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Prologue

 


Chairman Daniel Markis gazed out over the
well-manicured green grounds of the Carletonville Research
Laboratory, the low-key but heavily guarded home of the Free
Communities Council central administration building. His office’s
floor-to-ceiling plate glass window made it seem as if he could
roll his office chair backward into open space, but the material
was actually thick and bulletproof up to at least fifty caliber.
The burgeoning nanotech industry had provided new materials of all
sorts, and the tough stuff it was made of was just the first of
many.

A certain vulnerability to attack was the
price he paid for the view. That gave Karl Rogett, his security
chief, fits, the idea that one heavy weapon would decapitate the FC
government. Then again, it gave the man something to do.

Daniel shrugged to himself. All life was
risk, and despite what people thought, the FC would not fall apart
without him. Someone always stepped up and filled a power vacuum,
and all of the council members were competent.

His secure terminal beeped at him, the one
that faced away from the window. He rolled the chair over to it,
sliding his keycard into the slot. Pressing his fingertips to the
scanner, he repositioned his head to let the laser simultaneously
check his retinal patterns. Karl told him they would soon be
installing a DNA sampler “based on Meme technology.”

That phrase was becoming very common in
research circles these days.

In fact, humanity’s nemesis was perversely
responsible for much of the progress in the world right now.
Technology was just one aspect. Daniel considered Earth’s fragile
newfound semi-unity to be far more important, and inspiring. He
wondered if it would all fall apart once the threat abated.

He also wondered whether it ever would abate
– at least within his lifetime. If the intelligence info captured
from the Meme scout ship could be believed, the enemy empire
spanned thousands of worlds.

How can we stand against that? And if we do,
how long will it take to beat them?

If it wasn’t for the vast distances involved,
and the limitation of the speed of light itself, he would have
given humanity no chance at all. Right now they were in a race:
only nine short years until the next attack came. In that time, he
had to organize the world to build some kind of military force that
would not only beat this Destroyer super-ship of theirs, but defeat
it decisively enough that Earth would retain enough capacity left
to rise to the next challenge. A Pyrrhic victory that left them
prostrate would merely delay the inevitable.

On his terminal, he read a decrypted message
from Cassandra Johnstone, his spymaster: a report he had been
waiting for. In reply, he typed instructions for her and fired it
off to her location in Antarctica.

Daniel hoped she could pull off the operation
she proposed. She was confident, but the opposition was formidable,
and at least as clever as she was. If it wasn’t for a certain blind
spot in the opponent…

He wondered about Cass’ potential blind
spots…and his own.

He shook his head. Covert ops were a
necessary evil, not something he relished. It made him chuckle to
think that the most traditionally religious among his inner circle
was also his most devious. A Jesuit he might have expected in the
role, but not a southern Presbyterian drop-forged into a highly
effective CIA field agent in pre-Plague Moscow.

Himself, he believed in God, and right and
wrong, but didn’t think too deeply past all that, which saved a lot
of arguments with his agnostic scientist wife, Elise. He figured if
God cared about Earth or the rest of the universe, He was sure a
hands-off kind of deity, and expected people to take care of their
own problems.

Such as the Meme Empire.

Which was one hell of a problem.

That reminded him. He called up another file
on the screen and perused it for at least a half hour, ignoring
calls, and a couple of intercom buzzes from his administrative
assistant Millie Johnstone. Eventually he decided on a course of
action, and sent another set of instructions to his spymaster. This
time, however, he followed it up.

Opening his office door, he called, “Millie,
could you get your mom on the secure line please?”

From behind her desk, she looked like the
spitting image of her mother Cass, especially as the Eden Plague
had returned the elder Johnstone her youth. However, the daughter
seemed to have no particular love of the world of spies, preferring
to be the good right hand of Earth’s most influential, though not
overtly powerful, man.

“You know, you could just call her
yourself.”

“I can never get that stupid phone to work
right. Just dial her up and transfer her, will you? Thanks.” Daniel
backed into his office and closed the door, waiting for the beep
that told him the line was live on the exotic-looking box: the
custom-made one with the rather ordinary handset that sat on one
end of his desk.

Finally the encrypted call came. “Cass? Yes,
I sent you a secure message about the Septagon Shadow rogue cyborg
program file. I want to turn it over to President McKenna.”

“Is that wise?” Not surprisingly, Cassandra
sounded skeptical. “The US clandestine services are still riddled
with leaks and informants – some of them mine, that’s how I know.
If you do that, you might as well just post it on the
internet.”

“I figured you’d do some work on it before we
did that. Some redaction, a bit of exaggeration here and there…you
know the drill.”

Her tone brightened. “That’s not a bad idea.
But they won’t like being used to pass disinformation.”

“Well, that will be on them. I want to give
it to him Eyes Only, US President. If he can’t keep it to himself,
maybe we can trace the path of information and find out where it’s
going.”

“A stalking horse? Daniel, you’re
learning!”

“It’s just an idea, and I’m sure you and your
people can refine and fancify it a lot…but that’s my plan. The why
and what is up to me, the how is yours. And, even if it doesn’t
bring our quarry out of the woodwork, it may prompt McKenna to
prioritize the hunt with his people.”

“Why? The US captured the Septagon labs and
low-level researchers. We acquired almost all the information worth
having, and got to study Rick as a living test subject before he
went into space. If their top people got away, so what? The Free
Communities will probably catch up in applied cybernetics in the
next couple of years, especially with Australia pushing for the
technology to be used in the Space Marine and Fleet programs.”

Daniel chewed the inside of his cheek for a
moment, trying to put into words what was really just a hunch.
Thinking aloud helped him structure his arguments. “Look…in the
last decade we’ve seen three world-changing technologies developed:
Meme-adapted biotech, Earth-grown nanotech, and the new cheap
access to space through the cloned Meme fusion drives. I can’t
shake the feeling that cybernetics will be equally important, and
we can’t let a rogue entity develop it into something that we
aren’t ready to deal with. Those prototype Shadow Men proved to be
worth five or ten nanocommandos.” He sighed. “It’s an arms race we
can’t really even afford to run, much less lose. It will distract
from the real effort – preparing for the Destroyer. I’d much rather
find them and take them down now, than wait for them to hit us at a
time and place of their choosing.”

“All right, all right,” Cassandra replied.
“I’ll prep the file. I’ll make it lead the Americans to exactly the
conclusions we want. And I’m sure you want me to tell Rick when the
time comes.”

“Tell Rick?” Daniel’s confusion seemed clear.
“What does your son have to do with anything?”

Cassandra’s eye-roll came through in her
voice. “Just like a man. Daniel, he and Jill Repeth are still up
there working on the space defense program. Jill is one of
President McKenna’s favorite go-to operatives. As soon as you start
this ball rolling, he will call for her to come down and join the
hunt for Septagon Shadow, and Rick’s not going to be happy.”

“Well, you’re his mother.” Daniel’s tone was
falsely light.

“And you’re his boss. He’s a Free Community
of South Africa citizen now, not an American, and I swear to you,
Daniel Markis, that I am not going to be the one to tell him
Jill is dead, or worse. That’s on you.”

He could hear her breathing rasp through the
satellite phone line, and he took a deep lungful himself. “Fair
enough. It’s on me, as you said. Now…about that other thing; the
other guy.”

“You still want to just ask him to come? I’d
rather try to finesse it.”

“Cass, you just want to win the spy game.
He’s not a man to take kindly to that.”

“On the contrary. I think he lives for it.
And he’s your friend. He showed that when he returned the
children.”

“Yes…” Daniel shifted the receiver to his
other ear. “But I’d rather not presume upon that friendship. Golden
rule, and all that.”

Silence reigned on the line for a long
moment, then Cassandra went on. “Perhaps I can split the
difference. How about if I let him discover you would like to talk
to him? Then he can make up his own mind about whether it’s
aboveboard, or a bluff, or a double bluff.”

“Ad infinitum. All right, I can live with
that. Anything else?”

“Not now.”

“All right. Have fun in the snow.” Daniel put
the phone down, then turned back to watch the sun set warmly across
the laboratory campus, thoroughly happy not to be in
Antarctica.

I shot two arrows in the air…they fell to
Earth, I know not where.
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Tran Pham “Spooky” Nguyen cinched his harness
even tighter as the hybrid shuttle bucked him upward against the
restraints for the umpteenth time. Two dozen other passengers
rocked and jerked in time with him, all tossed synchronously by the
buffeting as the spaceplane bled off speed in the upper
atmosphere.

One man vomited into a sick bag. Another
didn’t quite reach get his to his mouth in time and some effluvium
leaked past the thin plastic onto his stained and blackened
coverall. The stench wafted through the bare-bones compartment and
soon others were holding up sacks and filling them.

Spooky breathed through his mouth and
employed Dadirri mental techniques to decouple his senses from his
bodily reactions, and closed his eyes to reduce the input he had to
deal with. The shuttle would make landfall in Australia soon, and
he had endured far worse things while stalking Viet Cong and Viet
Minh in his native Vietnamese highlands.

A Thuong Degar, commonly called a
Montagnard by the French and Americans in the country, his mountain
tribes had been persecuted by the lowland Vietnamese who had sold
themselves to the Communist ideology. His father had taught him at
an early age to kill those who would impose their ways on the
highlanders, and he’d done it well.

When the dope-smoking,
communist-sympathizing, hippie American civilians forced his
beloved Green Berets to abandon the fight, the young insurgent had
kept on killing, using Cambodia as a base as the lowlanders burned
villages and ethnically cleansed his tribal areas to expand their
cash-producing coffee plantations. Eventually he had joined the
so-called boat people and made his way to the United States as a
refugee.

Arriving in San Francisco, he found that same
exotic coffee sold to those same aging self-righteous Jane Fonda
generation peaceniks. As far as he was concerned, they drank the
blood of his people. It was all he could do not to kill them too,
but even as young as he was, he knew not all Americans were so
stupid.

In Greensboro, North Carolina he found the
largest concentration of his Degar people in the US.

In nearby Fort Bragg, he found his real home:
the US Army Special Forces.

The Green Berets.

He enlisted, and they were glad to have him,
especially after he demonstrated some of his skills. Combat
missions all over the world had honed and perfected his special
operations craft.

Now Spooky could hardly recall his own
previous life from behind the changes wrought by the Eden Plague,
the nuclear near-apocalypse, and the coming of the Meme Demon
Plagues on Earth. He’d changed so much…grown so much.

An especially severe shock shook him out of
his near-trance, and he heard the landing gear whine down and lock.
If he’d had a window, he knew he would see Exmouth Spaceport, so
named for the nearby town and gulf. No more yet than a flattened
runway with temporary buildings, it was the site selected to serve
as Australia’s main launching facility for the new fusion
spacecraft made possible by the cloned Meme fusion bio-engines.

