained military personnel
was welcome. The air was unusually still, despite the noise and the
chatter, and a thick fog crowned the distant black peaks, as
usual.

"Carlos is here as well—Marco took
the night off, and Hector…well, he's supposedly doing his own
thing," Xander yelled over the chorus of laughter, music and
conversation. We came to a tent near the edge, where a small fire
burned from red coals. Carlos sat there, along with two other
rugged mercenaries, a gringo turncoat, and a masked InSec soldier.
They all seemed tense; the two mercenaries spoke, but the others
were quiet, and they gripped their weapons tightly. Only when
Carlos noticed us did he speak.

"Hey…quiet tonight. Eerie,
kinda."

"What's the news so far? Anything
yet?" Xander asked, keeping his voice hushed. I sat on one of the
mini-futons surrounding the fire, alongside the InSec trooper.

"Nothing yet," Carlos responded.
"Some mercenaries spread among the camp, and Newell said he posted
some of his guys at each end of the town. Like I said, it's
quiet."

"Not a great night. The noise, the
light—we won't be able to see attackers," I said.

"Hopefully there won't be any
attackers. We don't have to worry about the Reyes—they're just as
concerned with the jungle as we are. So I hope." Carlos eyed one
man stationed outside of the perimeter, a SAW strapped to his burly
chest.

"Fools, these people are. They know
about the attacks, I suppose?" Xander asked.

"Most of them have happened here,"
Carlos spoke, tending the fire. "They know, but they pretend it
doesn't happen. Scares the shit outta most of these panners, and a
lot of these guys saw the Civil War. Men from Brandenburg, Avolus,
Diamond City, experienced fighters or survivors. And they're still
scared."

"Maybe it's something they don't
understand?" I conjectured.

"What do you mean?"

"They understood the zombies, and the
Sec," I explained to Carlos. "Sec was simply human—they had
motives, they had reasons, they were coerced and forced to fight
for LeBlanc. Zombies were simple, they were never stealthy, or
unpredictable, or intangible. But these things—well, they're none
of that."

"Predictable, yes," Xander put
in.

"Attacks are the same, but they're
stealthy, so far intangible, and there are no motives behind their
attacks." I decided it would be prudent to omit anything I had
heard from Hector earlier.

"Those are things men fear. It would
make sense," Xander said agreeably.

We all fell silent. Most of the night
passed on without event. I even fell asleep at one point, drifting
off into slumber…

I woke up about six hours later. Most
of the men had fallen asleep, and none of them were in the river.
It was around midnight, and the air was just as still. The fires
were burning down now, and the jungle was quiet, the sentries all
asleep. Again, too quiet. I shook off the sleep, sensing something
was wrong; there was no Xander at the fire. Everyone else lay on
their futons, fast asleep. But Xander stood outside of the fire's
light, watching the jungle carefully. He gripped his pistols
tightly, as if expecting something.

"Xander…"

I was about to suggest that he go to
sleep when the bushes began to rustle. Xander raised his weapons in
a flash, aiming at the brush. I fumbled for my own magnum, always
holstered against my hip, and drew it, swinging the barrel towards
the same spot. We were both hoping for the best, and expecting the
worst.

Three men stumbled out of the bush,
panting and swearing. Two of them were dragging the third, who was
gasping and retching on the ground as he was being pulled. My
stomach twisted in a knot; another attack?

"Jesus," Xander swore, but held his
ground, lowering his pistol slightly. I started to dash towards the
gringos, but he grabbed me by the shoulder and stopped me in my
tracks.

"Wait," he whispered. Several of the
men in camp were now waking, swearing aloud and wondering what was
going on. I was unsure what they were doing; Xander still held me
back, keeping his pistols raised and readied.

"Please…please help!" one of the
gringos cried, hauling the injured man to dry sand.
"Another…another one of those attacks! We need help!"

I suddenly noticed that the injured
man, who was choking, still had a shadow. He was in the light
enough to the point where his shadow showed. I couldn't tell the
color of his eyes, but something was suspicious. The other gringo,
the one not pleading for aid, noticed this as well. We locked eyes
for a brief moment before I raised my revolver and fired.

The man had no time to draw his own
weapon. The bullet hit him right between the eyes, flooring him
instantly. The one who was supposedly injured got up immediately,
but Xander put him down as well, using one pistol to shoot him and
the other to floor the final gringo, who was grasping for his
firearm. Gunshots rang out from both sides of the camp, along with
pulse rifles. There was a chorus of cries, surprised and terrified,
from the panners who began panicking at the sounds of gunfire so
close. Looking back, I saw two men leap up, looking directly at
Xander, and I shot them both without any thoughts, running on pure
adrenaline and instinct.

"Fuck! We've been ambushed!" Xander
shouted, ducking for cover as someone sprayed bullets all over the
camp. I could see one man with an SMG, but I couldn't get a clear
shot at him. Carlos was prone on the ground, desperately seeking
cover, and I saw one of the mercenaries dead on the sand, three
bloody holes torn in his chest.

"Someone get a shot on that damn
gunner!" Xander yelled as the SMG continued to pour fire on us.
Gunfire continued to tear through the air, and bullets whizzed
randomly around the camp. But one rang out above all others; it was
the unmistakable sound of a sniper rifle, most likely a GOL Magnum.
From my vantage point on the ground, I could see the SMG man drop
to the ground; it was most likely a headshot.

"Shooter down," I said weakly, rising
to my feet. A strong hand pulled me up, and I realized that Hector
stood before us, every single weapon he had attached to his
body.

"You…was that you?"

"Reinforcements. They appear to have
helped," Hector smiled. The sniper rifle barked again as the
gunfire began to die down. Carlos and Xander rose to face Hector,
who was looking out at the jungle.

"They fooled us…they must've known
we'd be here tonight, it couldn't have been a coincidence," Xander
spoke, kicking one of the gringo bodies.

"There are always turncoats. Out to
make the most blood money for themselves," Hector mused. The bushes
began to rustle again, and everyone raised their weapons toward the
noise and the rustling. Another man dashed out of the bush, running
at top speed towards us. We could hear his panting even from our
point.

"Shoot him!" Xander yelled; we were
all standing still for a moment before we all raised our weapons to
fire.

Something killed him before we could
even pull the trigger. In the dark light, I could see something
drive through his body, piercing through the back and emerging on
the other side. The man dropped to his knees, revealing the massive
figure behind him. It was smoky, like a black smokiness, and two
blazing golden eyes stood in for normal eyes. The thing was at
least seven feet tall, its arms half that height, and the claws at
least a foot long. One of those claws was withdrawn from the man's
body, leaving a gaping hole in him. A small orb of plasmic energy
was contained in the creature's hand as it gazed at all of us.

We were paralyzed, rooted to the
ground; no one moved, no one spoke, and we couldn't fire. The thing
looked at Hector, and I realized their correlation: this was the
thing that Hector had fought off, and managed to survive. Before
anyone could move, the creature dashed off into the jungles,
leaving behind only the bloody, shadowless corpse and the rustling
of jungle bushes as it retreated, leaving us all to recuperate and
regroup in the light of our fires.

Newell was questioning them again;
this time, the door was closed. Marco was not present, as he was
not present at the campsite when the attack occurred. Carlos,
Hector, Xander and I were all in the tight, stuffy office, standing
before Newell's desk. I was tense; I gripped my belt tightly,
trying to hold onto something for some reason, and wiped sweat from
my brow. Despite the air conditioning, it felt like it was burning
hot in the room.

"Well…a glimpse was all, not much. I
saw what it looked like," Xander replied, "but I didn't really get
too much detail. Scary as hell, that's what it was."

"Scary as hell? That doesn't help
much, my grandma's scary as hell…I need more details," Newell
snapped. He was on edge, I could tell; obviously his superiors had
heard of the attack, and were buggering him for more details.

"It…was like smoke," I decided to
speak, trying to remember what the thing looked like before it
disappeared into the brush. Right after the cartel attack last
night, some sort of shadow figure had leapt out of the jungle and
slaughtered a man right before us, then retreated in the dense
bushes before anyone could get a shot. "It had these eyes, like
burning coals…only they were gold…"

Hector flinched noticeably, and
apparently Newell noticed it almost immediately. He cut me off with
a wave of his hand.

"Alright…I'm going to contact
command, and we're going to get reinforcements in here.
Dismissed…except for you two." He pointed to Hector and I. The
other two stumbled out, grumbling and rubbing their eyes. They shut
the heavy metal door behind them, leaving us alone with Newell.

"Sheriff, I know you eavesdropped on
us the other day. I said nothing because I figured it's about time
for you to learn the truth about all this." Newell was being very
frank, and very silent. Footsteps echoed down the stairs; we had no
eavesdroppers.

"I apologize for eavesdropping," I
said, but he waved me off.

"No need. I should've admitted you
in. I suppose there is no need to repeat what I said yesterday for
you. Let's cut to the chase here," Newell said.

"It's the same thing that attacked
me," Hector muttered, flipping his cowl back down and revealing his
eyes.

"Yes, I'm quite aware of that. The
man had no shadow, golden, bleeding eyes—it all fits the other
attacks. Only now we have a good idea of what's attacking. The
problem is—"

"—guns don't work on them." I
finished Newell's sentence for him. He stuttered for a moment, then
picked back up.

"Precisely. Which is why the cartels
are having a hard time dealing with them, just as we do. They don't
seem to be affected by projectiles of any sort, only melee
weapons…" he glanced over at Hector momentarily. "And we can't arm
all our troops with melee weapons, then we'll be defenseless
against the cartels."

"Sir, if I may?" Hector asked,
tapping his katana.

"You can't be everywhere. We can't
predict these attacks, Hector…you can't defend everyone with that
katana. If you happen to be in the right place at the right time,
by all means fight back. But these…things…have proven to be
difficult to track down," Newell said.

"They seem to be striking when we're
weak or otherwise occupied," I mused, thinking about the
situation.

"Explain," Newell said politely,
swiveling back to face me.

"Well…the first attack happened
during our raid, it must've taken advantage of the chaos to make
its move. And this one…well, it attempted to attack during the
chaos of the fight, but it missed the opportunity, and that's how
we spotted it. The thing—"

"—it didn't time the attack
correctly. It's logical," Hector finished.

"Even if we know when it will attack,
can we really prevent it?" I proposed. "If it attacks when we're
otherwise occupied, how can we stop it? And what if there are more
of them? Are there more than one?" There was apparently no answer
to my question, as it was met with complete silence.

"We…don't know," Newell finally said.
"This is the first time we've ever seen it. There may be more, it's
probable that there is more than one due to the number of attacks,
but no substantial evidence can back that up. At least we have
evidence to the fact that it is indeed supernatural."

There was no debating that. The thing
was not a creature, nor even remotely human; it wasn't even solid,
just some sort of smoky plasma.

"Well, listen. I expect that the
Reyes are not too happy about the little gunfight we had last night
at the camp, and I'm sure they're eager to bite back at us. You all
are back on duty tonight." I groaned, but Hector did not react. He
was stoic, accepting his mission as his duty.

"I'm sorry, but we need your
expertise. Hector's actually fought one of these, and you've seen
one," Newell said, indicating me. "If you are both out in the
field, that gives us a better idea of what we're facing. Shift
starts at eight o'clock sharp tonight. Don't be late."

After I left Newell's office, I
trudged out to the river, the sight of last night's attack. I
sought out Erik and Brandon, and hoped to share what I knew with
them and ask them to keep close. Despite the previous night's
events, the river was still swollen with miners; it was shallow
enough to allow crossing anywhere, and many just stood in the
water, panning for gold fruitlessly. I spotted Erik and Brandon
both at their makeshift campsite on the other side right next to
the river, nestled against the splashing waters. It was low tide as
well, and the water was barely five inches high; I trudged through
it, splashing up dirty water with every step, and reached their
campsite.

The tent was small, but large enough
to hold them and their possessions; several gold pans lay nearby,
along with shovels, food and medical kits, clothing and a stone
sword. They were cooking lunch at the campfire, roasting pork over
the dying flames.

"Afternoon, sheriff!" Brandon called
out teasingly, waving. "Haven't seen you in a while! How's the new
job treating you?"

"Heard about the attacks?" I asked
them, sitting down on a futon by their fire.

"Yeah, we heard about them. We don't
come out here at night, even though some of the veterans say that
gold flows more at night. Bullshit, if you ask me," Brandon
replied. He turned the pork again, poking it with a bent iron
fork.

"That's why they all come out here.
It's an urban legend, but it draws a large crowd," Erik spoke up,
watching the pork. It was sizzling, almost ready to eat.

"Wanna join us for lunch? It's on the
house," Brandon offered, removing the pork from the spit and
carving it with the same fork. I took a third and the other two
took their own shares.

"So…on duty tonight, I guess?"
Brandon asked.

"I would assume so," Erik said, his
mouth full of pork. "What with all the attacks, no way he can sleep
in."

"Listen, I came here to share some
information. And I think you should stay here tonight," I said,
ignoring Erik. The two began to look concerned, instead of
jokey.

"Is there a real threat? I mean—"

"Hell yeah, there's a threat! You
think all of this has just been a minor problem? People dying,
shadows disappearing, no trace of a killer?" I settled down for a
moment, taking a bite from the pork.

"Well, I knew it was serious…but why
stay at camp? Isn't it safer at home?" Erik argued. I shook my
head.

"Not tonight. The focal point will be
at the camp—we're bringing in reinforcements, Sec and mercenaries,
to deal with the cartels. And hopefully with this…thing," I
whispered, keeping my voice low.

"Shouldn't we be at home then, away
from any problem or fighting?"

It was Brandon this time who was
arguing the point. Erik listened intently to both of us.

"It will be more dangerous at home,
there will be no police or Sec there. Odds are, whatever's
attacking us will strike in town, where there's no defense."

"You mean to say it's not human? How
can it not be human? Creepers aren't that intelligent, they can't
pull off dozens of murders," Brandon scoffed. It was beginning to
dawn on him, however.

"You mean to say…the supernatural?"
he whispered. I nodded ever so slightly.

"Jesus Christ…coming from any random
guy, that's bullshit, but from the sheriff…what's the evidence?"
Brandon asked.

"Almost none. But who else could kill
several dozen people and get away with it?" I argued. There was
solid evidence in that; both of them seemed to agree.

"Well, if you say so…I'm not too hot
on staying here tonight, but I'm sure most of these fools will,"
Erik pointed to the men around us.

"They'll stay as long as there's
money to be made," Brandon spat. "The least they can do is act as
meat shields tonight if things go to hell."

I smiled despite myself. They were
both in good cheer, even knowing some supernatural shadow creature
was murdering people left and right.

"Listen, just keep your heads down
tonight. Sec presence will be pretty heavy, so just stay low, keep
to yourselves, and let us handle it."

I sat up from the futon, my legs
aching, and walked back to town, my stomach churning. Anything
could happen tonight; whatever happened, I had a feeling my magnum
would come to good use.

If one word could describe the night,
it would be tension. I sat in Erik and Brandon's camp, sitting
around the fire. We were right up against the river, the light
waves sweeping wet sand up not five feet from the firepit. Men
stood out in the river, panning for gold, hushed. The entire air
was still; thunder rumbled in the distance, a storm coming in from
the west. The lights on the other side of the river were more
subdued than usual; many of the campfires were either dying, or the
air was so still that they were not flaring. Sec troops were
everywhere, along with mercenaries of all shapes and sizes. Tension
filled the air like electricity, waiting to spark and ignite.

"Quiet night," Erik mused, watching
the dancing lightning in the west. He dug his fork into the bowl of
steaming ramen, eating heartily.

"Meh. Feels too tense," I said. I had
no appetite; the Sec troops were unnerving me, with their alert
attitude and their constant patrolling. It gave me the feeling that
something was going to happen, something very bad. A Sec captain
came to our camp, holding his weapon tight, and knelt by my
futon.

"Anything yet?" I asked quietly. A
few of the panners splashed onshore, empty-handed and hungry.

"Nothing. It's all quiet in the
jungles. If the Reyes are up to something, they're waiting for
us."

I felt no better after hearing that.
It only made the tension worse; a cartel like the Reyes had the
power to mass a large attack against the camp, and the reality of
the threat was pressing on me.

"I was going to head to the Stallion
tonight, spend some more of my gold money," Brandon joked, but it
fell flat. No one was in a humor mood tonight.

"Great. Way to rub your success in my
face," Erik spat.

"Sorry…just trying to lighten the
tension here…"

There was a commotion at the edge of
the camp; I could hear it from here, the rustling, the cries of
pain, the smatterings of talk. The Sec captain came trooping around
the corner, almost running into the fire.

"Sheriff? We've got a situation."

His eyes were wide open, and sweat
poured down his bony forehead and cheeks, the firelight
illuminating his features. He held his gun so tightly that his
knuckles were white.

"Alright. Hold your fire until I get
there," I ordered him, and he dashed off around the corner, nearly
running into the tent.

"Christ…must be serious," Erik
muttered before tossing the ramen bowl aside.

"Stay here," I ordered the two. "Keep
your heads low. This may be serious," I agreed, and then rushed off
towards the scene of the commotion. It was one man standing before
about ten Sec troopers and about a dozen more lightly armed
militiamen. They were all standing their ground, keeping distance
between them. Several others were emerging from the bush, all
heavily armed and wearing cartel clothing and tats. They were
keeping their distance as well, holding their weapons steady.

"What the hell—"

Then I realized what the single man
was holding. He was cooking a grenade. I stopped in my tracks,
nearly falling over a sleeping panner. The grenade shone in the
distant firelight, held tightly in the man's hand. I drew my
magnum, approaching carefully. The man was shouting at the Sec
soldiers, waving the grenade wildly. His cartel comrades were just
as eager to steer clear of him as the Sec troopers were.

"The fucking idiot's got a grenade,
he's got a fucking grenade," the Sec captain swore, his SMG aimed
at the man's head. I kept my aim steady, but decided it would be
best to talk the bomber down.

"Alright…alright…"

I made my voice heard. All eyes
turned towards me, the sheriff, some of them cautious, some
pleading, some hateful. Almost all of them had fear.

"Listen…there's no need to do
this…you have demands?" I spoke softly, trying my hand at
diplomacy. It didn't seem to work for a moment, but then the man's
arm lowered slightly. He still held the cooking grenade.

"Yeah, we have demands…on behalf of
the Los Reyes de Sangre—"

He never finished. The whole world
slowed, or so it seemed. The forest erupted with green as the
bushes made way for the horde of creepers. There must've been
hundreds of them, maybe even thousands, streaming out of the bush.
Everything was in slow motion; the first line of creepers exploded
next to the cartel men, blasting some into bloody chunks and
spreading everything from strings of blood vessels to pointed bits
of bone marrow into the group of Sec troopers like shrapnel.
Bodies, like limp ragdolls, flew into the air, propelled skyward as
their legs, arms or whole bodies were destroyed by the
explosions.

Then everything returned to normal
speed. Shouts, cries of pain, fury and fear resounded in the camp
as the Sec men opened up on the creepers. Some of them aimed for
the chest, igniting the gunpowder and killing other creepers; the
green recruits aimed for the head, unaware of the collateral damage
they could be causing by shooting for the chest. It was simply not
enough; there were too many creepers, and I was running before I
really had a chance to think.

Something warm showered my back, and
I realized that the explosions had blasted blood all over the camp.
Nearby white tents were stained with red paste, and panners and
miners alike fled for their lives as the forest came alive. Never
had I seen so many creepers, even on television reports from the
Civil War when creepers flooded the cities. Explosions surrounded
me, as if planes were bombing the river; panicked gunfire rattled
the camp, tearing through tents and flesh, hitting creepers and
panners alike. I saw both Sec and cartel soldiers running for their
lives, shooting at the creepers and each other. It was chaos, total
chaos, and with chaos came the shadows. I knew that they would be
coming, and I knew that I had to be prepared.

"Rally! RALLY GODDAMNIT!" I screamed,
to no avail. I shot one creeper, two, downing them with my magnum,
avoiding chest shots in the confines of the camp; to my left, Sec
squads gunned down approaching creepers, firing at the chest
despite being in camp, destroying the tents and blasting embers and
bits of cloth high into the air. To my right, I saw a creeper catch
four gringos in an explosion, destroying their entire bodies in the
blast and scorching the sand around it. I had no choice but to run
towards the river, grasping my magnum tightly.

"Rally to the sheriff! To the
sheriff!" I recognized that voice. I saw Xander firing his pistols
wildly, making a stand in the middle of the river, surrounded by
Sec and gringos. Both sides had decided that the creepers were the
main threat, and were using their combined firepower to hold them
at the river; I had lost track of Erik and Brandon, but I could see
our campsite from here, and neither of them were present.

I rushed towards Xander's position,
dashing with all my speed. An explosion behind me nearly knocked me
to the ground, but I was able to recover and kept running, kicking
up sand as my boots hit the ground again. They were gaining on me;
most of the people on the southern side had either fled or been
blown up, and the creepers were looking for any targets they could
find. But they had company.

I reached the river's edge, and
noticed something else moving in the camp behind me. It was the
same smoky creature, standing on two legs. The creepers behind me
exploded, showering me with greenish blood and sand, but I did not
care; I watched in horror as the shadow creature pinned a helpless
gringo to the ground, holding him by the shoulders and pinning him
to the sand. Slowly, surely, it reached an arm down to his chest,
and then into his chest; the gringo screamed at the top of
his lungs, never abating, thrashing his arms and legs wildly as the
shadow extracted his arm, leaving no hole behind. It had extracted
a pulsing orb of green light from the man's chest, and was holding
it in one free hand; the other it lifted from the gringo's shoulder
and placed on his head, and I could see it squeeze. The screams
became even more blood-chilling as the creature dove into the
gringo's head and extracted another orb of green light, then
retreated back behind one of the tents, leaving the man there,
screaming in pain. I almost vomited on the ground; the sight was
horrible to see, even for a gringo like him, watching him tortured
and having some sort of energy drawn from his body. I wanted to
retrieve him, but a hissing behind me alerted me to the explosive
presence. I dashed into the river, thrashing about wildly as I
tried to recover my strength and head towards Xander's rallying
point.

But the creepers were no longer
exploding; one of them even ran right past me before being struck
down by someone with a Bullpup. Others kept running, past panners
and soldiers, ignorant to the human presence around them. Something
had frightened them, I knew; at first they exploded to defend
themselves, but now they were simply running away from the jungle,
no longer self-destructing. In a few minutes the river was held,
and creeper bodies littered the shallows, giving the water a
greenish tint from their blood. Red mixed with green from the
bodies of soldiers and gringos; I thought about Christmas for a
moment, a very twisted, sickening Christmas, before I heard Xander
swear.

"Christ…why'd they just run like
that?"

He was just as perplexed as I was;
several of the soldiers kicked the bodies of the creepers, and
knelt down to examine them up close. The gringos began shying away
from the Sec troopers and reunite in their own groups, but none of
them opened fire or attacked; they simply melted into the darkness,
retreating from the battlefield. The screams and cries of the
wounded and dying could be heard all over; I had a feeling that the
shadows had done a nasty piece of work on any stragglers.
Exhausted, I began to trudge back home, no longer caring about the
fate of anyone else, only my own survival, even as the screams of
the dying rattled my head.

It had been a relatively sleepless
night. About four hours, more or less, before we had to return to
what used to be the campsite along the river. It was a mess; the
sand was cratered, creeper holes abundant, and blood had flown
freely into the river, giving it a red tint. The strange breeze
kept blowing from the jungle, bringing with it the chill and the
fog that disappeared after a few minutes. By now, hundreds of Sec
and InSec soldiers had arrived by gunship, deploying along the
river and creating a perimeter around downtown Nova Argos. The east
side was in full anarchy; the Reyes had taken full control and were
now skirmishing with Sec troops desperate to hold the downtown
perimeter.

As I shut my flat door behind me, the
silence of the hot day was shattered by sporadic gunfire, coming
from the east. The streets, normally full of bypassers, were
completely empty of anyone but Sec patrols. It was eerie, all this
desolation; the night's events had been completely unexpected, such
a mass of creepers, so many people killed; even the gold panners
had fled to their tents, not daring to step any closer to the
jungles than they had to.

"Newell's down by the river. He's
expecting us."

I nearly jumped; Hector was standing
right beside my door, fingering the hilt of his katana idly. He
stood there silently, his cowl down despite the heat.

"Christ…you scared me…he need us
now?" I asked.

"Immediately, he said. And he doesn't
appear to be in the mood to wait." Hector began walking without
another word; breakfast would've been a good idea, but I was
unfortunately forced to skip it as I followed Hector down the dusty
streets, passing quiet clumps of Sec soldiers and mercenaries
holding the perimeter.

We walked in silence, down towards
the river. Newell was on the northern side, away from the jungles.
Most of the panner tents had been packed up, along with the
belongings, and the fires were long put out, leaving only scorched
stones and sand where they had once been. There had to be at least
three regiments of Sec soldiers present at the beaches, wading in
the shallows and wearily watching the brush for any sign of sudden
movement. All was still.

"The Reyes are launching attacks as
we speak," Hector said, his voice low and troubled. "They've taken
advantage of the chaos to strike. Much like our mutual friends." I
assumed he was indicating the golden-eyed shadows that had struck
during our chaotic moment the previous night. Newell noticed us as
we trudged through the bloody sand, which was covered with panicky
footprints from last night.

"Ah…so the sheriff finally emerges,"
Newell spat, glaring at me with eyes of ice. "Decided to take a
little nap, did we?"

"Sir—"

"Mr. Keane, we have a crisis on our
hands. I understand you were up late last night—battling creepers
and god knows what else—but we need you here! Your troops need you
here!" Newell had apparently suffered from lack of sleep as well;
he was exhausted, frustrated, and his eyes were bloodshot.

"I'm sorry, sir…I tried to get here
as soon as possible," I apologized, feeling guilty. He relented
slightly, apparently noticing my guilt.

"Yes…well, I can forgive you for now.
We have more…pressing matters on hand. Forensics has revealed some
disturbing evidence about the creepers last night," Newell
said.

"The fact that they were running from
the jungle?" I proposed. I remembered what had happened; eventually
the creepers simply fled from the bush, not even bothering to
attack us or the gringos. They were simply running.

"Yes, we have evidence of that.
Plenty of eyewitnesses, enough to confirm it. Also, the bodies—the
ones without shadows, their eyes golden…there must've been at least
a hundred last night. Maybe even more, we haven't got a full count
yet…" Newell trailed off.

"It's disturbing," Hector spoke with
a grimace. His cowl was down, and his eyes shone in the sunlight.
"I've never seen so many…taken…like that." He hesitated for a
moment before using the best word to describe the shadow
victims.

"We were taken by surprise, I admit,
even with the reinforcements. My superior from Diamond City will be
arriving today—he is even more concerned that I am about all of
this. That's even more disturbing," Newell said.

"Your superior?" I asked. I had never
heard any mention of Newell's superior.

"Yes, from InSec HQ. He seemed so
concerned about all this on the phone, he took a gunship to Nova
Argos straight away. He wants to meet with me in private, so…I
suppose you boys are free for awhile. I'm sure you won't be without
an assignment for long." With that, he dismissed us with a wave of
his hand. I hesitated for a moment before following Hector back
into town. I was hoping he was as confused and dismayed as I was at
that point.

Luckily, the Golden Stallion was
still open that night. The Sec officers had purposefully put the
perimeter around it for the entertainment of their own men. Erik,
Brandon and I got there before the Sec soldiers did, so it was
relatively empty around six. Gunfire still rang out through the
night, putting me on edge more than ever.

"Shit man…I'm still shaking from last
night. That was terrible," Brandon spoke in a whisper, his hand
gripping his whiskey shot glass tightly. Brandon was usually very
calm and controlled, having been through horrible experiences at
Pavia, but tonight he was unstable. Erik was silent as well; the
atmosphere was very tense. Even the dancers were quiet, sitting in
their lingerie and bikinis at the bar, whispering to one another in
quiet, anxious voices. The presence of the Sheriff did not help
matters at all.

"Well…did they say anything? About
what caused the creeper rush?" Erik asked me as Brandon downed his
whiskey.

"That's classified, apparently…but it
was those shadow things. The supernatural shit," I replied, keeping
my voice low.

"I still find it hard to believe,"
Erik spoke.

"I don't. What in this world could
drive creepers to run like that? I heard from some of the other
panners, the things just ran scared straight, got mowed down in the
river…they ain't scared of us, that's for sure," Brandon
argued.

"Well, maybe something spooked them?
Something in that damned jungle," Erik said angrily.

"Let's think…what could spook a
creeper? Or try a thousand creepers? These shadow things sound
pretty spooky," Brandon spat back. I tried to intervene before
things got out of hand.

"Listen, guys. I saw them with my own
eyes—saw one of them tear some sort of green energy out of a man
while he was still alive, and gouge out his eyes for the same
energy thing. Saw it with my own damn eyes."

"And how can we trust you?" Erik
asked. It was upsetting, to hear him argue, but I gave the most
logical answer.

"Why would I lie?"