Fifteen minutes later he did see it, as he
walked off the spaceplane empty-handed. He’d stowed away on
Orion with almost nothing, and he was bringing very little
back with him, not even his own identity. Right now, he seemed just
one of many returning technicians, who had been working hard to
turn the mangled wreck of the warship into a usable orbital space
station.

In reality, he had played a vital role in
ensuring Orion’s costly defense of Earth had not turned from
victory into an ugly coup attempt. Colonel MacAdam, commander of
the Space Marines that Spooky had trained, had almost been
blackmailed by into mutiny by Ariadne Smythe, the head of the
secret Council of Nine, Australia’s Psycho-run shadow government.
Had he done so, Orion and her nuclear weapons would have
constituted a Damoclesian sword poised above all the other nations
of the world.

This would have been disastrous for the
Earth. With no more than nine short years to prepare for the coming
of the Meme Destroyer – reportedly an enormous space warship fully
capable of living up to its name – humanity’s only chance was to
remain united in purpose and in politics. There was just one man
that could keep them together.

Spooky Nguyen? He laughed to himself
as he strode across the hot packed dirt of the roughly-fashioned
runway toward the growing cluster of buildings. The siren’s song of
ambition, of lust for power, keened somewhere in the background of
his mind, but he ignored it. No, not me. At least, not yet.
Perhaps someday he would rule an empire, but the ability to delay
gratification was one of his many strengths – to take the long
view. To do what was best for himself by doing what was best for
those around him, thus elevating all.

No, the one man who could keep the fragile
alliance together, the concord that put an end to the nuclear
exchanges and the infighting, that maneuvered the majority of the
nations of Earth into contributing to the construction of the
battleship Orion, was Daniel Markis.

Spooky’s next mission he set himself,
therefore, was to determine how to help Markis do it.

Approaching the administrative structures
near the prefab hangars, he ran his eyes over at least a dozen
distinct clusters of activity throwing clay dust into the burning
air. Each represented another hangar, or the site of some kind of
permanent facility. Beyond them Spooky could see at least thirty
ships – naval, cargo, and specialized construction vessels –
rapidly improving the seaport or unloading materials. If he was any
judge, within a year the world’s first true spaceport would be
fully functioning.

Looking around, he tried to find some sign or
indication of where he could get some transportation around the
Gulf to the western side where the port of Exmouth sat. Originally
established as a submarine base in World War Two, until now it had
been a sleepy tourist town best known for its access to the ocean
reefs.

One sign he spotted was unexpected: SAVE THE
REEFS shouted garishly in pink paint on a crude wooden placard
carried by a weather-beaten woman with the young-old look of a
recently elderly Eden Plague infectee. Everyone was ignoring her as
she loudly proclaimed her environmental message.

The woman’s presence actually heartened him.
It said a lot for the government that it still allowed free speech
and lawful protest, no matter how misguided. Spooky would be happy
to sacrifice any number of reefs to ensure Earth’s military power
could defend them from absorption by the Meme.

Survival trumped all.

Another sign caught his eye, but this one
read “Exmouth Shuttle.” A new but already dusty air-conditioned bus
waited and a queue of people filed into it. He was about to join
the line when he sense an incoming missile.

Taking a step forward, he turned to avoid the
blood orange aimed at his head. Reaching up, he caught it as it
went past, simultaneously searching for the source of the
throw.

A late-model Land Rover, pearl white and far
less dusty than everything else in sight, supported the shapely
derriere of a stunning dusky-skinned woman with high cheekbones and
lustrous black hair. Merriment danced in her exotic eyes as Spooky
smiled and split the fruit in half with his roughened hands.

Without breaking her locked gaze, he walked
toward the woman and the SUV, peeling the crimson orange halves.
One piece went into his own mouth, bursting flavor almost
unbearably sweet after two months of packaged rations. The other,
on the tips of his fingers, went into hers.

For a moment her lips lingered on his hand,
promises of things to come, before they found his mouth and fused
to him. Juice spurted past their kisses and ran onto her
brightly-colored sun dress, mingling with the patterns there. She
slid off the fender into his arms, but her feet never touched the
ground as he held her against the vehicle’s shiny surface.

“Tran,” she breathed when they finally
separated. “I missed you.”

Spooky tried to set her down but her legs
twined around him hungrily, clamping to his waist. He suppressed a
demanding surge of lust. “So I see. I missed you too, Ann, but
shall we get inside this fine vehicle? People are beginning to
stare.”

“Let them stare.”

He shook his head. “I prefer not to draw
attention to myself, and you are nothing if not worthy of
attention.”

Ann Alkina’s pout smoothed out and she let go
her full-body embrace. “As you wish. The inside is very
comfortable.” Sloe-eyed, she reached around him to open the
passenger door.

Spooky slid into the seat and clicked on the
belt.

Ann’s pout returned when she climbed into the
driver’s seat and saw what he had done. “Two months and all you can
think about is business?”

Spooky blinked once, slowly, then winked his
right eye. “No, I merely haven’t been really clean in all that time
and I prefer our first session together in months to
be…exceptional.”

“Good answer.” She put the SUV in Drive and
roared off, dodging among the people and other vehicles with
reckless abandon, eventually rolling over a curb and onto a paved
road.

“What’s in Exmouth? A flight?”

“No, I decided to bring the yacht.”

“Slow travel…wench.” he chuckled. “A ploy to
get me all to yourself for a week.”

“Only five days. And the long range comms are
functioning. I’m not a fool. You’ll be able to work.”

“An aircraft still might have been
wiser.”

She eyed him briefly as she drove moderately
in the left – the slow – lane of the highway to Exmouth. “You can
always call for a seaplane, but this way I at least get you for one
day. And I thought it best to brief you at leisure on what’s been
going on back in Sydney and at the Outback site. It might mitigate
any…hastiness.”

“When have I ever been hasty?”

“Even so…”

Spooky sighed. “All right. I’ll defer to your
judgment for the nonce. Do you have any sort of foul weed
about?”

She gestured toward the glovebox, where he
found a pack of slim cigars and a lighter. Soon the vehicle filled
with fragrant smoke. He cracked a window as he took a deep drag,
and sighed with pleasure as the nicotine hit his bloodstream.

A few minutes later they turned off the main
highway and drove through the edge of the port to a private wharf.
Alkina did not stop when she got to the pier, but rolled slowly
onto it and thence up a heavy-duty brow directly through the cargo
hatch of a yacht of at least fifty meters length. Bates
Motel was painted across the stern: a private joke.

Inside, white-clad crewmembers, mostly short
men and women noticeably resembling Spooky, rushed to close the
hatch, open doors and offer their services. On the deck, the boat’s
captain and officers lined up and bowed. “Welcome back, General,”
the skipper said.

Each nametag on their uniforms said
Nguyen, and each was related to him in some way, as well as
being thoroughly vetted Eden Plague carriers. Here aboard, at
least, he had very little to fear from treachery or spies. “Thank
you all,” Spooky replied with genuine warmth, giving the lie to
those who said all Psychos were cold and sociopathic. Even the most
selfish soul could respond to sincere and hard-earned
adulation.

“I need to clean up now. Please continue to
take instructions from Colonel Alkina, and I will see you at
dinner.” He exchanged bows with them again, and then with great
relief followed Ann to the master cabin.

After – truth be told, even during – a
thorough sudsing shower and then bath, they indulged themselves in
languid sex, reacquainting themselves within the ancient rite of
man and woman. Spooky watched carefully for any alteration, any
sign of change between them, and found something interesting.

As they lay sated in the bed, facing each
other on opposite elbows, his eyes flicked a question toward her
chest, and the faintest of new scars.

“Yes. I had it removed,” she replied.

“Why?” His query held no anger, only
curiosity.

“Aside from the feeling anyone with the code
and a transmitter could end me? To prove to you that I love
you.”

“Oh? I would have thought leaving it there
was greater proof.”

Her eyelashes batted once, twice. “Did you
get out of practice, up there in space?”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps I want to hear it from
you.”

“All right.” Ann ran a long nail down her
sternum, then tapped it twice. “You have no easy hold over me
anymore. I had two months to do what I will and would, but I am now
here, with you. When we get back, you can examine all I did in your
name. You may not agree with everything, but you will find nothing
disloyal.”

Spooky searched her face for the truth, and
found no lies there.

Ann rolled toward him, arms above her head,
to spoon her naked back into his equally bare chest. “I love you,
Nguyen Tran Pham.”

“Love is not always forever.” Cruel words,
but he wished to ensure no doubts between them, for he did not base
his life on sentiment.

“But ownership is.” She squirmed so that she
lay on her back, her flank fitting perfectly into the curve of his
hips, cheek to thigh. “I am yours, Tran. You taught me what it was
to be a new kind of human, when others thought those like us
were…worthless. You gave me the most important gift anyone can
give.”

“Respect?” He kissed only her forehead, so
that she could respond.

“A home. A family. A place to belong.” She
turned her face to nuzzle his chest.

“Yes…for people like us…” It’s a family of
tigers…but even tigers mate, and refrain from killing each other,
usually. Perhaps… He wondered whether this was the one woman in
all the world whom he could trust…or was it all just a deep and
clever stratagem to get rid of him?

He shook briefly, like a dog, trying to rid
himself of that idea. Such thoughts could become self-fulfilling
prophecies.

“I’ve lost you again, haven’t I?”

“Never,” he replied. “Just can’t stop my mind
from running.”

Ann sighed wistfully. “I’m glad we have a
thousand years. I’ll wait that long if I have to.”

He didn’t ask “for what.” Maybe someday he
would be able to give her what she craved. Until then…he’d give her
what he could.
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Spooky took the seaplane after all, not
because he was impatient – not entirely. It was more because he
felt increasingly vulnerable sailing along the south coast of
Australia. One missile, one torpedo, one remote-controlled suicide
speedboat and both the current and former heads of Direct Action
would be out of the way.

For the same reason he ordered Ann to stay on
the yacht, at least until the seaplane’s next sortie. He hadn’t
thought much beyond Earth’s temporary salvation, and now he was
filled with a feeling of important thing undone, of political
undercurrents he no longer had a sense of. Months had elapsed since
Orion’s liftoff; a lot could happen in the small shark-pool of the
Committee of Nine.

Approaching Sydney, he diverted unscheduled
to land on Lake Burragorang, where a wad of cash from a startled
local bought him a ride into the town of Penrith. There he slipped
into one of the directorate’s safe houses and logged on to a
waiting secure terminal.

His codes were still good, another indication
that Alkina was either loyal, or very subtle. Spooky allowed
himself to be nearly certain of the former.