"He's got a good point," Brandon
said, shaking his glass to ask for more. One of the silent
waitresses stalked over, refilled his glass from a bottle, then
returned to her seat.

"I still find I hard to believe. I
guess the evidence is against me," Erik surrendered, holding his
head in one hand.

"Well…I have to go. Newell's
expecting me bright and early tomorrow in his office, and I need
some sleep. You two be careful tonight—I expect the Reyes are going
to be pretty active." The other two waved silent goodbyes as I
walked out of the club, the sounds of gunfire still rattling the
calm night air.

"Well, gentlemen, here we are again.
Your favorite office." Newell joked, but did not smile. His
superior stood beside him; the name was hard to pronounce, Superior
Vonerrkaften, and he wore an expression that could freeze water the
moment he glanced at it. Vonerrkaften stood about six and a half
feet tall, with graying hair and a gaunt face that suggested years
of wear. He was apparently the replacement for the murdered
Administrator Kholer and the current president, Administrator
Collins. He was a tough-looking man, with scars on his chin and
buff biceps that could've been straight out of an action movie. He
wore no armor or weapons, only the nameplate that was stitched into
his uniform.

"I understand that this is getting
out of your hands. Out of mine as well, apparently," Newell tried
to joke again. His administrator was not moved. "Anyway, we were
dredging the river for bodies when this washed in from the ocean,
from the delta about ten miles west." Newell produced a photograph
that was lying under some papers on his desk. It was a clear,
hi-definition photo; the large metal capsule was covered in
barnacles at both ends, and was rusting slightly, but the emblem on
the capsule's side facing the camera was clear; it was a massive
orange "B" with a small square at the top and left. The paint was
slightly faded, but the image was still clear enough.

"It's a B…so? Is that like an
insignia or something?" Carlos asked, squinting to focus on the
picture. Somewhere outside, a sniper rifle cracked.

"That's what we've been asking,"
Vonerrkaften spoke. His voice was rough and his throat rattled as
he spoke. "No one at forensics, not even the deep InSec forensics
departments, have seen anything like this. Never before."

"And this debris washed up from the
ocean?" Marco asked, yawning.

"That's what we believe. It can't be
from the west, however. We examined the barnacles on the
capsule—they're southern red barnacles, existing only on this
coastline, and to the south. It can't be from the west," Newell
said, pointing to the picture.

"We've gone through all of LeBlanc's
old files—he had so much occult and supernatural stuff his
departments were going through. Ghosts, Endermen, zombie pigmen,
Cthulhu; not a single reference to this "B" or a capsule such as
this," Vonerrkaften spat, his voice hoarse.

"When some loon like LeBlanc has
nothing on them, that's disturbing. This is about as crazy as it
gets," Newell said.

"So…this mysterious capsule washes up
on the river, has an unknown emblem on it, and apparently comes
from the south? Where, south? What could possibly make this?" I
proposed. Creepers certainly couldn't create it; was there
something beyond the jungles that we were unaware of?

"Something in those damn jungles, I
suppose. I know just as much as you do, and InSec doesn't have any
good ideas." Vonerrkaften shot Newell a nasty look, but it went
unnoticed by our captain.

"I heard mentions of these shadow
things, the ones with the golden eyes. My experience has taught me
that anything is possible—although I have my doubts, I cannot
assume that these supernatural things are nonexistent,"
Vonerrkaften spoke. "They are unfortunately very reminiscent of
Endermen." Vonerrkaften actually shuddered slightly at the name; I
assumed he had some bad experience with them in the Civil War.

"Reminiscent, but if eyewitnesses are
to be believed, different." Newell was referring to me, and his
eyes darted towards mine. Vonerrkaften noticed, and stared straight
at me.

"Eyewitnesses? Have you seen them,
Sheriff?" he asked. I noticed that he said the word sheriff with
disdain, as if it were an untouchable status. Nevertheless, I gave
my detailed account about the shadow creature I had seen the
previous night, the one that had killed the unfortunate gringo.

"Well then. I have heard many
eyewitness accounts, and these shadow creatures appear to be very
powerful. What did you say they retrieved from that man?"
Vonerrkaften asked.

"Some sort of green energy—from his
diaphragm and his eyes, it reached into his chest and pulled it
out, and then gouged out his eyes and removed more," I recalled the
horrifying scene. It was still sickening to think about.

"Green energy…very supernatural
indeed," Vonerrkaften said, rubbing his chin as if in deep
thought.

"Yes, undoubtedly supernatural—we've
already reached that conclusion. But their origin remains a
mystery—why are they here, and where do they come from?" Newell
spat, irritated. But his administrator paid no heed to him, simply
remained in deep thought for a minute.

"More investigation is required,
Captain Newell. We will need a firsthand analysis of the situation
from responsible and trustworthy eyewitnesses."

"You mean send men out into
Evangelion? Are you insane?" Newell began to rage, his eyes
widening, rising out of his chair.

"DO NOT question me, Captain Newell.
What other way can we achieve our goals? Our goals are to extract
and analyze evidence, to, as you said, discover their origins, are
they not?" Vonerrkaften asked angrily. Newell was forced to nod in
assent, unable to compromise himself.

"You do realize that sending a man
into that jungle is basically a death sentence?" Newell asked.

"I realize what I am asking. The men
I have in mind are perfectly capable of the task that I have set
before them." Newell glanced to us, and then back to his
administrator in horror.

"No…no…"

"I believe that they are suited for
the task," Vonerrkaften argued politely.

"NO, no, no! It's insanity, sending
five men out into that jungle—even the cartels, they send groups of
twenty or thirty, and they get killed! Five men won't last five
hours in that bush—"

"Five extraordinary men will."
Vonerrkaften smiled in spite of his lesser captain. I smiled at the
massive compliment despite myself, knowing that I was about to be
forced into that jungle. I wanted to say something, argue against
the edict, but it was pretty much set in stone.

"They must have objections—do any of
you object? This is madness, sheer fucking madness—" Newell trailed
off, and sat back down.

"We can't disobey an order…is this an
order?" I asked. No one else spoke; but our administrator
nodded.

"Then it must be done." I said that
grimly. I understood what we were being told to do—go out into the
jungles, just the five of us. It was madness, indeed—but something
had to be done.

"I applaud your bravery, gentlemen.
And your devotion to your country and your administrator." I bit my
lip to keep from lashing out at him as he mentioned our devotion to
him. We had no devotion to him—only to our country, and the
protection of our countrymen.

"So the decision is done. My best
mercenaries, sent out to die," Newell grumbled.

"Not to die, Captain. I have a
feeling that they will succeed in ways that will surprise you."
Vonerrkaften smiled at me knowingly, as if he saw something in us
that Newell did not. Newell had no response.

"I want you to go out today, if
possible. I wouldn't risk sending you out at night, tomorrow
morning is the latest date. We will meet at the river this
afternoon, gentlemen. Until then, farewell." Vonerrkaften gave us a
nod, took a stern salute from Newell, and then exited, closing the
door behind him. As soon as he was gone, Newell swore loudly.

"Fuck…my best men going out to get
themselves killed. Fuck that," Newell spat scathingly. No one had
dared speak up with the buff, intimidating administrator present,
but now they were voicing their objections.

"Man, I ain't going into that bush
again…done it once, that was enough for me," Carlos said, throwing
his hands in the air and mimicking surrender.

"It's insanity," Xander argued. "The
five of us can't possibly survive that jungle. The gringos have a
hard time doing it, what will happen to us?" Marco looked anxious,
but did not voice his concerns.

"I know…but Vonerrkaften often knows
best. I hate to say it, you know. I disagree with him, but…orders
are orders. And mutiny means death, so I guess it's death either
way," Newell said grimly. They all finally turned to me, interested
in what I had to say.

"Sheriff?" Hector spoke calmly.

I hesitated for a moment, weighing my
options. I knew what was right, or at least I thought I knew.

"This is for the good of the town,
and possible the country. If no one goes in there, the attacks will
continue—maybe they will have repercussions across the country. It
could be the Endermen all over again." I was trying to argue for
the good side.

"He has a point," Xander spoke,
favoring my side of the story. "This could have repercussions if we
don't investigate. And I feel that Vonerrkaften knows what we're
walking into, and has faith in us." I nodded my assent for Xander.
Carlos was less enthusiastic.

"It's for our country? What, are we
patriots now? I was just in this for the money—we're mercenaries,
not soldiers. Fuck this," Carlos spat back.

"Vonerrkaften forgot to mention that
he's paying you guys. All of you, even you Keane," Newell said. "A
hundred grand each. He wasn't too pleased about it, but he knows
your type." He leered at Carlos, who was twitching uncontrollably,
but nodded his grave assent.

"I still don't like it," Marco spoke,
"but I assume we have no choice. Pay's good, and if we get any
info, it may help out in the near future. Maybe." He had doubt, I
knew, but he was going with the plan.

"I accept. Pay or no," Hector said.
So it was settled.

"Fine mercenaries. Please come back
alive, gentlemen. Get your stuff ready, and be on time for my
administrator. He doesn't like to be kept waiting," Newell
sneered.

We all saluted him firmly, even
Carlos, then proceeded back out the door. The jungle beckoned to
us; little did we know the surprises we were going to be in for,
even before we left.

Vonerrkaften was waiting for us, like
a hawk awaiting its prey. He was by the riverbank, surrounded by
Sec soldiers combing the sands and by InSec bodyguards. But he was
not alone; apparently he had some new allies for us. They were all
very distinguishable by their physical traits; before I could set
my eyes on any one of them for an extended period of time, a shout
broke out behind me.

"HEY! WAIT!"

I turned around on the spot to see
Eric and Brandon running at top speed, attracting the attention of
nervous passerby and the Sec patrollers. Panting and gasping, the
two nearly fell on top of one another as they stopped right in
front of me, laden with gear and each with a sturdy iron pick in
hand.

"Erik…Brandon? What are you—"

"We're…coming with…you…" Brandon
panted, clutching his knees for support as he regained his wind.
"Couldn't…let you go…out into those…damn jungles…without us," he
gasped, and Erik nodded his approval. Vonerrkaften was watching
curiously, as were the new mercenaries; the two had regained their
breath, and were now standing upright; every eye within a hundred
feet was on us.

"It's up to you, Sheriff. They won't
last a day in the jungles," Vonerrkaften yelled out. I knew he was
wrong; Erik and Brandon had seen their fair share of death in their
lives, and were both readied for our travels. I smiled at them and
turned to the administrator.

"I think they'll do just fine. We're
all Pavise, after all," I argued, shrugging. Some of the nearby
soldiers nodded their approval. Vonerrkaften himself shrugged.

"It's your choice. I understand that
they're Pavise, and took their fair share of war—"

"Are these new mercenaries?" I cut
him off. He stuttered for a moment, as if he had never been
interrupted before, but quickly changed the topic, unwilling to
dress me down for minor insubordination.

"Well, uh…yes, in fact. Flown in last
night, I figured you may need some backup in the trails—these three
men are unique, all different from one another."

He waved his arm across the three.
The first one was scrawny; the tattoos of marijuana on his arms
marked him as a gringo, and he wore the common wife-beater and
rugged, faded jeans. He carried a small machete, and a bow was
strapped to his back. His face was shrew like, his brown eyes dug
deep into his skull and his nose protruding with his chin.

"This here's Julian. Jailed for three
years for illegal drug smuggling, he said he was with the drug
market years before Nova Argos was ever founded—he knows those
trails better than anyone," Vonerrkaften introduced the cold,
calculating gringo, who watched my every move. He made me nervous,
but before I could say anything, he Vonerrkaften continued his
introductions.

"This man has no name. But he's a
Sanian mage—not quite a sorcerer, but powerful in his own right,
able to brew potions, work spells and enchant items with ease.
Useful when faced with what lies ahead in Evangelion." The Sanian
wore a topknot, but other than that he was bald. He wore brown,
silky magi robes, along with leather moccasins and the silk pants.
He held a crooked oak staff, about five feet high, with a small,
polished green orb on the end.

"And this—well, he goes unnamed. And
not much more is known about him."

The Enderman stood nearly seven feet
tall. He cast a cold aura around him, not just because of his
unflinching gaze or the eyes that were like infinite depths. Long,
slender claws tipped his slender arms; in fact, his entire body was
slender, a black mass that was the incarnation of fear. Despite his
fearful image, he spoke to us.

"My race is indebted to the Nat
Somers, the one who sacrificed his life to free us. In his death,
we owe our gratitude to your species, as much as it begrudges us,"
the Enderman spoke, its voice sucking our breaths from our lungs
and turning our blood to ice. The soldiers gazed upon it in fear,
but it was not troubled by them; it simply watched me with its
unblinking gaze, as if processing information about me.

"Well then—this is all settled. We
will have thermal imaging up and running within twenty-four hours,
so as long as you have this console—" he handed me a small, metal
console encased within a case. "You will be able to access it as
long as you have that console."

"Yes sir," I answered, taking the
case. I strapped it to my back, beside my pulse gun, my backpack
and my iron sword.

"Well…this is goodbye for now,
gentlemen. Push as far as you need, but do not go beyond the…camp…"
Vonerrkaften eyed Julian, and nodded to him. "You know what camp I
mean," he spoke to Julian. "Don't pull anything. The presence of a
mage and an Enderman will be enough to convince them that they are
not of interest to us. At least not yet." Julian nodded
begrudgingly, and began to lead the way towards the jungles.

"And they're off! Good luck,
Sheriff!" Vonerrkaften boomed as we passed the alien capsule. The
large B with the square beside it was very clear on the side of the
capsule; several forensics members in PTS gear were examining it
with ultraviolet light, but nothing else popped up. I couldn't see
anything else; we were crossing to the other side of the river,
past the battlefield of the other day. The blood had all been
absorbed into the ground; the stains were gone, although the
campsites were still a mess, and footprints marred the sands, left
by patrols as they watched the jungle wearily, cautiously.

And then we were in. With a rustle of
bush, most of daylight disappeared, to be replaced with the
darkness of the trees. Some sunlight filtered through the canopy,
golden and warm, but the trail was not in the light. I could barely
see it, the rough patches of dirt that were free of vegetation.
Julian seemed to know the way; I was directly behind him, and
followed by Marco and Carlos side by side. Behind them I could not
see; I could make out the Enderman towards the back of the line, as
he stood out amongst all the others.

"We stay together. No one leaves the
line, everyone stays single file," Julian ordered. If any
vegetation strayed onto the path, he hacked it aside with his
machete, ensuring that it did not snare anyone else in line. The
jungle was humid, and water dripped from the trees above,
splattering the moist dirt and occasionally us. I heard a rustle
behind us, and saw a curious Marco touching one of the bushes.
Julian apparently heard it as well; he whipped around to face
Marco.