Spending the evening in seclusion, he trolled
through his own information systems and those of his rivals, using
backdoors he had had installed. While no computer wiz himself, he
had some extremely competent people working for him. He learned
many interesting things, but nothing so fascinating as a piece of
virtual paper waiting in the intelligence report bin titled
Daniel Markis, a subfile of his people’s spying on the other
Free Communities and its council.

Marked Most Secret, it began with the
words, “Dear Spooky,” and ended with “Your friend, DJ.” Between the
greeting and closing was an invitation to meet, either at
Carletonville or some neutral place of his choosing.

At what game are you playing, Daniel?
A secure channel should be good enough, with modern encryption. On
the other hand, Direct Action’s people had discovered this message
in Markis’ computers, or perhaps it had been slipped into his own
heavily defended system. Either answer demonstrated that nothing
was uncrackable.

I need time to make sure of the situation
here, he thought. Ariadne had tried to blackmail MacAdam into a
shipboard coup, and Ann had rescued his family to remove that lever
from her grip, but the fencing match between Direct Action and
Smythe’s Central Authority undoubtedly continued.

A nice name, that, he’d always thought.
Spooky mentally tipped his hat. It subtly reinforced her legitimacy
even in its nomenclature. Direct Action, on the other hand,
conjured up an unsubtle brutality that served him well, since its
actual operations were normally executed with perfect finesse.

Usually.

After shooting off a note to Ann, he reviewed
her actions in his absence and was pleasantly surprised. Oh, he
might have tweaked something here, improved something there, but by
and large he was satisfied. He went to sleep with as much peace of
mind as he ever had.

The machine beeped early with a reply from
Alkina, and an hour later he hopped into a nondescript Japanese
sedan indistinguishable from a million others on the road. This
time Ann had dressed in her Australian Army uniform.

“Brigadier now?”

“I thought as your proxy on the Committee it
was appropriate.”

Spooky chuckled. “Soon you will outrank
me.”

“Perhaps you should dispense with ranks and
just be yourself.”

“I am myself. I like the rank. As a young
Army sergeant I used to dream of putting on the godlike rank of
Master Sergeant. That’s all the higher I expected to go, as a
foreign-born Green Beret with no degree. Look at me now.”

Alkina laughed. “As you wish, my lord.” She
gestured at a package in the back seat. “Speaking of uniforms, I
brought yours.”

Spooky glanced back at it. “Later. For now,
just get me in to DA HQ unobserved. By the way…did you see the
Markis message?”

“Of course.”

“Thoughts?”

“He’s your friend. I wouldn’t presume. I
don’t think he’s setting you up, if that’s what you’re asking. At
least, not physically. Politically, perhaps, but politicians are
all the same backstabbing lot.”

“Not Markis,” popped from Spooky’s mouth
before he could stop it. “Funny, that’s the least cynical thing
I’ve said in some time, but it’s true. He’s a good man, and he
wouldn’t screw me over, politically or otherwise…unless he thought
I deserved it. As I see it, he owes me on every level, from the
return of his children to the role I played in getting certain
countries on board with the Orion project, to going along on it
myself.”

“So what are you asking?” She turned down an
unmarked but well-traveled road leading into the green
almost-mountains.

“I suppose just your opinion of the
logistics. Where should we meet?”

“Antarctica would be the safest. It’s an FC
stronghold, very hard to infiltrate for the Russians or the Chinese
or any rogue elements. Either that or South Africa itself.”

“I agree. Do me a favor and get in touch with
Cassandra Johnstone. Set it up for their remote facility. The day
after tomorrow, if you can.” Spooky turned to snake over the seat
into the back. Popping a catch, he folded down the central armrest
and slowly, with careful nanite-assisted strength, pulled it loose
from its fittings. A few more moments work opened a pass-through to
the sedan’s trunk.

“I also brought a commando skinsuit,” she
called. “It’s in the bag there.”

“Excellent. I’ll put it on in the boot.”

Once he had squirmed through the small
opening, he turned around to fit the armrest back into its space,
leaving nothing to show what he had done. A few minutes later he
heard them pass through security, where Brigadier Alkina overrode
her own protocols to decline a search.

Once parked deep underground, she opened the
back and a figure, black-clad head to toe including full face
shield, accompanied her to her office, hiding Spooky’s return from
even his own people. One more day working, and a night together in
the attached contingency quarters, and they were ready.
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Invisible to as many spectra as Direct
Action’s technology could make it, the stealthy insertion drone
hummed low over the Antarctic snowscape. It had taken off from an
underground launch-catapult and supercruised through the
stratosphere most of the way from Australia before dropping to its
terminal nap-of-the-Earth profile. Normally used to clandestinely
drop or land specialized items, this time its cargo was unusual,
even experimental.

A human being.

Crammed into the container, Spooky responded
to the alarm and gentle hiss of extra oxygen with a sneeze and two
blinks. The latter activated the HUD of his nanocommando skinsuit,
which gave him the ETA to time over target: five minutes.

Plenty of time to clear his head and get
ready.

He could have come in overtly, on a transport
plane perhaps, but that would open him up to two improbable but
disastrous possibilities: unexpected treachery on the part of the
Free Communities, or more likely, a third party trying to
counterfeit such a backstab. Either way, this method was much
safer.

That is, assuming he survived the
insertion.

His landing zone was a snow-covered plateau
ten kilometers from the FC facility. The curve of low hills kept
the drone – essentially a weaponless cruise missile – invisible to
the air traffic control radar of the complex’s runway, even if its
stealth coating was not enough. The deep drifts below would give
him an extra margin of safety if the landing did not come off as
expected.

Packed tight inside an inert cloth-covered
silicone gel akin to the more prosaic stuff of computer mouse-pads,
he could do nothing except count the seconds to landing. His final
warning was the drone’s ramjet engine shutting off and air brakes
deploying to bring the robot aircraft down to a preset speed.

At this point, powerful compressed nitrogen
charges blew the landing package out the back and a parachute
opened with a brutal shock. Its canopy deployed perfectly, and the
shell swung once, twice, then ground gently into the deep white
snow.

Another pop split the cargo casing, and
Spooky’s surrounding gel inserts fell from him like dead white
tribbles. Standing up, he surveyed the Antarctic horizon, feeling
the bitter cold as a gentle cooling through his insulated oversuit
and skinsuit.

The drone was made to carry and soft-land
four hundred kilos of gear. Spooky weighed no more than
seventy-five, suit and all. The rest was taken up with supplies –
food, fuel, water, drugs, weapons, inflatable tent…everything he
might need to survive for a few days in an emergency. He didn’t
think he would need most of it, but he hadn’t lives this long by
being unprepared.

First he activated a hot-pack meal and downed
its semi-liquid contents – a stewlike sludge meant to provide
maximum nutrition in minimum time. Thus fortified, he strapped on
specialized cross-country skis and his preloaded backpack, and
began to shush toward the base. His chameleon oversuit turned dirty
white within moments, to match the snow.

The edge of the plateau presented his first
challenge, especially with the twenty-knot wind cutting crossways
to the slope. Several hundred meters of broken rock and ice made
for a nasty route.

Taking an air-powered launcher off his pack,
he fired a grapnel down into a crevice, then pulled up on its
attached cord until its barbs seated firmly. Rearranging the lines,
he then launched another in a parabolic arc toward the complex in
the distance. It reached nearly to the far edge of the ice field,
and he drew and pulled until the hooks caught on something and did
not budge.

Drawing the two cords toward one another, he
tied them firmly and then clipped the resulting safety line into a
carabiner, allowing it to run freely. After fitting spiked
overshoes and similarly equipped overgloves, he broke his
collapsible skis into their component pieces for storage in his
pack.

Then he set out.

An ordinary man, if very well prepared, might
have made the crossing. Spooky was far from ordinary. His body
hardened by years of physical training, perfected by the Eden
Plague, then boosted by nanites modified in Direct Action’s own
laboratories, he leaped from rock to floe to snowbank.

Occasionally he slipped downward, only to
catch himself with his spiked extremities, leaping upward even as
frozen slush crumbled beneath him like a video-game figure.
Eventually he made his way to the other edge, unclipping himself
from his safety line and marking its location with a low-power
beacon in case he needed it later.

Reassembling his skis, he skirted rightward
into a shallow depression in the rolling plain, staying out of
sight of the sprawling complex of shelters on the ground and
buildings on stilts. Obviously the base had been growing rapidly
this last year.

Cassandra has been busy.

Finally there was no more landscape to put
between himself and the nearest building, so he buried his gear,
making sure he could find it again, and set out to crawl.

His chameleon-suit should reduce his
detectable heat and visible signature to near zero, and radar was
unlikely to pick up the small amount of metal he carried. Motion
detectors were his only worry, especially the kind strewn on the
ground around, listening and looking with sensitive sonics for the
traces of a man’s movement.

Because this was not a life-or-death mission,
Spooky allowed himself one further risk. Had it been necessary, he
would have crept across the intervening two hundred meters at a
steady rate below four centimeters per second –standard trigger
speed for motion detectors. Below that, most sensors would ignore
everything, for the simple reason that excessive sensitivity
brought too many false positives that needed to be checked out. No
setup was perfect; any system could be beat.

But going so slow would have delayed him by
over an hour, and despite his high-tech suit, might endanger him
from frostbite and hypothermia. He was already getting hungry
again; cold-weather work burned calories at several times the
normal rate.

Besides, he might as well give the lady a
chance.

It only took him twelve minutes to crawl
across the bare field at a pace he deemed correct to fool any
merely human eyeballs: a slow, steady creep below the brain’s usual
motion sensitivity, like molasses flowing.

Finally, he rolled beneath one of the
structures, set on stilts above the frozen ground to minimize heat
loss. This was not only to save energy, but also to limit the
thawing and instability that inevitably accompanied too much warmth
applied to an Antarctic foundation. Much of the ground was layered
with ice, and melting it was asking to lose a building in a surface
collapse.

Searching, he found an emergency hatch
leading up into the structure, with a convenient stairway.
Deliberately unlocked in case someone needed to come in quickly,
Spooky accepted his good luck and the probability that karma would
make him pay later.

The bill came due much sooner than he
thought.

After listening for a moment, he lifted the
door, hoping to close it immediately and then quickly blend in with
the usual heavily clad run of base personnel.

Instead, he was greeted with mocking
applause, delivered by a woman whose hard-face prettiness did
nothing to conceal her delight. Two armed figures on either side of
her covered him with squat, ugly weapons. “Well done, sir, well
done. We didn’t pick you up until you were fifty meters from this
building.”