"Do not touch anything. Especially
not the plants. Some of them will not take so kindly to being
touched," he warned. Marco shirked away from the bush immediately,
as if it would bite at any moment.

We continued on, at a fast pace; the
hours passed quickly, and reddish sunlight was filtering through
the trees when we reached a small lake; the water was crystal
clear, and the sound of tree frogs was now beginning to echo in the
brush. Julian held up a hand to signal us to stop.

"We resting here for the—"

"Silence." He cut me off directly,
holding up a hand and motioning for us to crouch down; my legs were
tired from the long walk we had done—at least fifteen miles—but I
crouched down, feeling the burn in my calves.

"Movement. Other side of the lake,"
Julian whispered, pointing. Everyone else in line was confused, but
they crouched down behind me, trying to glance over my shoulder and
get a look at the lake. The greenery on the other side of the pond
rustled; three figures popped out, all well-armed and carrying
large plastic bags.

"What are they doing?" I whispered in
Julian's ear. He shook his head.

"Not sure…it looks like they
have…fertilizer?" he asked bemusedly, trying to peer further
out.

"Fertilizer?" I asked, trying to get
a better look.

"Yeah…they've got loco weed and coca
growing all around the pond. Good irrigation spot, I guess. This is
where we were going to camp…"

The waters stirred. I hardly noticed
before the massive black mess ruptured the calm mirrored surface of
the pond. The gringos were taken by surprise; before they even had
a chance to drop their bags of fertilizer, or whatever they were,
the slimy black mass revealed a snakelike head; its eyes were milky
white, enormous and bulbous, and its jaw was full of serrated teeth
that dripped with black saliva. The gringos screamed, and tried to
run, but the creature lashed out, grabbing two of them in its jaw,
and swallowing them whole. The third gringo disappeared; with a
sickening crunch I heard the eel-like beast close its jaw,
devouring the hapless men, and then disappear back into the lake
with a massive splash, its slimy body slowly splashing back in
until the calm surface returned. The silence was too eerie; not
even the sounds of rustling could be heard from the third man; it
was simply silence.

We were all very shaken, even Julian;
a few seconds passed before he unfroze and snapped back to the
trail.

"We're not camping here," he simply
stated, the words solid and unquestionable. I followed immediately,
sickened by the sight I had just witnessed; the others took a
moment to realize that we were leaving, except for the unflinching
Enderman, and stumbled to catch up with Julian and I as we began to
double-time down the trail. He was sweating, hacking away at
vegetation like a madman, swinging his machete wildly. I was afraid
he was going to hit me, the way he was swinging; he was apparently
in a hurry to get somewhere.

"Where will we stay now?" I asked
him, trying to keep my voice low. "You said that would be our
campsite—"

"Change of plans, I guess. Would you
want to camp there?" he asked sarcastically, not even bothering to
turn back. The question was, of course, rhetorical; I had no
answer.

"I know the way through these
jungles. There's some clearings that are safer than others, large
enough to fit all of us—"

A sound split the darkness. It was
like that of an eagle, a shrill cry that echoed off the trees and
continued to echo. And it continued to echo, nonstop.

"Christ—how long is that damn bird
going to echo—"

Then I realized they weren't echoes.
They were other cries. Julian had stopped dead in his tracks, his
machete hanging in the air. Before I could say another thing, he
turned to me, his eyes wild.

"Run," he ordered. He took off,
dashing down the trail.

"RUN!"

The first instinct was to just run.
The words rang in my head as my feet seemed to take a life of their
own, rushing down the dark dirt trail without a second look back.
The screeching echo had not fallen silent, but was growing louder,
maybe even closer; I could not tell if it was growing closer, but I
kept my eyes on Julian's back, following his dark form as we dashed
through the jungles. The bush was crashing around me; once or twice
I thought I saw eyes peeking out, running at the same pace as I
was. Hurriedly, I sprinted up to Julian and slowed down right next
to him, edging close to the bush.

"Julian!" I rasped, out of breath.
"What the…hell are these?" I cried. The noises were multiplying, as
if there were an entire pack of the things.

"Raptors," he breathed, keeping up
his pace. "Not like eagles, not that kind of raptor…other kind." My
heart sank; so it was a pack, a pack of raptors no less.

"The main cartel camp isn't far from
here, about a quarter of a mile," Julian spoke, his voice calm
despite his pace. I could tell he was used to running and keeping
his nerves. "If we arrive with a pack of raptors on our tail, it
won't matter who we are, even if we are police." I could tell he
wasn't too fond of being part of the "police", but he seemed to
begrudgingly accept.

The others were starting to catch up;
Julian was slowing, unable to keep his speed up for long. The
bushes rustled, the forest coming to life with the unnatural
cackling and screeching. It was very tense, despite our speed; it
felt like time was slowing down momentarily, the seconds ticking by
slower and slower.

Then, it all came back. I saw out of
the corner of my eye something lash out from the greenery alongside
the trail. Carlos fell at the same instant, falling back into the
bush; the group began to collapse, falling over each other as the
screaming body of Carlos slowly began to disappear. He was hanging
on to Marco's foot, and Marco was being dragged back by the same
invisible force.

"Wait…wait! JULIAN!" I screamed after
him, but he kept on running. Those who were standing were
attempting to free Carlos, who was almost out of sight. Marco had
let go, flailing backwards onto the trail on top of Erik, and the
Sanian mage was casting a crescent of fire around him, behind the
group, to ward off the other raptors that were trailing us. Carlos
was screaming for help, but before anyone else could reach out for
him, he vanished into the brush, his hand the last to disappear. It
was a horrifying sight from my point of view. Everyone else was
still tripping over one another, the mage was concentrating on his
barricade of flame, and the Enderman was standing tall over all
else, looking calm, even bored. But the realization that Carlos was
gone had not yet set in; I decided to run after Julian, hoping to
make it to the clearing in one piece. The group was splintered; I
didn't know who was alive, and who wasn't, besides Carlos. He was
obviously dead, having been dragged off the trail by the raptors
and most likely eaten.

Now I was alone, leaving the
bewildered and panicky group of humans and one confused Enderman
behind, with a possible safe haven and a quarter mile of dark
jungle track ahead of me. I heard gunfire, the roar of a heavy
assault rifle; I wasn't sure who it was, but Marco most likely had
Carlos' gun and was using it against the raptors. The trail was
almost pitch black, with small shafts of moonlight seeping in from
the rustling canopy above. There were more footsteps, more than
just mine, from both sides of the trail; I could tell I was being
followed, even above the roaring gunfire that was growing more
distant as I ran.

Then one of them jumped me. I don't
know why they chose that moment, when they could've attacked
earlier, but it leapt out of the bush like a dart, striking at me.
I felt two claws sink into the flesh of my ribs, and the momentum
of the reptile threw me to the hard ground. I had lost my breath,
and could feel warm blood spreading where the claws had dug in. The
raptor was covered in feathers, not unlike a bird; those feathers
were jet black, and its eyes stood out amongst its color, bright
orange slit pupils. It tried to gnash at me, exposing its
razor-sharp fangs, tried to dig its claws in. I struggled against
the creature; despite its small size, about three feet tall I had
guessed, it was holding me to the ground, pinning me down against
the soil. With my left hand I held off the teeth, gripping the
raptor by its jaw and shoving back with all my might. My right hand
instinctively reached for my magnum; shaking as the beast tried to
throw itself forward, I pulled the trigger right beneath its soft
underbelly.

The gun roared, and blasted a clean
hole through the raptor, expelling miniscule chunks of muscle and
bone out the other side where the bullet exited. Immediately I felt
the weight lessen as the screeching reptile began to flounder, the
bullet wound still searing. It fell off, contorted in its agony,
and I used that moment to rise to my feet and begin running once
more, ignoring the dying creature at my feet. Putting it out of its
misery would waste another bullet; I was not a moral man. It would
just have to die in agony.

The quarter of a mile was forever; I
was running, panting, sweating. I could see a small collection of
lights up ahead, almost certainly the camp; another raptor leapt
out of the bushes, but this one was slower. My magnum was already
in hand, readied; as it sailed out of the brush, cutting the still
air like a knife, the bullet exploded out of the barrel and took
the raptor backwards with its momentum, throwing it a good five
feet back into the bush, where it thrashed and cried. It wasn't a
kill shot; I had been aiming for the head, hoping to kill it
without having to put it in misery, but no luck. It would've been a
waste to kill it, and I had no clue where the body lay, despite the
rustling bush. Every second dragged on; before I even knew it, the
dirt had turned to soft grass, and the trees had disappeared, the
light brighter than ever before. It felt like the end of some sort
of twisted marathon, a deadly race that I had just won. I threw my
hands up in the air in mock victory, before realizing that
something was very wrong.

"No…no, no, no…shit man, shit…"

Julian sounded panicked for the first
time. I looked around and realized that I had stepped into a
warzone. The smell reached me before I could process it all; the
stench of death was overwhelming, like a thousand pieces of rotten
fruit, all of the decomposing bodies. There were dozens of corpses,
most of them well armed, lying about in contorted positions of
agony. Their eyes were all golden, their mouths were open in silent
screams of pain. All of the gringos were dead. The Enderman arrived
right beside me, teleporting from his location. His claws were
dripping blood, but he looked unfazed, even by the bodies. Julian
was breaking down at that point.

"No…they're all dead…they're all
dead…" He wasn't crying, but he was in shock. I couldn't really
comprehend it. All of the dead and dying…it must've been a few days
at least, because they were decomposing. The Enderman was puzzled
by this, but not upset.

"Slain by my corrupted brethren," he
spoke, his voice raspy and chilling. "These men have suffered
much."

I tried to examine the bodies; they
all showed the same signs. Golden eyes, blood running down their
faces, blood in their mouths; but there were no flies, anywhere.
Nothing was eating at them except for the microscopic bacteria.

"There's no bugs…" I whispered to
myself, but the Enderman must have heard.

"Even the insects fear the soul
reapers," he spoke to me. "Just as the raptors will. They will not
come into this place, not with the residue that the reapers have
left behind."

"So…they're called soul reapers?" I
spoke to him. He nodded without any expression.

"That is what your race calls them.
The Endermen have a different name for them, in our communication,
but it is all the same," he said, sounding bored. "They tear the
souls out of humans, but…what they do with them is a mystery. They
are simply corrupted souls themselves, shadows of people that once
were, corrupted by the blackest of magic."

At that moment, Marco, Hector and
Xander stumbled into the clearing, followed by a very terrified
Erik. Brandon and the mage were nowhere to be seen; I knew the fate
of Carlos already, and I feared for the other two, especially
Brandon.

"Jesus Christ…they're all
slaughtered," Xander spoke, and swore loudly. "All golden
eyed…"

"It's those damn shadows," Marco
spat. "This is our welcoming party, I guess. May be better for us,
they probably would've killed us as well," he muttered, examining
the bodies. Brandon and the mage arrived in the clearing, both
panting and exhausted. The forest was still alive with shrieks, but
none of the raptors were in sight. They even seemed to be getting
farther away, as the sounds were dying down.

"They…didn't follow?" Brandon panted,
holding his knees.

"The residue of the soul reapers has
frightened them. As we are tainted with it as well, we shall have
no more trouble from these creatures," the Enderman spoke,
magnifying his voice so all could hear. No one else had anything to
say on the matter.

"Soul reapers…fitting name," Julian
said sadly. "They've taken these men's souls as well, I
suppose."

"Indeed, they have. For what purpose,
I cannot say," the Enderman replied, nodding to Julian.

"Ridiculous," Xander spoke, but the
mage stepped in.

"Our otherworldly friend here is
correct. They do indeed steal souls—the Archmage Vault in Sania has
some information on them, but very little." Immediately, everyone
set upon the mage. They did not speak, but all watched him
intently, angrily.

"You've known they existed? For how
long?" I asked. The fact that he had not spoken a word about them
before was what angered me.

"It's been knowledge amongst the
Vault for some time…maybe a hundred years—"

"What else do you know about them?" I
asked, my voice rigid and pressing. "Is there anything else at
all?"

He stammered for a moment, lost for
words.

"Well…the High Archmagi have some
sort of connection with them—it's like the Nethes—"

"The Nethes? What the hell is that?"
Marco laughed. Xander smiled, but did not say anything. He was torn
between believing what the mage said and sticking to his earthly,
no-nonsense roots, refusing to believe in magic.

"The bond that all pigmen elders have
with the universe. It connects them to our dimension and all the
creatures that exist in ours—"

"Bullshit," Marco scoffed, but the
Enderman silenced him immediately with a steely, terrifying
gaze.

"What he speaks is truth. You are
simply ignorant," the Enderman retorted. Marco was frozen in fear;
he spoke no more.

"Anyway," the unnamed mage continued,
"the Archmagi have links akin to that—they cannot feel the Nether,
but they can feel everything that exists on this earth. Including
these soul reapers. What they've told us recently is that there are
more of them, there continue to be more of them as the years pass.
It's been many years since they were first noticed—"

"How many?" I pressed.

"Well…I'm…uh…not sure, maybe a
hundred or so, but they say the soul reapers are multiplying. They
can feel more connections growing. But nothing more. We know very
little about them."

There was momentary silence; the
stench of death was pervading.

"We camp here for the night," Julian
spoke, breaking the silence and returning to his spot as leader.
"Tomorrow, we must set out again. The Enderman said the residue is
upon us; we need not worry about the raptors any longer."

With that, everyone made their way to
the tent camp that was already set up. The bodies were cleared out,
and we settled in for a long, tense night as the howls of the
creatures inhabiting the jungle shook the air, chilling our blood
and sapping us of our courage.

Day dawned, a crimson sun. The jungle
air had changed the atmosphere, and the sunlight came through the
mist red, giving the jungle a dark, eerie look. We were all sitting
around a radio set we had scavenged from the camp, along with some
rations and ammunition. After a rather restless night, I had
decided to contact Vonerrkaften and let him know the events of the
previous night, including the slaughter at the camp. Vonerrkaften
seemed edgy; he was tense, and nervous as well.

"Everyone's dead?" he asked through
the radio.

"Not a single gringo left alive. All
gone the same way as the murders."

A moment of silence on the radio.
Then it crackled back to life.

"Well, we've got good news and bad
news. Good news is, we've got that thermal scanner up and running.
We can cover your position. And it looks like you've got company in
the forest around you," Vonerrkaften said.

"We've got it covered," I
replied.

"How so?"

"Long story…that's not the point.
What's the bad news?" I asked him, despite myself. More bad news
was just what I needed.