Spooky put on a deliberately pleasant smile
before lifting his faceplate, then removing his whole helmet.
“Hello, Cassandra. How fast was I moving?”

“Oh, maybe five seconds per meter.”

“Do you think I have forgotten how to count?
Or to crawl.”

Her face lost a bit of its triumph. “You
might have frozen if you’d done that. The ground is eighty below.
Unless you have a fusion pack on your back, the Antarctic will eat
your heat if you lay on it for a solid hour.”

“I might have. Then again…I might not. It’s
no matter. It was a friendly contest, nothing more, and I salute
you.” Spooky raised his fingertips to his eyebrow and winked. “Now
do you mind showing me to quarters and a shower? It’s been an
uncomfortable trip.”

Cassandra snorted, apparently declining to
belabor the obvious, that his discomfort was of his own making.
“Sure. Is an hour enough? Daniel would like to see you at
1400.”

“That would be fine, yes. Do you mind having
your people point their weapons elsewhere? I’d hate to have to
injure anyone.”

One of the figures snorted as Cassandra waved
them down. She rounded on him, an iron-chinned hero type straight
out of a recruiting poster. “You might want to keep that crap
secured, mister.”

“Sorry, ma’am,” the man replied, not looking
sorry at all.

“Spooky,” she said without unlocking her eyes
from her subordinate’s, “you may embarrass him if you like.”

“Spooky?” the man replied, his jaw
slackening. His face turned white as the snow outside.

“I don’t think that will be
necessary…anymore,” Spooky responded with a faint smile. “Sometimes
it’s enough merely to have a reputation. Lead on, Miss
Johnstone.”

The security detail gave them both a wide
berth as they walked through their midst, then fell in behind at a
respectful distance.

It wasn’t long before the highlander stripped
to his skinsuit and scrubbed off in the hot shower. The high-tech
material dried almost instantly, wicking away all moisture, and
Spooky found a standard set of trousers, tunic and boots that fit
well enough. Jauntily he waved at the inevitable camera watching
him dress.

Let them wonder, he thought. I
didn’t bring any weapons with me, which will make them worry all
the more, wondering why they cannot find what I surely must
have. He laughed aloud.

 


***

 


The call came in to Brigadier Alkina’s office
a quarter world away, routed directly to her desk by a well-trained
COMINT collector.

The fact that the heavily encrypted traffic
the man had been analyzing had suddenly become transparent, his
near-real-time supercomputer decryption easily breaking a simple
eight-bit scramble, surprised him, of course. That the message
itself had begun with a recorded loop that said, “Please patch this
secure voice feed to Ann Alkina,” had startled him, but he had
wisely decided that anyone that could feed into his intelligence
system at will should probably be listened to.

And, if the boss did not like his decision,
he was sure his career would survive it. She’d never, to his
knowledge, been less than scrupulously fair with her subordinates.
On the other hand, if it turned out to be important and he
delayed…that might be less survivable.

“Alkina,” she answered. For a moment all she
heard were crackles, pops and echoes, a sure sign of a call
originating off the continent. Then her phone switched of its own
accord into secure mode, indicating that the other end had
initiated a synchronized encryption that ensured no one between the
two devices could decipher their words.

When the line cleared and the green light
came on, she heard a female voice, half-familiar. “Ann Alkina? My
name is Cassandra Johnsone. I work for Daniel Markis.”

Alkina sat back in her chair and stared for a
moment at the inside of her office door, mind racing. She’d never
spoken to the woman on the other end, though she knew the name and
reputation quite well: Markis’ personal spymistress. Of course she
had seen videos and heard recordings of her counterpart – perhaps,
technically, her superior, as Johnstone putatively ran the entire
Free Community intelligence apparatus.

However, the woman had never tried to assert
such authority over Australian affairs, beyond asking for and
receiving routine political-military intelligence such as many had
access to – the general classified items, not the close-held ones.
The fact that she could and did tap in to easily into Australian
networks, by the roundabout method of deliberately having her call
picked up through intelligence channels, was a clear subtext
intended for Alkina herself, she was sure. Translation: I can
get in if I want to.

“I know who you are,” Alkina answered
politely. “How may I help you?”

“I just wanted to know that our mutual friend
arrived safe and sound, and is even now meeting my boss in as much
privacy and security as I can provide him.”

Alkina paused again to digest this
straightforward declaration. “But that’s not all you wish to say to
me.”

“Of course not. There are two reasons for my
call. The first is that I have always wanted to talk to you, even
to meet you. As it happened, I was not involved in your preparation
for the Nebraska mission, so we narrowly missed each other.
Since then, we’ve both been a bit busy.”

“Then it pleases me to speak with you
directly for the first time, Miss Johnstone.”

“Please, call me Cassandra, or Cassie if you
prefer.”

“I would like that. Likewise, you may call me
Ann.”

“I wish we were closer together. Perhaps I
should come visit? I suspect we have a lot to talk about.”

Alkina took a breath and sighed heavily, a
deliberate message. “I would enjoy such a visit, but I do not
believe that would be wise at this time. The situation for people
such as we are is rather…unsettled. Perhaps when our friend
returns, he can stabilize things enough for mutual exchanges to
become feasible.”

“I understand.”

“There was some other reason for your call?”
Alkina forced brightness into her voice, aware that most people
thought her cold and distant in her professional dealings.

“Yes. I have some idea of what our friends
are talking about. It will help them both if we have a working
relationship, and exchange vital information beyond the ordinary
channels. I thought I’d make the first move by providing all the
intel we have on the Septagon Shadow Program.”

“Ah, yes, the rogue Unionists and their
cyborgs. Are you trying to imply this information is more
significant that we think it is?”

Cassandra chuckled. “I’ll let you be the
judge of that, without trying to lead you toward any specific
conclusion. I will say that I believe that, just as the Eden Plague
revolutionized biology, and the nanotech of Tiny Fortress
revolutionized covert and special operations – and contributed to
beating the Meme space ship – cybernetics is the next frontier of
human development. This forbidden technology is the key.”

An odd turn of phrase, Alkina thought. “I
will take a look at what you send.”

“That’s all that I ask. And you’ll find my
secure telephone number among the message metadata. Your techs can
pull it out, I’m sure, in case you need to reach me personally.
Until then.”

“Yes, thank you, Cassandra. Goodbye.”

“Goodbye, Ann.”

The line went dead, and Alkina put the
handset down. A moment later the internal comm on her desk buzzed
to inform her that a triple-encrypted data package had arrived via
their secure network. “Download it to my terminal, store one copy
on the Deep Vault drive, and wipe it from everything else,” she
instructed.

Soon she had it up on her secure terminal,
staring at a box that flashed insouciantly at her: Provide
Password. She tried several words and phrases – Cassandra,
Alkina, Spooky, cybernetics – before something nagged at her
memory. Reaching over, she pushed buttons on the recorder that
automatically captured her telephone communications, just for
occasions like this. After a moment she had it play the phrase she
needed.

“This forbidden technology is the
key,” she mumbled to herself, typing in those three words.
Immediately the package unpacked and showed her a long list of
files, some text, some graphics. After an hour of study, “Holy
shit” was the least of her exclamations.

 


***

 


“Good day, Spooky.” Daniel Markis held out
his hand, which the Vietnamese took firmly, even warmly. “It’s good
to see you.”

“It’s good to believe you when you say that,
Daniel,” the other man responded. “In my world, honesty is a
luxury.” He released Markis’ hand to slide backward onto the table
in the center of the room, where he pulled his feet up to sit
cross-legged, incongruously casual.

Markis sat down in a comfortable chair
himself. “Yes, I’ve been following your exploits as well as I
can…at least until you abdicated your position in Direct
Action.”

Spooky raised an eyebrow. “You are well
informed.”

“I have good people working for me, that’s
all.

“But you did not call this meeting to brag.”
Nguyen looked around the room for a moment, then asked, “Do you
have anything to smoke? It’s one of my few vices.”

“Along with sex, yes, I know that too. I’ll
call for something.” Markis picked up a nearby wired phone and made
the request.

“Sex is not a vice. It’s a tool.”

“What a line. All right, I’m not here to spar
– unless it’s in the dojo, for fun.”

“What are you here for?” Spooky looked
up as the room’s single door opened and one of the security detail
came in carrying a tray with food, coffee and a box of cigars.
After the woman left, he picked one up, and its attendant lighter,
and ran it under his nose. “Nice.”

“Havanas…a gift from the Cuban Free
Community. To answer your question…you know I like to deal face to
face if I can. So much of FC business is done over the secure
networks nowadays that I really value personal contact.”

“I don’t remember you being this much of a
politician, Daniel.”

Markis grimaced. “We become the roles thrust
upon us, don’t we? Is anyone completely in charge of his own
destiny?”

“I am, as much as is possible for a man to
be.”

“Yes, that’s what I meant to talk to you
about.” Markis reached across to snag a cigar from the box, and
accepted the cutter from Nguyen’s hand. A moment passed in silent
ritual, until fragrant smoke curled from the ends of both
stogies.

“Go on.”

“All right.” Markis put the cigar down on an
ashtray and poured himself a cup of coffee from the thermos pot.
“You abdicated.”

“I did what I thought was best for humanity.
If not for me, Captain Absen might have been killed, and with him
humanity’s best hope. I don’t think any other officer aboard could
have commanded Orion and won that battle.”

“Not even you?”

Spooky laughed. “Absolutely not me. Do I look
like a seasoned naval officer?”

“Just checking for megalomania.”

“You’re the ruler of Earth, DJ, not me.”

“Oh, that. Not all it’s cracked up to be.”
Markis took a sip of coffee, made a face. “What’s so hard about
brewing a decent pot of java here?”

“You’re circling hard around the point,
Mister Chairman. Perhaps you could veer toward it a bit?”

“All right. My sources, and I am sure your
Miss Alkina can confirm this, say that your Committee Chairwoman
Smythe is gunning for you.”

“Accepted. So?”

“So we have less than nine years until that
damned Destroyer comes. Every day counts. You got Orion
built, not her. You handled your Committee and you made it
happen.”

“A lot of other people were involved.”

Markis slapped his hand on the table, making
the tray jump. “False modesty. Sure, everyone was important, but
you were vital. Without you, there would have been delays, and the
loss of a just few more days might have meant an unstoppable
asteroid wiping out all life on Earth.” He shot his index finger
out, pointing at Spooky. “You know what I fear?”

Spooky shrugged. “What?”

“I fear the same thing happening. I fear that
without you working your magic in Australia, we’ll be a year or a
month or a week or even a day late – and it will all be for naught.
Because, and I have no idea why, or how: nobody will work as hard
at it as you do, nor do it as well.”

“You want to know why, and how?” Spooky
filled his mouth with smoke and slowly forced it through his
sinuses and out his nose, resembling nothing so much as the
stereotypical Asian villain of ancient Hollywood B-movies.

“No. I don’t think I’d like the answer.”

Spooky chuckled. “Dodging your
conscience?”

“A necessity of politics. But knowing your
reasons and methods would not persuade me I’m wrong, it would just
make me feel unneeded guilt. To paraphrase Churchill, I’d make a
deal with the devil himself to defeat the Meme.”

“That’s an unkind comparison.”

“Apologies, but you get my meaning.
Five-meter targets. Right now I need you – the world needs you –
back in the drivers’ seat in Australia. It’s going to be the
launching pad of the new spacegoing naval force, and that means it
will be literally the most vital defense effort on Earth. I’m
afraid if you don’t take charge, someone like Smythe will derail it
and kill us all. Not to mention what is going on in Russia.”

Spooky ignored that last for now and smoked
some more, long minutes of thought that Markis left unfilled,
except to build two sandwiches and push one toward the other man.
Finally the Vietnamese spoke.

“I’m not inclined to do this. I have
discovered far more satisfaction in independent action, and in
self-actualization through martial philosophy. I am less
constrained this way. I might even be able to solve your Russian
problem better on my own, using my Direct Action operatives.”

Just as Markis was about to speak in protest,
he went on. “But I will do it, because you have persuaded
me.” Spooky picked up the proffered sandwich and bit off a healthy
chunk, refueling his body.

Markis sighed with relief. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome. But I will do what I will
do, in my own way. I will not be ordered about by anyone, not even
you.”

Markis spread his hands in acceptance. “Once
you left my personal service, have I ever expected that?”

“No. I just wanted to be clear. If I take
over, I will rule Australia for the benefit of the world – and for
the people there, and for myself, not for you or for the Free
Communities.”

Markis threw him a jaunty salute. “Got it.
Now about Russia…”

“What about it? You said you have some
problem with them?”

“Just with the Septagon Shadow program, the
parts of it that fled the US. The Russians took them in. I’m sure
they love the idea of absorbing the technology and using it.”

“I fail to see that the issue is. Surely a
few cyborgs are not that disruptive to a technologically advanced
nation armed with nuclear weapons.”

Markis finished his sandwich and reached for
another. “Not of they stay in their lanes. My concern is that they
might turn the tables on the Russians.”

“The tail may wag the dog, you think?”

“I do. Cass has been looking into it for quit
a while, ever since her son Rick and daughter-in-law came home with
implanted cyberware.”

“Yes,” Spooky replied drily. “I can see the
motivation.”

“I’ve directed Cass to turn over a complete
package of data to you. All I ask is that you look at it and, once
you have secured your position, think about what needs to be done.
If the goal is to get all of Earth, especially the big players,
pulling the yoke together, we have to remove a rogue element like
Septagon Shadow.”

Spooky chuckled. “You want me to do your
dirty work.”

“Our dirty work, Tran. We do what we do best,
you do what you do best. Win-win.” Markis stared at Spooky a moment
longer, as if deciding what more to say. “Did you ever wonder why I
gave you so much material to work with?”

“Because you had no choice, if Orion
was to be built?”

Markis laughed. “Not that kind of material…I
meant human resources.”

Spooky’s eyes narrowed, and his nostrils
flared with suppressed realization.

Markis’ smile broadened. “It’s a rare thing
to get ahead of the great Spooky Nguyen. I’m talking about your
fellows, your compatriots.”

“Psychos?”

“If you have less pejorative term I’ll use
it.”

“I don’t really mind, between us alone.
Officially, we call them ‘Outliers’.” Spooky finished the sandwich,
drank a glass of water and relit his cigar. “So you’re claiming
you…”

“Killed at least two birds with one stone by
shipping you all the ‘Outliers’ we could find? Yes. Even Cass was
against it, but I think I was right. Getting rid of the Psychos
from the rest of the FC dramatically simplified our problems, and I
figured that someone would eventually put them to good use, or
eliminate them for us. The only risk I foresaw was that they would
seize power and make a mess of things, but once you took up
residence there, I slept like a baby.”

Spooky puffed his stogie contemplatively,
matched by Daniel across from him. “When did you know?”

“About you being one? For sure? I suppose
just now…but I was almost certain from the time the missile strikes
went awry. I just couldn’t see you getting duped that way, which
meant that somehow you had to be complicit. No Eden would sacrifice
hundreds of millions of people, even if the payoff was breaking the
back of the nations standing in the way of saving the Earth. But I
saw you infected. Ergo…an Outlier.”

“Hmm.” Spooky stood up to pace after tapping
a chunk of ash into the tray. “A deductive leap. I did not think it
would be so obvious.”

Daniel shook his head. “It was only obvious
to someone who knew you well, knew your skills and abilities, and
also knew the real ins and outs of the Eden Plague’s effects on the
human psyche.”

“Ah. Elise.”

“And her team, of course. We were talking one
day and suddenly I had an epiphany.”

“You are a fortunate man, to have such a
wife.”

“I am.” Markis stood up to match Spooky
across the table, putting down his stogie. “My reports say you have
a good woman, too.”

“Good? I’m not sure that’s the right term,
but…loyal, entertaining, and effective, yes. An excellent match.
But now we are just exchanging pleasantries, and I am very tired.”
Spooky made as if to grind out his cigar.

Markis leaned back in his chair, interlacing
his fingers behind his head, his elbows spread to the sides. “I
remember when we used to just shoot the breeze. Be a shame if we’re
beyond that simple pleasure now.” His eyes were wide, and held
something Nguyen could not completely fathom.

Spooky paused, momentarily astonished. Then
he tried to put himself in the other man’s place. Loneliness had
seldom been the Degar’s affliction, but Markis was a social man, a
white knight from his earliest days. Now he sat atop a political
pyramid that precluded him from relaxing with anyone except his
inner circle – who these days comprised mostly women. Cass, Elise,
Shawna, Millie…there was Larry Nightingale, but he was the only one
of the original A-team available. Vinny and Skull and Zeke were
dead, and Spooky had left Markis’ side.

“I understand, my friend.” Spooky sat back
down, putting his feet up on the table, and asked, “We have
beer?”

“I’ll send for some.” The Chairman of the
Free Communities stuck his head out the door and called for a
couple of six-packs, an unconscious smile on his face.

“Remember how Skull could spin a bottle cap
with his fingertips like a Frisbee?” Spooky set his first metal lid
between thumb and middle finger and snapped it toward Markis. It
flew in an arc and struck his target in the chest.

“I do! Looks like you mastered the
skill.”

“It took me some time. I couldn’t let him
show me up, after all.”

When the beer arrived the Chairman of the
Free Communities Council slid one of the cans across to his old
comrade, a man he hoped would soon be the absolute ruler of
Australia. Then he ordered the weather shutters that covered the
large window opened, allowing in the glow from the southern
aurora.

Under unearthly ribbons of dancing light,
they reminisced late into the Antarctic night.
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Spooky’s trip back to Sydney was much more
comfortable than the ride in the drone: first class on a Quantas
jetliner out of Johannesburg. If not for his warring thoughts, he
would have enjoyed it, though the plane was full for a Sunday. He’d
been escorted on, VIP-style, at the last minute, as certain as it
was possible to be that his enemies had not had time to act against
him from this end.

As always, he had a plan for the other.

Not since before the Eden Plague repaired the
brain damage he did not know was there, had such an easy decision
seem so difficult. He wondered what had made him agree so quickly
to seize Australia. Impulse? Since when have I been impulsive,
or anything less than self-serving? The whole thing smacked of
sentimentality, something he had sworn to expunge from himself.

Now he wished he’d taken a trip up to
Carletonville with Daniel, to see Elise and her team of
biopsychologists, to delve more deeply into the Plague’s true
effects on the brain and mind. He’d always assumed that the virus
had remade him once, from something into something else, when he
had contracted it. Now he began to wonder if the process had ever
actually ended, or was ongoing.

And if it continued in him, then it did so in
others? What would that mean, for himself, and for humanity’s
evolution? Though that was perhaps the wrong word, as the virus was
most assuredly a product of intelligent design.

He had agreed to seize power, but now he
wished he hadn’t, so strong was the lure of self-discovery.
Brutally, he forced that concern down.

Plenty of time for that when we beat this
Destroyer.

Even so…when was a Psycho not a Psycho?

To this question, he fell asleep, waking only
upon touching down.

This time Ann did not meet him; he had
forbidden it, concerned that their mutual enemies might target them
together. Better that he use his skills to make his stealthy way
alone.

Pulling on a reflective vest and a ball cap,
he held some cheap red ear protectors under his arm as he exited
the plane. Instead of walking up the ramp, he spoke a quiet word in
the ear of the short Asian man guarding the small emergency
stairway at the jetway’s articulated corner. The worker handed him
an airport badge.

Spooky walked through the “authorized
personnel” door, clipped on the badge and slipped on the headgear
as he descended the steps. Sauntering across the tarmac, he was now
indistinguishable from the dozens of ground crew that scurried here
and there, conducting the airport’s business.

Sticking to the secure pathways, he
eventually exited the terminal in front, and took off the badge,
vest and ear guards, shoving them under his arm. He ditched them in
a nearby dustbin when the cab dropped him off at a corner near one
of Direct Action’s clandestine offices.

Glancing around, he had a feeling of
something out of place – perhaps of someone observing him closely.
Smoothly he adjusted his cap in a nearby storefront window, using
it as a mirror. It allowed him to spot a set of observers in a car
just pulled up across the street.

Must have made me after all, and followed me
from the airport.

Turning to his right, he stutter-stepped,
then performed a rear-march without pausing as he saw two more men
coming down the sidewalk, hands beneath their coats. The about-turn
gained him nothing, however, as two more came from that direction.
A quick spin spotted at least a dozen more closing in.

He thought he might be able to disable
several and get away, but the guns they undoubtedly carried would
cause chaos in the streets. While he did not care terribly about
innocent death, he loathed the idea of making the evening news, and
cameras looked down upon them from high on the walls. For someone
who lived his life in the shadows, there had to be a better
way.

Hurrying into the store, a popular coffee
shop, he slipped through the press of patrons and out the back,
into the alley. As he stepped out the door, he saw the eyes of a
strangely built man with a hoodie gaze at him from a metal
face.

Then he felt a noose settle over his
head.

Surprise did not stop him from reacting
instantly as the loop closed with machine speed. Reaching up as it
began to jerk skyward, he tightened his hands to keep his head from
being ripped right off his shoulders, and then jackknifed his body
to reach upward with his feet to grasp the cable like a circus
acrobat.