"Bad news? There's a huge signature
in the mountains. I mean it's enormous. Not like these packs of
raptors and swamp eels—this is really big," Vonerrkaften said. His
voice was a bit shaky.

"Big? Like a creature, something big
up there?"

"No, it's not living…it's radioactive
as well, we're still processing the radiation signatures. So it's
definitely not living," the administrator spoke.

"What is it then? How can it be
radioactive? Maybe it's picking up a signature from a vein of
uranium or something like that," I suggested.

"Would have to be one hell of a vein.
We'll keep looking into it—in the meantime, head that
direction."

I was left without words. He wanted
our group to head that way? Into the mountains? It was plain,
simple insanity, that's what it was.

"Sir…the mountains are two weeks'
worth of walking! Do you expect—"

"Supplies are en-route by helicopter
as we speak. We will be able to track your position, and keep an
eye on you as you progress. It's a long way through the jungles,
but you say that you'll be secure…whatever happened to you."

There was no way around it; we had to
investigate. It may put an end to all of our troubles, but I had a
feeling it would only create more trouble.

"Head out as soon as you can. A lot
of ground to cover, and little time to do so."

With that, the radio clicked out and
the sound of whirring helicopter blades could be heard. Two weeks:
a long journey lay ahead of us. I feared what lay at the end more
than the journey itself.

The trek had been long and arduous,
made worse by the fact that everything was so silent. We carried
the mark on us, the residue of the shadows, carried from that
slaughterhouse that had been the cartel camp. And it stuck on us;
we were like walking shadows ourselves, driving away everything
that we came to. Even the birds refused to sing; the only sound was
the eerie rustle of the wind through the treetops, and the dripping
of rainwater from the jungle canopy.

The climate change was sudden; after
a long journey of two weeks, during which the trail evaporated and
we relied on Julian's knowledge of the forest to continue, we
arrived at the mile stretch that had become a legend. One mile of
nothing but barren, hard rock between the lush jungle and the
black, jagged peaks of the mountains. One mile of steam pits,
ravines, lava crags and dead, twisted brush. I had heard rumors and
legends about the Burning Mile, of gringos and travelers coming
back with tales of monsters and nightmares roaming the mile,
forever agonized, their minds turned completely to insanity and
violence. It was supposedly over a fault line, one that ran
hundreds of miles east and west, but the rumors did sound pretty
convincing, considering all that I had seen in the past year.

"Burning Mile. One more obstacle to
overcome," Julian announced as we stepped out of the greenery. The
rock was hard as, well, a rock; it would take a pickaxe of titanium
or diamond to smash through it without breaking, and even then one
wouldn't get very far.

"Everyone stay very close. Even in
daylight, the Mile is dangerous." Julian began to lead the way
towards the tall peaks, enshrouded in dark clouds. They rose like
giants now, half hidden within the clouds ten thousand feet up,
their black mass lightly cloaked in snow and ice, intimidatingly
large and at the same time a welcome respite from the heat and
danger of the jungles. It had taken me a while to realize that Erik
was dead; the sad thing was I hadn't even mourned. I had become so
used to death that it was as if just another man had passed on, no
one important or useful. It was now beginning to dawn on me that
one of my friends was dead; slowly, I trudged onward, my feet
exhausted and swollen from the long walk through the wet swamps and
undergrowth of the rainforest behind us.

"I hope Erik's found a nice place to
be," Brandon walked up to me and spoke. He had been quiet for much
of the past two weeks; he was apparently more troubled by Erik's
death than I had been, not as jaded to death as me. He was
lucky.

"Yeah…I hope so too," I said weakly,
trying not to talk on the subject. Everything was in a blur, the
past weeks; I missed my home, that dreary flat in Nova Argos. Even
that house, with the leaky ceiling and cracked windows. Anything
would have been better than sleeping in the unforgiving
environments we had been stalking through recently, exposed to the
weather and the creatures that lurked. Only the shadow residue that
polluted us kept the things that inhabited Evangelion away, and
even then they would dare to approach closely, investigating us,
hoping for a weakness.

"So…is it true?" I heard Marco ask. I
remembered as well that Carlos was dead; I did not miss him as much
as Erik.

"What?" Julian responded, refusing to
turn around, his eyes set on the mountain ahead. The Enderman
walked beside him, untroubled by what had plagued us mortals,
simply accompanying us on our journey. The mage had proved useful,
placing protective enchantments around us and lighting a fire with
his staff at night. The rest of us had followed Julian without
speaking much, all of us weary and tired. Two weeks, nearly two
hundred miles; it was exhausting, longer than the trip down to Nova
Argos.

"The…creatures…like the nightmares,
and revenants. Do they truly exist?" Marco asked, his voice tinted
with fear, the kind of fear of what lies beyond the realm of
understanding and contemplation.

"It is not certain," Julian
responded, somewhat irritated. "Very few who come to the Mile
survive, but legend has it that the caves are inhabited with these
fiends. Skeletons and creepers pale before what lies beneath the
surface." He was intending to scare, but it did not seem to pay
off. Marco simply shrugged it off, too tired to react.

"We won't be going into caves. We'll
be fine," he responded, yawning. It was nearly noon, and fourteen
relatively sleepless nights had us on the brink of collapse. But
our objective, whatever it may be, was near; Vonerrkaften had
maintained regular radio contact with us, and had kept pointing us
to the objective, the locale of the massive radiation signature
that he had found. Whatever it was, we were drawing close; the last
transmission had listed it as less than fifteen miles from the
southernmost edge of Evangelion.

The sound was like a train whistle,
almost. It was very low, and seemed distant; I noticed it at first,
thanks to my acute hearing, but thought nothing of it. But it grew
louder as we traveled on; we were a quarter of a mile from the
sharp, craggy black rocks that marked the baseline of the
mountains. The whistling was growing louder, and I noticed the
lower hanging clouds parting and being blown furiously in our
direction. Apparently Julian had noticed, because right when I was
about to mention it, he threw himself to the ground, face
first.

"DOWN!" He yelled. I fell
immediately, landing hard on my stomach. We were on the edge of one
of the ravines; I felt some rocks slip from the surface and off the
edge, and as everyone else fell down, confused, I drew my leg back
up off the edge, but that was where the trouble started. My leg
slipped, and most of the weight of my pack began to slip off the
edge. The whistling was getting louder, almost unbearable now; I
realized that this was what struck the town each day, driving the
cold air in instantly and blowing a shroud of fog over the desert.
Only the force of this wind was like that of a tornado; my body
slipped off the edge, although I still held on to the cliff. No one
else realized it; they were all on the ground, holding tightly onto
one another, protecting themselves from the sheer blasts of wind.
Calling for help would have been useless; nothing could be heard
over the windstorm. Thankfully, it only lasted a few seconds. After
less than ten seconds, it was already dying down, the force of the
wind decreasing with each passing moment and the dust settling
again.

"Oh…my god…" I said in relief before
I realized that I had let go. I was plummeting. Then all was
dark.

XXXX

I didn't remember much after that.
Until I woke up, that is; I was flickering after I hit the bottom;
something was broken, but I had not suffered the trauma due to the
fact that I had fallen unconscious mid-fall. I was not dead, just
somewhat injured; my vision flickered, I could see small, black
shapes on the edge, trying to rappel down to get to me. By the time
I was revived, one of them was halfway down, but I couldn't tell
who it was. I realized where I was, however: the bottom of the
ravine. I hadn't fallen into any of the lava pits, as they were
everywhere; I was beginning to panic, realizing that I could have
died in the fall had I landed in the lava. And, I was at the bottom
of a craggy ravine, which shot off into dozens of caves that were
sure to be revenant-infested. It was nearly dusk; the light was
dimming from above, although the light from the lava lakes was
brilliant, and the numerous tunnels leading into darkness and
branching off from the ravine made me nervous; any one of them
could contain a nightmare or wraith or something like that, waiting
to strike.

"Hang on, Sheriff! I'm on my way!"
Brandon cried; he was joking, of course, but it did nothing to
lighten the situation. I stood up, shaky on my feet; to add to my
concern, something began to move in the darkness of one of the
caves nearby. I backed up against a solid wall, as far from any
tunnels as possible. The lava pits around me boiled and hissed,
seething with mad fury as their molten cores drove them. Something
was emerging from one of the tunnels; I was now in full
panic.

"Brandon—there's something in that
cave!" I yelled, stuttering at the end. The form emerged just as
Brandon yelled something incomprehensible to me, followed by "Hold
on! One moment man!" The creature lumbered out of its tunnel, aware
that the sun had now almost completely set and night had fallen. I
feared for my friends on the surface, but even more for myself; the
creature had noticed me. It was a revenant, flesh and bone all the
same, but still terrifying. The gruesome creature had its gaze
fixated on me, its dead, iris-less eyes fixed on mine. As the
revenant opened its mouth, exposing a row of foot-long teeth that
couldn't possibly fit into its maw, something fell down at my side.
The object clattered on the rock hard ground, dropped from fifty
feet above by Brandon, who was rappelling down as fast as he could
and yelling at me to hold on.

The enchanted sword lay there,
glimmering in the furious light of the lava. The blue blade
shimmered with magical energy, calling to me; as I bent down to
grasp it, feeling the pain searing through my left leg, the
revenant roared at me, saliva dripping from its fangs, and it began
to charge, running at impossible speeds towards me. Either the
shadow residue had worn off, or the being was unaffected, because
it was within ten feet before I realized that it posed a threat.
The sword was light as a feather, allowing me to whip it through
the air as I pleased. I slashed into the revenant, cutting it down
in mid-charge, sending it tumbling to the rock floor at my feet. It
had been completely bisected.

"I'm almost there, Jason, not twenty
feet more—"

Brandon was cut off. The darkness of
the tunnel erupted with more revenants. The six-foot tall creatures
seemed far less scary scurrying as they did; I then realized what
they were running from. They were piling out of the tunnel to
escape the twelve-foot tall creature that now stepped out of the
maw of the cave, entirely skeleton. It was not like the skeletons
found in caves; its bones were massive, almost muscular, and its
entire lower jaw was missing. The skull was not human, not in the
least bit; it was more like a bull's with massive protruding horns
sharpened to a point, and blazing yellow lights where its eyes
would have been, in empty eye sockets. The arkaeth roared
at me, staring me down; I admit, I did look pretty helpless there,
cornered against the solid rock wall, standing half as tall as it,
even despite the dead revenant at my feet.

Something happened in the next
second, I wasn't sure what. As I stood there, looking the deadly
monster in the eyes, it raised its palms and began to summon small
orbs of yellow light in each one, opening its palms towards me. At
the same moment, there was a sound not unlike that of a bird taking
flight, coming from the top of the ravine. The next moment, the
Sanian mage was there, right in front of me, standing down the
vicious arkaeth. The orbs of energy dissolved almost
immediately, to be replaced with deadly, fist-sized anomalies, pure
energy contained in a single, pulsating mass. The mage dropped his
withered staff and raised his own hands, summoning pulsating bolts
of lightning down his arms and controlling them with his hands. The
two clashed; the arkaeth, roaring in fury, danced with the
mage, firing off the anomalies at will, which were deflected by the
mage and his own powers. The two battled and dueled; Brandon was
still rappelling down the cliff, awestruck at the magic battle that
was beginning to threaten me, with the flying bolts of energy and
the destruction they caused to the walls.

Something possessed me at that
moment; Brandon was not ten feet from the bottom, when I decided to
bolt; the two were threateningly close, battling to the death, as
the revenants scurried back into their caves, terrified of the
beast that had emerged. I ran into the nearest tunnel, ignoring the
clash of the duelers, the cries of Brandon as he realized that I
was running, and the screeches of the revenants running for their
very lives. It did not occur to me that the door was open in one of
the shafts; it barely occurred to me that it was a door. The large
metal frame encased two steel plates, both opening and moving
slowly to the side. I could see the large, red B on one of them,
with a square beside it; vaguely, I recalled seeing something along
those lines so many days ago. My head was rushing, the pain
crushing and nearly knocking me out. I was just barely inside the
doors when whatever had possessed me to run in the first place
left, and I collapsed as the doors, silently and swiftly, shut.

I wasn't sure how long I had been out
for. But when I woke up, the floor was not stone, or dirt. It was
foreign, a hard, rough steel surface. The room was dark, almost
pitch black; one cold, distant light felt more welcoming than the
darkness, but it was so distant. I hurt all over; one of my legs
had been broken in the fall, and I had begun to panic after the
attack by the monstrous arkaeth and the collapse I had
into unconsciousness.

I began to pound on the door that had
shut me in, but it was of no use. The massive titanium blast door
would simply not budge; not even a blast from a rocket launcher
could break it down, it was so thick. I simply sat down, pain
lancing up my leg, and began to take in my surroundings, trying to
comprehend the situation and look for a solution. They were still
out there, my comrades…that is, if they were even still alive. I
wanted to attack the blast door again, try to make myself heard,
but it seemed inevitably futile. I resigned myself to the situation
I was now in and hoped that there would be a solution to it.

It occurred to me that something had
brought me to this place; I had gone into here, possessed by some
unseen force. I had no idea that this cave was here, or this
hallway or facility or whatever it was. But there was something
that had overtaken me and urged me into this hall, and I now had no
choice but to go forward, towards the light.

As I limped along, supporting my
broken leg against the wall with my arm, I noticed the wiring along
the wall, all curving through power breakers. The place seemed to
drain a lot of power; lighting was sparse, with simple blue
fluorescent lights every twenty feet or so. The hallway seemed to
go on forever, as I had been walking for nearly thirty minutes. My
leg was killing me by the time that I saw a large room up ahead;
there was a lot of light, and a jumble of objects that I couldn't
discern from this distance. Limping, trying to go as fast as
possible with my disability, I trudged down the remainder of the
hallway and ended up in a large, circular room.

It was metal as well; the walls were
made of burnished, shining steel, each lined with glass capsules
that contained some sort of passively green energy, which was
floating around in the capsules as if suspended from gravity. Each
was connected to some giant power source on the ceiling, all
connected by wiring; the giant sphere half embedded in the steel
dome ceiling was pulsing with a blue light, some sort of energy
that seemed to give power to the entire facility. And there were
other capsules on the walls as well, capsules with specimens that I
recognized: they were the same shadows that had been attacking Nova
Argos, only they were stock still inside their capsules, their
golden eyes staring at blank space. One man stood in the middle of
it all; he wore a black cape, lined with gold and red threading,
but otherwise he looked completely normal. I realized that I was
still holding the enchanted sword at my side; it took the man in
the center, standing at some kind of control panel on an elevated
platform, to realize that I was present.

"Ah…Mr. Keane? Are you finally
here?"

He sounded rather pleasant, his voice
mellow and calm. With a sweep of his dark cape he turned around to
face me; I was expecting some sort of shadow or monster to greet
me. But this man, whoever he was, was neither; he wore a black suit
and tie, complemented by dress pants and shoes. The only
abnormality about his body was the mask he wore, which was similar
to the ones worn during Mardi Gras celebrations.

"Ah—"I was perplexed, completely
confused. How did this man know my name? I had never seen anyone
like him before; my head was still swimming with the pain, and the
unusual circumstances under which I met this stranger only made me
more bewildered.

"So, Mr. Keane. A long trek, weeks of
endless walking…and you finally end up here. How…do you feel?" he
asked, his voice still pleasant and kind. He began to step down
from his raised platform, level with me.

"Um…have we…met?" I asked, trying to
sound as polite as possible. His composure was calm, although he
stiffened noticeably as he saw my sword. He began to tense up, but
attempted to retain his composure.

"I do not believe so. Mr. Keane, I
would love to introduce myself…but my name, that is not important,
no…"

His name's not important? Who the
hell is this guy? I swallowed a growing lump in my throat as
the masked man approached me, warily eyeing the sword.

"My name is not important. And I know
your name…so I suppose I shall introduce to you what I do, rather
than who I am."

He returned to his platform,
motioning for me to follow. I reluctantly followed, keeping the
sword clutched tight; the shadows in the capsules concerned me, and
this man seemed incredibly suspicious, despite his attitude.

"Please, come along, up to the
platform with me. I shall give you a bit of a tour of my house," he
spoke, smiling at me, just slightly. I approached the platform
shyly, cautiously, limping up the stairs to the control panel he
stood at.

"You see, I run this facility. I am
not alone, I'm sure you've noticed my…little elves…my
helpers…" He motioned to every single shadow in its capsule,
sweeping his arm over them like a game show host. "They aid me.
They do all sorts of tasks, but they are simply the menial labor
for now…for now…" He was beginning to sound callous, and
his voice was deepening. I wasn't buying anything he said; his
composure may have been friendly, but I did not trust anything.

"Those things were at Nova
Argos…those, shadow things—"

"Ah yes. They had some…business…to do
in that little hamlet you call home," he spoke, beginning to sound
insincere as well.

"I'm sorry…my what?" I
asked, failing to retain my composure. He turned to me, smiling;
his teeth were pointed at the end, much like fangs.

"Yes…that little burg of layabouts,
snorters and cocksuckers. What you call…a home," he
sneered.

He stepped down off the platform and
began to stroll lazily over towards a larger door with a giant B on
it, with the smaller square besides the B. I recognized that
symbol—I had seen it before, on the door earlier and on the
mysterious capsule that had washed up at Nova Argos.

"Mr. Keane, you have since proved
that you are unwilling to accept my hospitality. From your
standpoint, that may either be a good or a bad thing—since you are
unwilling, you must accept the truth," he spoke,
accentuating the word "truth". He punched in a few buttons at a
small keypad by the door and it began to open, slowly but
surely.

"Do you know why the wind blows from
the south sometimes? Or why the water runs red every first day of
the month? Do you know why, Mr. Keane?" the man spoke. He
was no longer calm, polite, or sincere; his voice was bitter, and
his words brimmed with malice.

"I—"

"Of course you don't, you stupid
whore," he spat. His words were hateful, and he watched the sword
cautiously, expecting me to make a move. "None of you are aware of
it. You just accept it as fact, and move on with your pathetic
lives. You live in ignorance, in waste—and you will pay the price
for it."

The door was fully open now, and he
began to stride into the room.

"My power generators build up energy
as they run, powering this facility," he spoke, his voice echoing.
The room was enormous, the size of Nova Argos even; in the middle,
suspended over an abyss, was a giant crucible-like structure,
standing upright, completely round. It was like a portal almost; I
thought it was a portal, it looked so much like one. "Every day,
they expel their energy in its pure form, which is a massive wave
of wind basically. Or, it would appear like that to you," he said,
his voice toxic with hatred. "That drives that 'wind' from the
south. And I must dump the waste from the nuclear generators once a
month. That's the red color in your precious river." He seemed to
disdain everything having to do with Nova Argos, or my people; it
was beginning to piss me off, that and his personal insults. But
there was something very fearful about him, something that kept me
still and silent while he spoke.

"Yes…you see, I am not of your world.
That is why I disdain it so. Yes, everything you love and cherish,
everything you have seen and loved, I hate, perhaps simply because
of my upbringing—outside of your world, your dimension, your
universe even." He began to type rapidly at another control
panel.

"Outside of…wait, are you…are you
from the Nether? Or…the End? Or—another planet?"

The man laughed, a harsh, brittle and
insulting laugh that angered me.

"Another planet? I just said…outside
of your universe! You are too simple to comprehend your own world
around you! I exist in this universe, but I live in another—one
much better than yours, one that is superior to the shamble you
call a civilization."

I visibly bit my lip; he smiled
again, enjoying my anger. He was still cautious about the
sword.

"I shall introduce my origin. Mr.
Keane, I am part of it. They—" he pointed to the portal "—live
under it. I was created by it. I am Bethesda."

"Bethesda?" The name had never rung a
bell for me, but the giant B I had seen before now made sense.

"Yes…we exist in another universe,
with different creators. Creators who have…a grudge against yours,
so to speak."

"A grudge? Against our creator?
So—"

"Yes, now it finally begins to seep
through," he spoke, his voice gritty and harsh. "Our creators
have…their own world. And in their world, they have a grudge
against your creator, who exists in their world. His name…Markus
Persson, I believe, is the name you revere him by…has drawn the ire
of our omnipotent masters, the creators of Bethesda. And they have
commissioned me to take out their ire on this pathetic creation of
Mr. Persson's, this…world you live in."

He proceeded to remove his mask,
revealing his true face. He cast the Mardi Gras mask aside,
revealing two golden eyes with bloody, engorged veins stretching
out like tendrils, reaching out from his eyes. They shone brightly,
like the shadows, and much brighter than Hector's eyes.

"Their ire can be consummated by
destruction. And the catalyst for that destruction…one of the
catalysts is me. And the other…"

He stared me down. I didn't dare
speak; this was not a man. Whatever it was, I was terrified of it,
but I held my sword strong, blocking my face from view.

"Bethesda cannot exact blood in its
universe, the one in which our creators thrive. But this
universe…it is fair game, Mr. Keane," he sneered, drawing closer.
My sword flew out of my hand, landing against the far wall. I
attempted to grab it, but the thing opened its mouth and yelled at
me.

"Fus'ro'dah!"

I was thrown; it took me a moment to
realize that I had landed on my broken leg. The pain was blinding;
I struggled to rise up, but my power had all been sapped; I felt
like gelatin, simply lying there without a purpose, struggling to
fight back.

"Those blessed with the ability of
the dragon language are unique in my universe," he spoke, striding
over to me and raising me by the collar. "You…you are the final
catalyst. You see, this is a portal…I suppose you already guessed
that…and I have the coordinates for my universe. But what are the
coordinates for yours? I know that you know…I have seen it…"

I don't know what you're talking
about! I wanted to speak, but words failed me as he grasped
tighter, pulling me closer to the blindingly bright golden
eyes.

"You know…even if you don't think you
do…you were exposed to the coordinates, your brain holds that
knowledge…and I will retrieve those coordinates from you, to begin
the invasion…even if I have to do it manually…"

He raised his hand, but apparently
all his energy was focused on my upper body. With my good leg, I
delivered a blow to his stomach with all the force I could muster.
He loosened his grip, and it was just enough to allow me to escape.
He yelled in pain and in fury, clutching his stomach; I had knocked
the wind out of him, if only temporarily, but he recovered just as
I grabbed my sword. The enchanted sword glowed blue in the dim
light of the portal room. The Bethesdan monster stood tall, his
eyes fixated on mine.

"Zun'haal'viik!" He yelled,
but it had no effect. Some sort of energy wafted through the air,
slicing the cold air like a knife, but it simply reverberated off
of the enchanted blade, dissipating.

"So…you wield a blade of great
power…greater than I could have imagined…"

He smiled, and yelled the same phrase
again. But nothing happened; it bounced off the glowing sword's
edge, dissipating once more.

"YOU KNOW THE COORDINATES! Even if
you are unaware of it—I KNOW YOU KNOW! For twenty of my years I
have been in this pisshole of a world, waiting for the time to be
right, as only days ticked by for my masters—TWENTY YEARS! And now,
the moment I've been waiting for stands before me, and I HAVE NO
MEANS TO SEIZE IT! FUS'RO'DAH!"

I tried to resist the power. His fury
was now unmatched by anything I had ever seen; his eyes were
blazing with a hatred that none had witnessed; simply by speaking
he had turned his power against me, and the blade was the only
thing that seemed to stop him.

Finally, he drew a long, curved blade
that was attached to his side. He began to walk steadily towards
me, never withdrawing his gaze.

"The army of super mutants and Druagr
are waiting—all I need are those fucking coordinates. All you need
to speak are those words…those numbers…and I will give you a
merciful death. They will not be merciful—they will tear you to
pieces. But if you tell me now, I will allow you to pass on
peacefully." He came within ten feet of me, leery of the enchanted
weapon. He did not even allow for ten seconds before he knew that I
had no response.

He charged, roaring, raising the
sword above his head, preparing to strike the final blow. My sense
of self-preservation told me to hold the sword up to block the
blow. As the curved blade came down upon mine, something split—the
air around us split into fragments, and the world was once more
pulled into blackness as I fell into unconsciousness.

The sirens never stopped; either
someone had forgotten to turn them off, or the person responsible
for resetting the tornado sirens had been killed. There were no
tornadoes, or earthquakes, or terror attacks; just a horde of
thousands of restless undead, shuffling through the streets and
sewers, turning the city upside down. I had heard the rumors, a few
days ago, about "zombie" attacks in Brandenburg and Morrisonville,
but they were just rumors. Or so I thought.

It was summer, and school was out for
three straight months. Erik and I would always hang out every
evening, shoot hoops in the afternoon and play video games at
night. I had heard my parents talking in hushed whispers before,
about something important I had supposed; but I could never hear
what they were talking out. Then, one evening, shit got real: I
walked into the den to find the news on the LCD television blaring,
footage of gruesome revenants shuffling down the streets of
Brandenburg, pursuing terrified citizens who were desperately
fleeing. Cars were burning and crashed into the streets, the
injured were left on the street to be devoured, and riot police
could only run as their batons were useless against the onslaught
of the undead. It was my worst nightmare come to life, the
drooling, groaning, wild-eyed monsters that were once people
tearing apart anything that came into reach.

Then, it hit Pavia. I was shooting
hoops as usual, watched by a few of the highschool jocks who were
commenting on my skills, or lack thereof. The skies were clear when
the sirens began to blare, shaking the very sky itself and pounding
at our eardrums. My first thought was bad weather moving in; but
when the minutes passed, and the sky remained cloudless, I began to
panic. I began to run home, fears growing like a tumor inside my
chest; the streets were deserted, cars had left the quaint suburban
villas they were parked at, and gunships roared overhead, streaking
towards downtown.

My parents weren't at home; the
lights were on, the television was on, and there was no sign of a
struggle or a fight at all. They were simply gone, along with their
car. The mystery's answer never really came to me; but the fight
sure as hell did.

April 26th, Year XXXX,
Pavia

The streets were alive with the
walking dead. The gunshots never stopped; they weren't sporadic or
distant, the air was alive with the pop of hunting rifles, the
shrill cry of the heavy machine guns and the roar of shotguns and
heavier munitions. I tried to keep a low profile, moving between
cars jammed up against the side of buildings and the random debris
scattered along the street. Although scarcer, post office boxes and
telephone booths made for excellent cover as well, hiding from the
mass of ghouls moaning and half running, half walking down the
street, towards the 18th Street barricade. My goal had been to link
up with the resistance group at the I-405 entrance ramp, but I had
encountered a slight problem on the way. Maybe a thousand slight
problems.

The zombies weren't that intelligent.
They never really noticed me dashing from cover to cover, clutching
the modified SMG tightly. The weapon felt like a lead brick in my
hands, and sweat poured down my face, stinging my eyes as I kept
watch on the shuffling horde, making sure that none of them saw me.
Gunfire was pouring from the barricade not five hundred feet away,
dashing brain matter and blood on the pavement with every hit.
Bullets ricocheted off the burnt husks of cars and trucks bashed
into the brick townhouses, coming very close to hitting me; if I
were to signal for them to hold their fire for my own sake, I would
most likely be noticed.

I proceeded carefully, but I
apparently wasn't quiet enough; as I reached the intersection of
17th and 18th Streets, one of them must have seen me out of the
corner of his bloody, yellow eye. Although the rest of the horde
mindlessly sauntered towards the barricade, the one ghoul began to
shuffle towards me, dragging its bloodied feet over broken glass
and shattered bricks as it leered towards its prey. The SMG would
have done good handiwork; I raised the gun, my hands shaking, and
pulled the trigger.

Click.

Fucking click. The gun was jammed;
the monster was stepping up onto the pavement, its ragged, bloody
nails reaching out for me, groping the air as if it could drag
itself closer. My only option was to kick, and hard.

My steel-toed boot shot out and hit
the creature in the shin. It caused no pain, but my kick was
somehow powerful enough to shatter the frail bone and crush the
flesh and sinew connecting the leg to the body; with only one leg,
and a laughable lack of balance, the zombie fell in front of me,
its eyes still glaring at its target, trying to crawl with its
emaciated hands towards me. I was in shock for a moment; my
attention fixated on the fallen revenant, its rotting teeth trying
to bite, I barely noticed the tank roll around the corner, rolling
over hapless zombies as it went. I don't think the driver even
registered the slight bump of the skulls crunching underneath the
treads. I would never forget that sound; nor would I forget the
next.

The tank exploded in a ball of flame,
raising up off the ground as if lifted by the hand of god. Nothing
but a powerful explosion could have lifted the five ton metal
monster off the street, and it must have been one hell of a rocket;
the back of the tank, where the fuel was stored, roared into fiery
life, the inner contents detonating and spraying flaming,
liquidized fuel all over the street. It was my salvation, as
strange as that seems; during this time the zombie was attempting
to bite my ankles, but globules of burning fuel landed everywhere,
including on the zombie. I was lucky enough to escape without burn
injuries, but the ghoul was now preoccupied with trying to put out
the flames; perhaps the fire was another prey, a shinier, brighter
prey that it couldn't reach. But I used that time to flee; the
Crusader stomped down the street, shaking the ruined buildings as
it walked, its lifeless red eyes fixated on anything with a heat
signature. The dual chainguns opened up on the hapless walkers,
turning the street into a Rothko painting. The machination turned
towards the barricade as well, obliterating the sandbags and
twisted metal scraps in mere seconds. Then it continued with its
assigned patrol, apparently unaware of my cowering body, hidden
behind the charred half of a sedan.