Now looking up vertically along the line, he
saw a man holding a winch control lever, gazing down at him with
grim purpose from an opened window. Bereft of weapons, Spooky had
only one choice.

Upside-down, he climbed like a gymnast with
his hands alone. Nano-infused power allowed him to gain at least
three meters, but the cable’s circle around his neck did not loosen
enough to release him.

As he approached the winch and man, he saw
only one chance to survive in literally one piece. Making a loop
with the available slack, he grasped it with one hand like a cowboy
with a lasso, and as his feet reached the upper window frame, he
dropped the circle over the man’s head.

Now his attacker had a dilemma. Continue
taking up the cable, and the winch would pull his own head off
first. Or, stop the winch and try to free himself.

He chose the latter, the only rational
decision for a human being.

As the man struggled with the noose around
his neck, Spooky arched his body into the window to place his feet
on the floor, then he kicked his assailant in the gut as hard as he
could. He could feel organs rupture as his curled-back toes dug
deep, tearing skin and ripping muscle.

Spooky’s triumph was short-lived, however, as
bullets stitched across the wall near him. One caught him in the
side, and he ignored the flare of pain to reach down and flip up a
chair in the direction of the shooter, apparently the winch-man’s
backup. With the cable around his neck, his options seemed few.

The chair caused the shooter to dodge for
long enough that Spooky could reach up to open the loop around his
neck. Muscled bulged with nanite strength as he overcame the
tightening clamp with pure power. He felt the skin of his fingers
abrade and a muscle in his left forearm rip loose from the bone
with the effort, but he was able to squeeze the cable over his head
and off.

Then it became a weapon, his only one.

The cable was about a quarter inch across,
braided of steel, and so weighed enough to be used as a crude
flail. Holding about a meter of it with its head-sized clamped
loop, Spooky dodged forward even as the gunman ripped off another
burst.

He dropped to roll under the bullets, hanging
on to the cable all the while, and then swung it like a metal whip
in a whirling blow that caught the submachine gun’s magazine and
spun the weapon out of the man’s hands. Two quick strikes, forehand
and back, with his good right hand put the man down, skull
shattered.

The room he occupied appeared to be an
office, luxuriously furnished. Glancing out the window, he spotted
four men waiting at the bottom aiming guns, looking up. Bullets
followed his head as he yanked it back in out of the line of
fire.

No one with a hoodie.

Spooky wondered what the plan had been. Was
the metal-faced man wearing combat armor, a nanocommando deemed
sufficient to finish him off as he hung in the air from the cable?
They had suckered him well, driving him through the obvious escape
route and into their trap. Had the winch-man made a mistake? Or had
he been a glory hound, certain that he had his quarry helpless and
wanting to make the kill himself?

Those questions would have to wait. Crossing
the room to pick up the second man’s weapon, a submachine gun of
Uzi make, Spooky lay down and crawled to the interior door,
pressing his eye to the crack beneath. Nothing could be seen within
three or four meters distance, no feet waiting immediately outside,
so he rolled out of the way and reached for the knob. Opening it
slowly, he saw nothing and drew no reaction.

Obviously bringing him all the way up here
had not been in their plans, else they would have had more than two
men waiting, and that gave him his opening. The clandestine Direct
Action office rested within a building next to this one, a similar
ten-storey corporate structure that would lease space to anyone
with money. He recalled that a fourth-floor midair glass walkway
linked the two, and he now ran through empty halls on this Sunday,
searching for the way across.

Then he skidded to a halt.

While his attackers seemed to have made a
mistake, one obvious backup plan would involve the connecting
corridor, if they knew about his destination: a trap within a trap.
Suspended in the air, the bottleneck would surround him with glass,
with nowhere to go. If they were waiting at both ends…he might
survive a forty-foot drop to the pavement, but he would likely be
further injured, making him a sitting duck.

His left arm was still useless, but he had
gained a firearm. There must be at least eight ways out of the
building, two emergency exits on each side. Better to take his
chances on one of them, or perhaps break a window from the second
floor and make the easy leap to a grassy knoll in the
landscaping.

Pounding steps could be heard from the
direction of the main stairs near the elevator well in the center
of the building, so he ran for one side, perpendicular to the alley
wall of the winch, or that of the connecting walkway. Reaching the
end of the corridor, he found the exit steps.

Hearing the heavy tread coming after, he
turned at the stairwell door and aimed his Uzi down the corridor
the way he had come. Just one man followed him. The one with the
hoodie, and the metal face.

Spooky fired one burst, striking the man
center mass. As expected, this yielded no result, but he’d had to
try, in case his assumption about the armor was incorrect. He
snarled and leaped down the stairs.

Bigger, just as fast, probably tougher,
especially compared to his own injured state, and relatively immune
to bullets, his opponent had little to fear. The only thing Spooky
could do was run, escape. On the second floor he exited the
stairwell and hurried three doors down, desiring to get away from
anyone waiting at the exit below. A powerful kick snapped the lock
and he entered the office. Without pausing, he launched a heavy
lounge chair there with his foot, directly through the external
floor-to-ceiling glass.

Then he followed it.

Bullets ripped the air above him as he struck
the grass below and rolled through the shards, cutting his shoulder
lightly. Using his momentum, he spun to his feet and leaped ten
meters across an ornamental pond, prompting a burning agony where
he had been shot.

Behind him he heard the heavy thud of the big
man dropping to the ground and following. Without looking back, he
ignored the pain and accelerated, his legs churning faster than any
mere human.

An Olympic sprinter can briefly approach
forty kilometers per hour. Spooky sustained at least seventy as he
aimed himself down a nearby street to run alongside rolling cars.
As soon as he came to a red light, he used the level rear deck of
one to vault over the mass, landing on the hood of a taxi in the
front before stepping down and turning to avoid the cross
traffic.

This gave him a chance to glance back the way
he came, and he saw his pursuer still coming on, nearly as fast as
he. Spooky cursed the ancestral gods he did not believe in and
racked his brain for some way out of this dilemma.

Almost, he face-palmed himself for forgetting
the obvious, until now. Slowing his sprint, he reached out to
deftly snatch a phone from a pedestrian’s hand, drawing a shrieking
complaint. Making sure he was not losing ground as he wove through
traffic, he dialed a number from memory, then spoke a code phrase
once it connected, and a location.

Sirens wailed as the city’s police force woke
up to the mayhem. Spooky took a left, continuing to put distance
between him and his original drop-off location, ensuring that he
was not driven back into the arms of his attackers. Only the one
man still pursued, the dogged armored nanocommando.

Ahead he spotted police cars setting up a
roadblock, but too slowly, and all unready. Leaping over a vehicle,
he lightly brushed its flashing lights as he continued past. Yells
to stop followed, turning to cries of outrage as his pursuer ran
heavily between the blockers, sending two officers flying on his
way through.

One more minute of sprinting and dodging
brought him within sight of his goal: the Harbour Bridge. Racing
along the elevated roadway that approached it, and seeing the man
followed him still, he flung the Uzi away as soon as he reached the
edge of Dawes Point, and crossed to the bridge proper above the
water. The weapon performed a long graceful ballistic arc that
ended in a splash. Considering what waited at the other end, he did
not want anyone making any targeting mistakes, and if he ended up
in official custody…better to be without it.

The demands he had made upon his body took
their toll and he slowed, breathing heavily. Cradling his useless
arm made his running ever more awkward as the pain and injury made
itself felt. Spooky had ignored both for a time, using Dadirri
techniques, but every body had its limit, especially as the nano
and Eden Plague tried to heal him without the benefit of extra
nutrients, or sufficient water.

Pushing aside the hunger and thirst he jogged
onward, glancing over his shoulder from time to time to make sure
the other did not get too close. He moved over to the bridge’s
pedestrian walkway, which eased the outraged honking that
accompanied him.

By the middle of the bridge his body began to
betray him, so he slowed further. Gritting his teeth against a
blossoming cramp and the fire in his side, he tried to conserve his
strength, timing his arrival for the moment when he would
inevitably be overtaken.

Holding the phone to his lips, he reported
his position and situation, describing his nemesis, and his own
clothes for good measure. Behind him he could feel the implacable
thumping of heavy boots on the walkway, and Spooky considered the
possibility that he would have to leap over the railing and into
the water, as a last resort.

He hoped the man’s armor was heavy, and that
he would not swim well.

One hundred meters from the end, he could see
two SUVs parked, backs to him, blocking one lane of outbound
traffic. Somehow they had come up the wrong way and managed to set
up at the designated spot, and Spooky blessed those same ancestral
gods now as he stumbled toward them. Eighty meters…sixty…he could
hear the pounding, pounding of feet, could imagine he felt the
man’s hot breath upon his neck.

Putting on a desperate burst of speed, he
held the distance until forty meters, thirty, twenty…ten…not since
he had hiked out of Vietnam into Cambodia with his dying father on
his back had he been so close to physical collapse.

As he passed the nearer SUV, a passenger door
opened on the father one. Spooky collapsed into it, pulled the
armored slab closed and turned to look over the back seat.

At the same time the rear gate door of the
other vehicle flew up. Spooky could not see what awaited the
pursuer, but he suddenly stumbled and jerked to a halt, lightnings
arcing along his body as he grabbed for the guardrail. Hanging
heavily onto the metal, sparks from ricochets showed where shock
projectiles, fired from the back of the SUV, missed the metal-faced
man to strike the surrounding bridge structure.

Like a Frankenstein’s golem, the figure
turned and tried to get away, then sagged. With one final
convulsive effort he rolled himself over the railing and fell.

Leaping out of the SUV, Spooky walked
unsteadily to the edge in time to see the weighty splash as he
impacted the water twenty meters below. He watched for long moments
as nothing surfaced, until the Direct Action operatives in the SUVs
called to him, warning of police on their way.

“Take me to Headquarters,” he instructed once
he’d climbed back in.

A draw, then, really. He’d killed a couple of
minor foot soldiers in his enemy’s ranks, and he had gotten away
from the ace in the hole, the real hit man. As his two armored SUVs
drove sedately away from the scene toward his stronghold, he
wondered who had initiated the attack.

The obvious answer was Ariadne Smythe, who
had tried to thwart him before, so that’s where he would start.
Even if she was not behind this, she would have to go, if he was to
take over as Markis had asked him to.

A more interesting question was, from where
had they obtained a full nanocommando? He’d made the
non-replicating, partial-power version of nano widely available to
the Free Communities governments, for the Space Marines and other
appropriate military forces, but this man had possessed speed,
strength and endurance akin to Spooky’s own.

Perhaps even superior to it.

That limited the possibilities, and pointed
at the US Tiny Fortress program. Either someone in Direct Action
had betrayed him and given away some of his prized nanites in his
absence – or his enemies had acquired another, maybe better
version, from the US.