The shock began to set in, and the
presence of the Crusader did nothing to help matters; I fled into a
nearby building, managing to rouse myself from the hiding spot and
crawl into the crumpled ruins of the office.

I had no idea what was inside of the
office; the ceiling had partially caved in, and there were two half
eaten bodies lying on the secretary's desk, amongst scattered
papers and smashed electronics. There was a stairwell nearby, one
that might lead into the sewers; they were at least safer than the
streets, for now. I was tempted to make a dash to the abandoned
command post nearby, the one that the Sec forces had used until the
pullout, but the stairwell seemed tempting. Carefully, holding the
jammed SMG tightly for some reason, I marched down the stairs, past
locked doors on the way down. A single light bulb lit the passage,
all ten floors down. The bottom was nearly pitch black, and flooded
with water; the sudden fear returned again, as if one of the
plainly marked doors on the descent would open up and something
would pop out at me. But nothing happened; there was only silence,
something that brought solace and terror in equal measures.

The final door was ajar; I sloshed
into the putrid, frigid water, wary of anything lurking in the
murk. Nothing moved as I began to soak my boots in it, fearing
parasites or water-borne diseases; although the doorway was dark
and dreary, it was better than being eaten alive or mowed down up
above. This was a sewer entrance alright; the brownish waters of
the Pavise sewers had all been drained somehow, leaving a squishy
coating of muck and shit on the bottom of the aqueducts. The
ceiling was at least twenty feet high; the sewers continued as far
as the eye could see, although to my right there was a small amount
of daylight peeking through from the end. And ahead of me there was
another room; a sturdy-looking stone bridge had once parted the
waters, or at least allowed for passage over them, and it still
stood there, despite the lack of flow. There was no movement in the
passageway, none at all; I could hear the pumping of pistons and
crushing of gears up above as the Crusader continued to patrol, but
the sewer was devoid of life. It was all too spooky, to be greeted
with this much silence after so much blood and death. I began to
creep towards the last room, towards the lone light that shone
above all others.

The room was empty, except for the
one body slumped in the rolling chair. It was not eaten, or even
bitten; there was a single glistening hole in the corpse's head,
and a 9 mm pistol lay on the control panel of the massive computer
system. The poor man had committed suicide; gently, fearing his
unlikely reanimation, I pushed the rolling chair out into the sewer
area, to clear the room; one string of numbers flashed on the
console, with the words EMERGENCY ACCESS PASSCODE
underneath them. The numbers had no apparent order:

8621081396

They were simply flashing there;
nothing happened to the computer, nothing happened to the screen.
It was just the numbers.

He patrolled the control center, his
hands clasped behind his back. The electricity was restored, and
the life support systems were back online, but the portal was still
closed. And Jason Keane was somehow gone. The man in the mask was
calculating, thinking, processing; the lone Druagr Overlord stood
beside him, watching his master's every move. The Druagr was
uncalculating; it could not think independently, it was only a
skeleton driven by hatred beyond any mortal man. But it was also
unquestionably loyal to the one who raised it from its deep sleep,
and the man it owed its loyalty to was now pacing.

"He must be found…we need those
coordinates…"

The Druagr understood, but could not
respond. Its master wanted something, the coordinates of some
place, but it failed to grasp the implications of the
coordinates.

"You…you are to dispatch every Druagr
you have, the few that I was able to bring to this world…you must
find that Jason Keane, however long it takes…am I clear?"

The Druagr growled its response,
bowing slightly to its master. The man in the mask sighed deeply,
as if relieved.

"He cannot hide for long. Every dream
he dreams, he will expose himself. I will find a way into his
brain, and I will find those coordinates. And you will find
him."

The Druagr could only growl. But it
knew what had to be done, and knew how it would be done. It had the
method down to an art.

I awoke in the strangest of places;
it wasn't the rough metal floor I was expecting, the one I had been
at just a moment ago. My sword was in front of my face, fruitlessly
attempting to deflect a killing blow from the mysterious man in the
mask. But now I was lying in a green field, surrounded by golden
rods of wheat and soft, tilled earth. But the sky was what was
different; to the west, a massive, silent vortex of blue light
warped the normally blue sky, gathering dark clouds around it and
forcing them to rotate around it. I felt no pain, surprisingly, as
I rose up; my leg was still broken, I could feel something wrong,
but I didn't feel any pain from it.

The city in the plains below was
Pavia, still being rebuilt. The massive vortex hovered over the
center of the city, where the towering skyscrapers still stood
tall, serving as a reminder of the fortitude and resilience of the
people of Pavia.

The vortex began to pulsate, slowly
at first; I realized that something was happening as I cleared the
thin stalks of wheat, trying to make my way down to my old home
city. The blue light was growing and then fading, its pace
increasing every second. Something told me to get down on the
ground; as I flopped headfirst onto the hard earth, the vortex
began to roar, and I felt some faint pulse of energy flow through
my body, only a slight tingling sensation. It was miniscule, barely
detectable; but when I rose back up, wincing from the pain
returning to my leg, one of the skyscrapers from the city was gone.
It had just disappeared; there was no trace of it left, no debris,
nothing. Only the shadow of the building remained, cast over the
houses still battered and damaged from the Civil War. The entire
building had just disappeared.

The sounds of horse hooves began to
echo in the nearby forest; I could hear some riders yelling,
incoherent words and phrases. The wheat began to part as several
policemen on horseback approached, scanning the field. One of them
spotted me and shouted, alerting his companions; my first instinct
was to run, as far away as possible, but before I could do anything
a rough hand grabbed me by the arm. I tried to loose myself, but
the policeman had a tight grip.

"Jason Keane?" the man's rough voice
asked.

"I—what?"

"Jason Keane? Are you Mr. Keane?" He
reiterated, sounding annoyed. I nodded, without another word.

"If you would so kindly come with
us—" he dragged me closer to him, attempting to throw me onto the
horse, "—the Administrator would like to see you. I'm sure he'd be
pleased to know you're alive and well."

He helped me up onto the brawny
horse, which whinnied and tried to buck off the extra weight. The
official kept the beast steady, however, and in a few seconds we
were off down the hill, towards the ruins of Pavia.

The city was different; I remember
some buildings that stood after the Civil War, and were now gone.
They had simply vanished; as we rode through the town, the vortex
leered above us, its prancing blue lights casting eerie,
otherworldly shadows across the cracked concrete and pavement.

"What…is that exactly?" I asked,
pointing to the vortex.

"We were only supposed to bring you
into town, Mr. Keane," the gruff policeman spoke, clearly
irritated. "I won't have any of the answers to your questions."

"Are we almost there then?" I asked,
trying to sound as polite as possible.

"Almost."

Wherever there is, I
thought. It turned out to be one of the massive Pavise canals,
connected by the sewers. Around one of the sewer outlets, one of
the main drainage access pipes, a large group of horses were tied
up to makeshift poles ground into the concrete, painstakingly
solidified by more concrete. There were also two vehicles; there
was a jeep that was being retrofitted with something on its back,
and a sleek black limousine with a .50 cal mounted on the
sunroof.

"Our temporary headquarters, Mr.
Keane. And your destination," the police officer spoke, waving to
the makeshift camp. He helped me down off the horse and down the
steps leading into the canal, followed by three of his soldiers.
Men milled about the makeshift stables as well as the jeep,
dragging bags of food and hauling ten gallon jugs of water into the
drainage pipe. Many of them were bedraggled and exhausted looking,
armed with crude melee weapons or old firearms. Few of them noticed
me as the policeman led me past the anxious horses and into the
darkness of the sewers, until we reached one of the maintenance
stations.

I recognized the anxious man in the
faded khakis standing over a map of our nation, as well as the
calmer, stoic man in the dress blues standing beside him.
Administrator Vonerrkaften looked usually placid, his blank eyes
watching one spot on the map closely: Nova Argos. There was a giant
red X on the map where the town was; my gut twisted as I thought of
Erik, dead in the forest, and Brandon, lost somewhere. Newell was
very anxious, pointing to random places on the map, his breathing
hoarse and disrupted.

"There…there…and there now,
Watersgate too…we've already had out of this world reports coming
in from Port Nova and Corinth—"

"Out of this world?" Vonerrkaften
asked, his gaze shifting to Newell.

"Same as here and Diamond
City—buildings disappearing, people vanishing, giant craters in the
streets, the same damn vortex in the sky—it's like the Civil War
all over again. Only this time…"

"We don't have an enemy,"
Vonerrkaften finished grimly. They didn't realize me until he had
finished; I was standing in the doorway, supporting myself against
the doorframe due to my leg. Both of them turned at the same
instant; Vonerrkaften looked relieved, but Newell almost hugged
me.

"Oh…my…thank goodness! You're
alive—how the hell—Administrator told me all about it, how they
just suddenly—warped to Pavia, and you—you were stuck down in
that…ravine, he said, you were in a ravine, and…you were…how did
you get here?" Newell's eyes were blazing with delight, as if he
had recovered a long lost pet or personal object.

"I—"

"We figured you would be around
Pavia—the portal warp took the rest of the group here, so it would
have made sense that you would have arrived if caught in the portal
warp. Sheer luck that you found your way here," Vonerrkaften spoke.
He was less enthusiastic, though I could tell he was glad to have
me back.

"I—portal warp? What?" I was totally
confused; the only thing I could remember clearly was the duel I
had had with the masked man.

"Well…it's complicated. And whatever
happened down in that ravine, it set off a chain of events, a
rather peculiar chain of events—they've been rocking the world for
weeks now."

The last part was what surprised me
the most.

"Say…weeks?"

Vonerrkaften smiled deviously.

"Yes…you've been gone for three weeks
now, Mr. Keane, caught in a slight portal discrepancy. Welcome
back."

"These are our temporary
headquarters, after the actual InSec building in Diamond City
disappeared," Vonerrkaften drawled, leading me down deep beneath
Pavia. A nervous Newell followed, twiddling his thumbs anxiously;
despite my limp, I was able to keep up with the pace of the
Administrator, who was leading me to a smaller maintenance office
below the main sewer line.

"Disappeared? How does a
building…disappear?" I tried to make sense of it. Vonerrkaften led
me into the office, and then shut the door behind Newell. We were
obviously supposed to keep this conversation a secret.

"Well…that's something hard to
explain. I suppose I'll start at the beginning," he spoke
nervously. He offered a chair for me to sit down in, which I gladly
accepted; Newell was forced to stand as I flopped down in the
rickety office chair.

"Whatever happened in that ravine
when you disappeared is a mystery. We're not psychic; if you could
perhaps relate the events of that adventure, it would be a great
help to us. But later," he cut me off as I tried to tell him about
the man in the mask. "First, the consequences. Whatever you did
down there set off some sort of quantum disruption—really
scientific and borderline magic, the eggheads say. Anyway, that
kind of…well, it did some damage to the space-time continuum."

"And that's what created
that—vortex?" I queried, pointing up at the ceiling. It would have
been hovering right above us.

"Well, yes. It's some sort of portal
disruption caused by the very same quantum disruption that you
caused. A hell of a situation, I'd call it, but these
vortexes—officially they're being called 'portal storms', but
there's no real explanation for them. Chaos theory, that's what the
eggheads called it—one rip in the space-time continuum causes
complete chaos on both sides of the continuum."

"And?" I figured there would be
more.

"Well, that leads us to our
conclusion. You had contact with another dimension—one that is
feeling the very same effects as ours. All of these vortexes, all
of these portal storms—they have the same problems as us. You
'touched on' both dimensions, caused the same effect in both.
So…what did you do in that ravine?"

I related to them what had happened
in that underground ravine, after the mage stepped in to rescue me;
the man in the mask, the shadows, the duel we had, the other
dimension, everything. Newell was perplexed by the end, left to
stare blankly at me; Vonerrkaften seemed to have understood most of
it.

"So…we know what is behind the
murders at Nova Argos now. And unfortunately, that matters nothing.
Nova Argos is gone—wiped clean off the face of the earth."

"Same thing that's happening to
cities. They're just—disappearing," Newell said, swallowing a lump
in his throat.

"Disappearing to…where? Do you know?"
I asked. It was a dumb question, but I was so utterly confused, I
just asked whatever came to mind.

"If we knew, they wouldn't be
disappearing. Skyscrapers, houses, schools, military bases—if
they're close to a vortex, they'll just randomly disappear. No
debris, no trace of them left, just a shadow where they stood. Even
stranger," Vonerrkaften stroked his chin thoughtfully.

"Eerie," I muttered, shaking my
head.

"Indeed," the administrator replied.
"I was hoping you'd have more valid information, but that seems to
be the limit—helpful, still. And you mentioned this man in a mask?
Who was he?"

I shook my head in answer; I had no
idea who he was, and I hadn't even gotten a look at his true
face.

"He was wearing…a Mardi Gras mask,
something like that, really festive—and it was hiding these horrid
golden eyes, with the veins around them all bulging and bloody…he
wasn't anything of this earth—"

Vonerrkaften said nothing more. He
listened intently, trying to gleam as much information as possible
from my recounting of the man in the mask. Finally, after I
finished with every detail I could possibly remember, he spoke
again, opening a drawer in the desk he sat at.

"Well then…I have some papers here.
They've been locked up for who knows how long in the InSec secret
vault."

"I thought you said the InSec
building had…vanished?" I stuttered at the word, trying to grasp
the concept of a building that size vanishing into thin air.

"Just the aboveground sections. Only
things aboveground disappear—that is why we are underground; the
vortex cannot touch us below the surface." Vonerrkaften answered,
slapping three papers onto the desk.

"And so…the entire underground area
survived?"

"Entirely," he answered smugly.
"Which is a good thing. All of our records, vaults and encrypted
data lies down there. As long as it's safe, InSec has control over
the situation. At least…partial control…" He seemed to lose the
sentence, trying to grasp the words he wanted.

"Anyway, these three papers seemed to
be very important. They were in a locked vault that has a password
no one has decoded yet. Not a single soul."

"So…"

He cut me off again. "How were they
opened? The password hint was the numerical explanation of the
cosmic inflation theory—something no one has ever been able to
figure out. It is only a theory, but a numerical explanation has
escaped us. We put all of our physicists and astronomers to work on
it, decoding data and piecing together random number strings to try
to decode it, which included taking work from Schrodinger and
Einstein and scrambling it. In the end, we just smashed the vault
with a hammer. And here we are today," he smiled, pushing the
papers towards me.