Which if true, led to another unsettling
question: was it the Americans official doing, or had it gotten
away from them, perhaps via a rogue agent?

The fact that there was only a single
superman involved was a good sign, however. If the nano was
self-replicating, it could have been used to infect any number of
attackers. Instead, there had been only one.

Spooky hoped that meant it could only be used
on a single individual.

Now forewarned, he began to plan how to deal
with this new threat.

 


***

 


Ten minutes later a fully clothed man walked
out of Sydney Harbor and into Dawes Point Park, a small swatch of
grass and trees tucked beneath the Harbour Bridge. A few onlookers
gazed curiously at him as he squelched by in soggy boots, jeans and
hoodie, but only hours later did one of them think to report the
incident to the police, after seeing the evening news.

A normal human being, even a nanocommando,
might have pulled out a phone and made a call. This man merely
activated an internal mechanism, electronically dialing a number
from equally electronic augmented memory.

“Eliminator,” he sent in a synthesized
internal voice. No noise emanated from his body. Instead, an
internal generator sent a mobile network signal that was
interpreted at the other end as sound, so to the woman listening it
seemed she was carrying on a normal conversation.

“Is it done?”

“Negative. The target was wounded but
escaped.”

“Sodding hell. Not such a piece of piss as
you thought, eh?”

Walking down the park’s access road, the man
remained silent, with nothing to say.

“Return to base, then.” The connection
closed.

The hit man’s next call was to his team,
calling for vehicular pickup as soon as they were done with cursory
cleanup efforts at the attack scene. At least they would remove the
bodies and equipment. Despite the screw-up that let the target slip
away, he had confidence they could do a simple job like that and
avoid the dragnet. Since most Australians were Edens now, crime,
and therefore the need for police resources, had dwindled
enormously.

He waited in an alley until the Land Rover
came. As he climbed into the back seat, its frame settled
perceptibly on its wheels. “Return to base,” he repeated his boss’s
instruction to the driver, then closed his eyes and opened the
files in his head, already planning his next move.

The chips in his head and their programming
forced him to take his instructions from the owner of that
voiceprint, but he was not a robot. Rather, his conscience had
simply been burned out of him through brutal and ecstatic
conditioning, raw pain and pleasure pumped into his nerves and
brain, and the guardian code hovered in the background all the
time, watching.

But the human brain is a complex and devious
thing, and he had found over several missions that he had a lot of
leeway when his instructions were not specific. If he was told to
terminate a target at a certain place and time, but no more, then
he might have complete freedom to choose the method. Usually many
caveats were placed on him, such as “avoid collateral damage” or
“do not be identified as a Shadow,” but as in any deal with the
devil, there was the spirit of his instructions and there
was the letter.

Not that he intended to violate either any
time soon, but no amount of conditioning could burn out a man’s
basic biological drives – survival, freedom, sex…revenge. That’s
why he had made sure it was he who had been given to the Australian
bitch, whose goals aligned so nicely with his own.

Markis was outside of his reach for now, and
Larry Nightingale. Skull was dead, more’s the pity, and so was Zeke
Johnstone. That left Spooky, who he’d come so close to today. Well,
he’d have another chance, he swore.

When the Land Rover pulled up to the Central
Authority compound’s gate, he pulled his metal face off, revealing
a bland visage of flesh very similar to the one he’d started life
with. The reconstructive efforts of Eden Plague and nano had
allowed for extensive surgeries and implantations, but they had a
certain memory that tried to rebuild what was there before. That
face used to belong to a man named Miguel Carrasco, former Texas
Ranger, former security contractor, former and current rapist.

He dreamed of showing his targets that face
before they died.

Without the metal mask that armored him, he
could pass for human. With it, he need fear little but a lucky shot
to an eye, and it also had its uses as a weapon of surprise and
terror.

Except Nguyen had not been terrified, and
hardly surprised. The Carrasco cyborg knew the man would be very
slippery, but he’d thought the plan foolproof. In fact, if the
damned idiot on the winch had not screwed up, it would have been as
simple as reaching up and pulling his target’s arms and legs off as
a cruel child dismembers an insect.

An insect…that’s what Nguyen was. A very
quick, very dangerous insect.

A pain began to grow between his ears and the
metal man looked up to find that the vehicle had already entered
the underground parking garage of the Central Authority complex and
parked. The two pickup men had left him sitting there, probably
eager to get as far from him as possible. He saw one of them
turning in the keys at the dispatch window.

Another insect.

He then promptly forgot about him.

The pain told him to report to his cell,
linked to a simple verbal command that had routed itself to him via
the wireless network. Because he had never been told not to, he had
built up quite a database of words in that specific voiceprint.
Perhaps, when the time was right, he might be able to use the
recordings to construct a method of countermanding the real orders,
by talking to the chips in his head with that voice.

Survival was a given. Freedom was his plan.
Revenge was a long-term goal. The last drive, sex, waited for him
back in his cell, he hoped. Unless the bitch denied him his reward
because of the screw-ups of others. Well, one day perhaps, she
would reward him with herself.

Against her will, of course. Nothing else was
as much fun.
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Once the surgery to reattach Spooky’s arm
muscle ended, and he filled his veins with as much nutrient
solution as he could stand, he put on his uniform, and with it his
Major General Nguyen persona. Never underestimate the power of
symbols, he thought.

Then he went through Direct Action HQ like a
whirlwind. He did not bother to keep Brigadier Alkina at his side.
His decision to trust her must stand, absent evidence to the
contrary, but he could not assume she was as competent as she
appeared.

Perhaps I raised her up too quickly.

Instead, he sent her to check on a list of
specific items that he deemed the most likely weak points in the
organization: certain persons, especially, that might have been
turned, some physical portals, and virtual ones as well. That was
scut work, though, to free him to look at the things he wanted to,
and set them in order. Once he had done that, he began to implement
his coup.

“Open the door,” he ordered at the entrance
to his nanocommando containment facility. Within it resided the
five men he had captured after they kidnapped the South African
children and flew an airplane here, intending to defect. Living
repositories of combat-boosting nanites, they were also targets of
a measure of his sadistic proxy revenge, a pleasure carefully
metered out and never overdone.

Since his friends Daniel Markis and Larry
Nightingale would not avenge the crime… Very satisfying. Revenge
really is a dish best served cold.

The time for all that had passed, though. He
realized that such indulgences must be put aside as distractions.
Now, everything must serve the objective of seizing and ruling
Australia, for the goal of saving Earth and the human race.

Once inside the huge armored laboratory
vault, he walked down the row of tanks that held them. A nameplate
identified each one.

Holden. Lumpkins. Bullion. Campbell.

Huff. He ran his hand along this last,
tracing its inscribed letters.

A strategist would say now was not the time
for experiments, but Nguyen had always gotten a lot of mileage out
of doing the unexpected.

“Controller,” he addressed the watching
white-coated technician at the mental induction console, “load them
with package 9-1-0, authorization X7&54#N99.”

“That will require your thumbprint and
retinal scan, General,” the tech said apologetically.

“Very well.” He walked over to the control
board and made the necessary verifications, then watched as the man
keyed in the instructions. “You may go now,” Nguyen said.

With a nod that was almost a bow, the
controller slipped out of the room via its single entrance.

What most believe to be its single
entrance, Nguyen thought.

The tanks hummed and indicator lights
blinked, small notice of the orders downloading into their
well-prepared, well-conditioned brains. Over the last months, part
of the work done here had been to put to use some of the Septagon
Shadow files that had come his way. Not the cyborg physical
enhancements – he didn’t have the resources for that kind of
engineering yet, and nanocommandos had been quite sufficient for
his purposes. Rather, the much easier installation of chips in
their brains, and the pain-pleasure conditioning that went with
them, gave him his final, ironic revenge.

They had already given him their
nanotechnology. Now these men were bullets in his gun, human guided
missiles in his launcher.

Sitting down at the console, he put in a
different set of instructions and then waited.

First, a panel in the brushed-nickel wall
swung back, a hidden door revealing a tunnel lit by glow strips on
the ceiling.

Next, all five containment machines opened
their clamshell tops to reveal naked men. Moments later they began
to wake up, sit up, and climb down.

Once they came to attention before their
respective nameplates, Major General Nguyen stood up to address
them. Their eyes tracked him like machines, or like dogs staring at
a beloved master.

“Gentlemen,” Nguyen said, “how do you
feel?”

“One hundred percent, sir!” they all
responded in unison.

“What is your prime imperative?”

“To complete the mission, sir!” Again,
as one.

“Why do the wild geese fly?”

“To find the sunset, sir!” This last
question was merely a test of their programming, something to
reveal any glitch.

“Proceed to the next phase, gentlemen.”

As one they turned to enter the dimly-lit
tunnel. Nguyen followed them, and watched as they proceeded to a
small chamber containing the skinsuits and commando armor they had
been captured in. They dressed, only leaving off their HUD helmets
for now.

“Wait here until the next phase, gentlemen.
There is food and water, and you may rest. It will not be
long.”

“Yes sir!”

With that, Nguyen retraced his steps to the
containment tank chamber, closed the machines, entered one final
command in the console, and left the vault to prepare his people
for the long-awaited operation. He passed the word, and set the
kickoff time for six hours from now, confident that his previously
laid plans would come to fruition.

Through the complex, more than two hundred
non-Eden Direct Action operatives were injected with the most
potent version of commando nano available, something Nguyen had
reserved for himself alone – until now. They donned skinsuits and
armor, and HUD helmets based on the American design, modified and
improved in accordance with his own instructions. They drew lethal
weapons of myriad sorts, enough firepower to take over a small
country.

Or a large one, if properly targeted.

Soon they reported all ready: Nguyen’s own
private army, built for this day from a careful selection of human
material, chosen for their willingness to follow ruthless kill
orders. About half of them were Outliers – Psychos – mostly the
front line cannon fodder, with chips in their heads and deadman
charges next to their hearts. If he must lose storm troops, he
preferred to thin out his competition.

Bullets in his gun.

Nguyen then called Ann Alkina into the
control room, the only person he felt he could fully trust to watch
his back. This moment, when he was ready to let slip his dogs of
war, might also be his most vulnerable.

“Everything is ready, General,” his deputy
said as she entered. Her eyes swept across the various workstations
and the operations chiefs who sat at them, concentric semicircles
reminiscent of an old space launch mission center.

Nguyen nodded, and reached for a microphone
attached to his board. Choosing a communications path known only to
him, he spoke the code words, “Cry havoc.”