"Are these…LeBlanc's? They have his
old signature and royal seal on them—"

"They were LeBlanc's," he answered.
"You know how paranoid he was about the cosmologic and
supernatural. Remember the ghost squads, the loonies who went into
every town waving candles and yelling to drive away evil spirits?
Well, that was a stupid paranoia. He also had paranoia about a rip
in the space/time continuum. And these seem a bit
more…reasonable."

Each paper had only one thing on it.
The first one had numbers:

88.58383929 W, 101.48498490
N

"Latitude and longitude? A position?"
I asked. Vonerrkaften nodded. The second paper simply stated
"PROJECT AVALON". The third had a letter from an unknown writer to
James LeBlanc himself, written in pure ink:

Mr. LeBlanc,

The process is going along quite
well. I admit, funding is a bit low, but with the new colonization
efforts and a mobilization against Sania, I can understand the
cuts. We've detected the existence of other dimensions out there,
other universes even—intangible, invisible, but nonetheless
existent. Our instruments have not been able to gather much data
about them, because the space/time continuum does not allow us
to—quantum physics is a very complicated and dangerous matter, Mr.
LeBlanc. Should we penetrate the space/time continuum, it would not
only damage the Nether and this new End dimension we have found,
but it will cause irreparable damage to our main dimension as well
as the universe we are probing. We are attempting to find a way to
"probe" these universes without damage, but so far efforts have
been fruitless.

Sincerely,

Project Avalon

That was all. The three papers, that
was all they said.

"Project Avalon. Looks like we have a
scavenger hunt on our hands," Vonerrkaften smiled, pointing to the
coordinates on the first sheet of paper.

The coordinates of Project Avalon,
whatever it was.

The portal storms were tearing up the
dimension; the man in the mask knew this all too well; he could
feel it all, but they were very small, only tiny fractures in
space/time. Not enough to move an entire army through, much less
supplies, provisions and tools needed to keep that army in shape.
And unwanted factions were being pulled into this dimension.

The Brotherhood has found its way
here. Coincidental, but nonetheless a major issue.

The Brotherhood of Steel had always
been his least favorite of his masters' creations; although they
were not all goody two-shoes people, and certainly weren't terribly
moral, they would have rejected his ideas and his personality, in
favor of someone more neutral oriented and more mentally sound.
They were tough, and well-armed; the ruins of that post-apocalyptic
city were a perfect proving ground for a strong soldier, and the
Brotherhood had managed to prosper in their masters' wasteland.
Only a few of the Brotherhood members had been tossed into this
world, like it was one giant salad; but once they were there, there
was no denying they would resist him should he carry out the plan.
Or even be able to carry it out.

Time is running short—the army
cannot wait for much longer.

His masters' hopes and dreams had
gone with him; he was afraid that failure would be a worse
consequence than death or exile in this world. But all hope was not
lost; he still had Jason Keane's mind, almost within his grasp. He
just needed that string of numbers.

Then everything would work out
perfectly.
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Song Kim had envisioned a better
future for herself, a long time ago; she had envisioned a
university education, a high-paying, high-ranking job at some
esteemed mining corporation, and fantastic digs in the rich western
streets of Diamond City. It was about three months ago that
everything turned upside down on its head; sure, the relocation
could've been worse. Sure, she was put in some boondocks town in a
new world, stuck there for the rest of her life perhaps. But it
could've been worse; but then things had to just get
worse.

Two months later, and the economy was
still spiraling, some cities were still quarantined, and many
people were quiet and reserved, fearful of the conflict that had
uprooted their lives and had caused them so much pain.

And so here she was, serving as a
barmaid during the day and a dancer at night, at some shoddy strip
club missing part of its roof on the outskirts of Diamond City. The
capital had never fully recovered from the conflict; the old 3S
building was still one giant crater, much of downtown was a shadow
of its former self, and half of the population was still
dislocated, either in other cities or in the massive refugee camps
closer to the ocean.

It was nearly dusk; Song hated her
second shift, dancing at the pole for a horde of raucous, drunk men
mixed with silent, contemplative ex-soldiers. She wasn't sure what
disturbed her more, the young, wild kids shouting at her to take
more off, or the older, more reserved men reliving the horrors of
the war in silence, not even watching her. It was just a bad job
overall. The bartending wasn't too bad; it was mostly a quiet
shift. But time was almost up.

Savor what time you have
left, she thought to herself. You'll at least be able to
sleep comfortably tonight.

"Hey Song?"

The voice was familiar; she
recognized it as the bar's manager, Clayton. He was a sincere,
decent man who had served his time in the war, and had managed to
survive with his sanity and personality intact. She liked him as a
manager; some nights he would let her off the hook for her second
shift, and he was pretty lax with salaries, often giving bonuses to
people who gave their best to their job.

"Yes?" she answered politely, setting
down the glass she was wiping clean. He was dressed casually, but
had the air of a gentleman about him.

"I'm sorry to ask you this—Miranda's
out sick, and—"

"The dancer?" she asked, concerned.
Miranda was the biggest attraction for the second part of the
night; Song and some other redhead were "competing" for the title
of early evening, although Song hated the competition.

"Yes, she came down with a nasty
bug…very unfortunate, but…I have to ask you to cover for her
tonight."

Song's stomach dropped to the floor.
Her hand almost slipped and knocked the glass onto the wooden
floor.

"I knew you wouldn't want to—but you
must—"

"I'm sorry…I…I can't do that—"

"You have to, Song. I hate to say it,
and I know how much you hate it, but think of the customers—"

The doors to the bar flung open,
slamming into the side wall. Song nearly jumped out of her skin,
tense as she was already. Clayton turned around for a moment to
greet the new customer, but he seemed lost for words as well.

The massive man was armored in some
sort of suit that Song had never seen before, even with her wartime
experience. His face was covered by what looked to be a gas mask of
sorts, only completely forged from metal, with small, robotic slits
for the eyes. His suit was grimy, covered in filth and bits of
debris. He seemed to be hanging onto the wall for support, trying
to catch his breath.

Clayton almost immediately ran to
him, knocking over several barstools as he went. The armored man
collapsed, falling to the ground; he breathed deeply, although it
sounded almost robotic, as if breathing through a transistor. Song
wasn't sure what to do; Clayton was whispering to the man, while
the only patron in the bar looked too absorbed in his drink to
notice. Song took the opportunity; it was time to leave this place,
even if it meant she wouldn't have a job, would have no income. The
world was cruel, and Song had had enough; she would leave
somewhere, find someplace to live.

As Clayton attempted to attend to the
man, trying to remove the armor against his wishes, Song dashed
into the back of the bar, to where her temporary quarters were. Her
bag of mobile possessions, including clothes, cash and simple
accessories, lay in the only storage locker, alongside the single,
filthy futon. Quickly, Song threw the door of the locker open, not
caring who heard, and grabbed everything, throwing any loose items
back into the bag.

Something hit the bottom of the
locker. It sounded like stone, or diamond.

Song saw the tiny emberstone on the
floor, gleaming red in the pale light of the single light bulb. Her
only memory of a man who had given his life for his entire race,
the first man Song had ever come to love. One single memory.

Song threw the emberstone into the
bag, amongst the lingerie and glittery dance clothing that she wore
at night. Hefting the bag over her shoulder, Song dashed out the
door and fled out the back of the bar, hoping to find someplace
where someone would take care of her. Someplace other than
there.

XXXXX

The man weighed nothing, or so it
seemed. With ease he pushed the attentive, well-dressed man off of
his body, and rose back up, regaining his breath. The car's impact
had probably hurt the driver more than it had did him, as he had
regained his wind and felt only minor bruises on his chest. He had
not realized that the portal had taken him into the middle of the
road.

"Are…you alright, sir? What—"

He pushed the man back against the
wall, and began running for the back, towards the temporary rooms
and the changing areas.

It has to be here. Information
never lies.

He came from a world where
information and technology had persisted despite the total warfare
that had ruined it; it had been his only world, until one of his
masters had contacted him and told him everything.

He is allayed against his fellow
creators. He is playing a dangerous game.

He threw open door after door,
looking for the right room. There were empty, dark rooms with no
inhabitants; some with signs of habitation, but no one was in them.
There were changing rooms, empty, devoid of all life. Hurriedly,
cursing, he threw himself into each room, tearing them apart,
looking for it.

The stone—the stone…where could
it possibly be? It has to be here!

He was told that it was here; the
source was one of the creators of this world, and that creator had
told the armored man's creator. The manager of the bar tried to
stop him, but it was no use.

"Who lives in this room!" he shouted
at the manager, frightening him. His voice would have sounded
almost robotic, although still detectable as human. His armored
suit would have been enough to intimidate most men.

"I—it's Song, Song Kim, she's one of
the dancers here—what the hell do you—"

"Did you get that?" the armored man
asked, tapping his helmet. His comrade was listening on the other
end, hearing everything the armored man heard.

"Yeah…I'm going to send the name off
now, he can try to get as much information as he can on her—"

"We need as much as possible," the
Brotherhood member snapped to his comrade, impatient. "Time is
still of the essence, get it to me as soon as possible."

Without another word, the man ran out
the door of the bar, leaving the building half demolished and
leaving the manager quite speechless, sitting in a puddle of
finely-aged whiskey, not sure of what to do with himself.

The stone must come into our
possession. Before the others can take it.

We were reunited—at least, most of
us. It had been three days since the conference with Vonerrkaften,
and in that time Brandon, Hector, and Xander had joined us, having
spent their recent time recuperating in Pavia. Marco had stayed
behind in Pavia as we left the city, preferring to stay and wait
out the storm rather than enter the eye of the hurricane. Our
little group—along with the forty or so InSec soldiers brave enough
to volunteer for the potentially dangerous mission—was on its way
to the supposed site of the mysterious "Project Avalon", which the
three papers had mentioned. We had coordinates; but so far, things
seemed bleak.

"In the middle of the damn
mountains," Xander spat, gazing out of the gunship at the
cloud-shrouded peaks surrounding us. The stark gray peaks formed
the eastern edge of civilization—beyond them, there existed only a
desert, one that went on for as far as the eye could see. None had
traveled deeply into it; getting through the mountains was
difficult enough, but beyond that there was only a wasteland.

"These are the coordinates—near to
them, anyway. Another few minutes and we should be right on top of
it," Vonerrkaften shouted over the roar of the gunship engines. We
began to tilt to the left as the gunship turned rather sharply,
bringing us to a small vale inbetween two rigid peaks lancing up
from the ground like giant, black thorns.

"This is it—our coordinates,"
Vonerrkaften spoke, so softly he was barely audible. We were
hovering almost a thousand feet above the ground, but the gunship
was slowly losing altitude, enough to bring itself to a hover about
twenty feet above the rocky vale, enough to lower several ropes
down to allow a smooth descent.

"Down and out, Mr. Keane. Let's do
this quick and easy," Vonerrkaften said; I could detect
apprehension in his voice, and the unknown concerned me. Were we
walking into a deathtrap? Had the facility been destroyed,
abandoned, or overrun by something? Was it even here? As usual,
questions plagued me as I rappelled down, following several masked
InSec elites to the rocky basin beneath. Fog whipped around the
sides of the jagged mountains, and the low cloud cover diluted the
sunlight that was certainly attempting to pour in from above.

"There's nothing here—is it—"

"Underground?" Vonerrkaften finished,
rappelling down behind me and turning towards me. "Most likely—you
know LeBlanc. Wouldn't he have kept something like this
underground? To keep it secret?"

"Seems secret enough to me. No one
visits this wasteland, no reason to," I sighed, kicking a rock some
distance. The troops had begun to fan out, looking for anything
unusual in the terrain—something signifying a secret door or a
hatch or some sort of sign or marker.

"Maybe the coordinates are
incorrect?" Xander proposed, falling down behind the Administrator.
"Could the papers be misleading?"

"Possibly," Vonerrkaften replied, as
if he hadn't thought of anything like it. "Like I said, you know
LeBlanc. This could be very real, and could be directly beneath our
feet."

"Don't like the sound of that,"
Xander muttered, shaking his head and drawing his akimbo pistols.
Hector followed behind him, as did Newell, who was looking
remarkably more acute and functional than he was back in Pavia. The
Enderman simply teleported from the helicopter; it looked bored
again, as if the sense of adventure was nothing new to it.

"Something is here…I can feel it…"
the Enderman spoke, its voice hoarse and crackly, like dry
leaves.

"Something…supernatural?" Xander
asked, almost out of fear, as if he wanted someone to reassure
him.

"No, no, nothing like that at all…but
there's a presence here, minor, but it's here…"

A knocking on rock made me do a
double take behind me; two InSec soldiers were trying to push on
the side of the mountain, as if attempting to move it.

"Is there…something?" Vonerrkaften
shouted at them, his voice cracking audibly. All eyes shifted to
the pair of masked men heaving at the stone wall.

"Something—this stone is loose—"

The wall heaved backwards, taking the
two men with it; the small part of the cliff face they were trying
to move was on some sort of hinge, and swung inward, tossing them
inside a dark hallway.

"We may have found our entrance."
Vonerrkaften smiled, but the sound of possibility only made me more
nervous. Grasping my SMG tightly, I took a deep breath and followed
him and Newell towards the mysterious aperture, as the soldiers
hopped back on their feet, clearly shocked and surprised by what
had happened.

"Like something out of an old horror
movie—hidden doors and what not," Newell joked. His comment was not
appreciated. Vonerrkaften simply pointed into the hallway.

"Lead the way." He spoke to both
Newell and I, who reluctantly began to creep forward into the
darkness as the contingent gathered around the opening nervously,
trying to get a peek inside.

Newell and I crept inside, heading
down the long stone tunnel. Someone behind us lit a torch, holding
it out so that we could see. The tunnel was pure stone; there were
no signs of human establishments, so signs of anything really. Just
a manmade tunnel; it was better than nothing, I suppose.

Then, there came a turn in the
tunnel. It turned directly right, and there was light coming from
beyond. My heart began to race—this might actually get us
somewhere. The light looked artificial, not coming from sunlight or
lava; I began to quicken my pace, around the curve, towards the
light—

I walked right into the barrel of the
handgun. The shiny revolver was aimed straight at my forehead, the
point of the barrel jutting into the soft flesh. The older man was
dressed in a common lab coat, with short black hair and a cigar
jutting out of his mouth. He removed the cigar, spat out something,
and turned back to me just as everyone else came around the
corner.

"Well. I hope you all can explain
yourselves. If you can't…well, that's unfortunate."

I could hear more clicks from behind
the group. The sounds of rifle safeties being turned off. There
were more behind us in the tunnel. We were trapped.
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