He knew that below him in the secret chamber
of the vault, another door had opened, and his five infiltrators
now raced down a tunnel to find a nondescript van that would convey
them to a point near their target: Central Authority, the hub of
the Committee of Nine, and its most politically powerful piece.

But as Mao said, all power comes from the
barrel of a gun. Sometimes Nguyen preferred a quote from
Dune: “The power to destroy a thing is the power to control
it.” Either way, he was now employing power to seize more
power.

“Now, Brigadier Alkina, I wish you good
luck.” He stood, nodding to her, and turned to go.

“Wha –” Alkina clamped down on her objections
in the presence of subordinates, and then stood rooted as Nguyen
shot her a no-nonsense look, and then shut the door behind him.

A good test of her subordination and
submission, he thought. It’s hard to go back to being number
two when you have a taste of the top job. Her reactions will be
instructive.

Putting those worries behind him, he raced
down the corridor to the nanocommandos’ preparation hall. Two
hundred faces turned to look at him as he crossed to his own locker
and pulled out his skinsuit. Stripping down, he rapidly dressed in
the same dark mottled armor as the rest. Once he pulled on his HUD
helmet, he was indistinguishable from them on the outside.

Within the system, though, he took charge
with a little Shakespeare. “Ladies and gentlemen, let this fair
action on foot be brought.” He sent the go code to confirm his
verbal instruction, and followed the stream of camouflage out the
doors and into the underground hangar.

Within the enormous covered space rested ten
heavy VTOL aircraft, more advanced versions of the old US Osprey
tilt-rotors. In this case the blades spun enclosed within rings set
at each of the four corners, attached to wings that would allow for
fast cruising in airplane mode.

At twenty-five commandos per, the vehicles
quickly filled, even as the hangar’s ceiling split and rolled back,
opening the chamber to the cool night sky above. Pilots spoke
clipped phrases and soon the first VTOL lifted straight up,
followed one at a time by the others. Nguyen’s was last, and only
half full, providing more maneuverability and less exposure.

Once they cleared the roof line, the ten
birds shot forward in nap of the earth mode, skimming low over the
hills northwest of greater Sydney. Central Authority’s own complex
rested almost a hundred kilometers away, a bare fifteen-minute
flight.

As soon as he was able, Nguyen connected his
command HUD with a geostationary satellite hanging in orbit above
Australia. His codes overrode its functions, turning it into his
own personal eye in the sky and communications relay. Within
moments his HUD lit up with detailed information on air and ground
traffic, as well as the encrypted feeds from all of his commandos’
HUDs.

All of his commandos. He focused its
display on his five dogs of war.

By ground vehicle it had taken those men
ninety minutes to get in position, perfectly coordinated with his
follow-up assault. Carefully calculating time and distance, he
waited until the correct moment and sent them in.

Watching as their tiny icons raced across the
hillside above Central Authority, he envisioned their true speed
across the ground, speed that would hopefully startle and
completely overmatch any attempt to thwart them from reaching their
initial goal.

He knew that they moved as a team toward one
of the emergency exits of the building that housed the vertical
access to the basements and vaults. They would even now be shooting
out lights and cameras, and with the strength of fifty men, would
tear into the building with minimal difficulty.

Of course, such an audacious attack would
draw immediate action from the security forces, which would
converge on the source of the incursion like antibodies on an
invading plague.

All according to plan.

“One minute!” Nguyen heard the call over the
aircraft’s PA, and got ready to disembark. Perfect
timing.

Using their night vision systems, the ten
heavy VTOLs came to their hovers in preselected positions above
steep slopes, shielded from any anti-aircraft weapons by the crests
of the hills between them and the complex. Central Authority
security had, of course, come to the conclusion that nothing could
land there, and so the area was only lightly covered by
defenses.

One machinegun opened up from the ground,
tracers reaching into the night sky, questing for the low-flying
aircraft. Response came immediately: four separate missiles from
enthusiastic VTOL gunners destroyed the emplacement with deadly
precision.

At the same time the command to jump was
given, and powerful infrared floodlights came on beneath the
hovering craft. Invisible to ordinary eyes, the HUD faceplate
sensors showed the glow below bright as day, allowing the
nanocommandos to easily leap the five to ten meters to the
ground.

 


***

 


Alarms blared down the underground corridors,
jolting the cyborg out of his well-deserved sleep. As his brain and
much of his body were still human, rest and recuperation were
essential, but he could override that need without difficulty. He
checked his internal diagnostics and was satisfied with
ninety-eight percent efficiency.

He pressed his ear against the door, picking
up a lot of information via bone conduction to his very sensitive
audio pickups. What he heard did not reassure him. Panicked voices,
frantic calls for response, and reports of air vehicles, missiles,
and infantry.

The scale of the crisis made his decision for
him. His programming imperatives made preserving and obeying his
principal his most important priorities, though not always his most
immediate. For now, absent instructions to the contrary, he had a
lot of leeway.

So he used it.

His minders thought he was locked in, but had
no real concept of what they dealt with. The two-inch steel door
would resist his strength, for certain; but he had other advantages
than pure power.

First, he locked his mask into place,
hopefully ensuring the defenders would recognize him as an ally.
Then he extended his blade from its sheath between his radius and
ulna.

With his wrist bent, it protruded like a
foot-long sword from a slot left for that purpose. His ferrocrystal
skin braced the equally high-tech blade as he used its molecular
edge to cut the embedded lock out of the reinforced concrete wall.
A moment later he shoved the door to the side and was out,
retracting the weapon.

Racing down the corridor, he dodged most of
the frantic minions, occasionally shoving them aside. Some blanched
at his appearance, others seemed to ignore him. One began to raise
a pistol toward him, so he tore the thing out of the man’s hands,
taking two fingers with it.

Finally he reached Ariadne Smythe’s office.
The chaos was just as evident there. Whatever was going on, they
were not prepared, an were not handling it well, he could tell. He
pushed past a decorative assistant that looked more like a male
model than an administrator, and stepped into the woman’s
office.

“What do you want?” she snapped as she held a
phone handset to her ear.

“You must prioritize my response,” he
answered mechanically, deliberately keeping any humanity out of his
voice. It served him to have them believe he was a mere product of
programming. “Shall I join the defense, or shall I assist in your
escape?”

Smythe covered the mouthpiece for a moment of
thought, then said, “Join the defense, but if it looks like we will
lose, come back for me.”

“As you wish.” The cyborg turned and headed
for the fighting at a dead run.

 


***

 


As soon as the troops were down, the VTOLs
turned and assaulted over the hill, triggering rocket pods that
ripple-fired salvos of projectiles into the enemy complex. Fire,
smoke, and explosions turned the ground there into a burning hell.
Nose-mounted electric Gatling guns reached out with tracers to cut
long rips into the sides of the buildings.

Return fire came from the besieged defenders.
An anti-aircraft missile, its firer lucky or skilled, took one bird
in the nose, filling its cockpit with flames and killing the pilot
and copilot before it fell heavily to Earth and tore itself apart
with the momentum of its spinning lift blades and turbines. Other
birds took less critical damage, but they had accomplished their
collective mission, an expensive distraction, and so they withdrew
to land a kilometer away on the nearest level ground.

Beneath their retreating cover, two hundred
nanocommandos flooded across the kill zone. Enough enemy weapons
remained that they did not come away unscathed. Several figures
spun into the air, limbs flailing, as antipersonnel mines exploded,
blowing feet apart. Heavy machineguns hammered grazing fired at
waist level, pre-sighted to skim along the flat open ground.
Grenades flew, spraying shrapnel.

In response, the attacking forces fired their
own grenade launchers, rockets and automatic weapons. Guns normally
served by crews, .50 caliber and larger, were wielded easily by
each commando, giving one the firepower of five or ten. Soon they
silenced the defending bunkers.

Watching on his HUD and picking his way
carefully across the ground – it would not do to lose a foot to a
mine in his moment of triumph – he saw about a third of his force
spread out according to plan, racing along the perimeter to
surround the complex from the hill crests above. Their job was not
to attack, but instead, to intercept any escaping personnel.

Another third spread out to quarter and
search the surface buildings and to eliminate any further
resistance. It would be much easier to do now that they could take
them from the flanks and rear.

The final third ran for the central building
to follow his five special men in.

 


***

 


They used to call it marching to the sound
of the guns, the cyborg thought as he did just that, though in
this case the marching was more like a jog. He could have gone
faster if not for his secondary priority of not killing the
defenders he ran past. No matter, there were enough dead that he
easily got away with the occasional bone-crunching body check,
insufficient to cause his watchdog chip to react.

This also allowed him to scoop up two assault
rifles, ammunition and grenades, so when he finally found the
fight, he was able to do some good.

Rounding a corner, he saw the backs of the
security forces, and watched as one of their heads splattered
against the wall alongside him. A pair of his grenades went over
their shoulders, and he followed them closely, much more closely
than any mere human could have. He did take the precaution of
raising an arm to cover his eyes.

He felt his clothing shred as shrapnel tore
through the air in front of him, but his metal skin turned the
flying shards and then he was in. Two black-clad enemy commandos
scrambled to their feet at the far end of the room. The blast must
have knocked them down but their armor had turned the metallic
sleet.

Quick as cats, the two lined up on him and
fired their weapons, but he was already jinking left, causing the
majority of the bullets to miss. His, however, did not, hammering
the faceplates of first one, then the other. “Bulletproof” was
always relative when helmets were involved, and the clear
HUD-capable shields could not stand more than a few hits. Once a
round penetrated, it ricocheted off the inside of the skull-bucket
and turned something survivable into pure death.

Each enemy death shot a surge of pleasure
though his cerebral cortex, not enough to interfere with his
functioning, but enough to reinforce his desire to kill and kill
some more. Nanocommandos, he thought, based on their speed
and accuracy. They would have beaten normal humans as easily as he
beat them. That means my quarry is near.

Another of the black-clad enemies fired at
him from the cover of a corner, and he returned fire until his
weapons ran out of bullets. In a blur of motion he crouched, set
the weapons down, took out two grenades and popped their rings out
with his thumbs and launched them in arcs that should bounce around
that corner. Then he reloaded the assault rifles and picked them up
again, ready to fire.

All of this took one point one seconds.

As he raised his guns up again, he saw the
grenades fly back at him. The nanocommando must have been alert
enough to bat them back in his direction, or perhaps even catch and
throw. He turned his back and crouched, letting the twin blasts
wash over him, protecting his few vulnerable places – his eyes,
nostrils, throat, armpits and slivers of groin where his armored
skin had to articulate to be able to move.

Standing up, his clothing fell off of him in
scraps, and he charged the corner. The enemy weapon came out on the
end of a hand and spat forth a full auto burst, unaimed. Several of
the shots spanged off his skin but no mere bullets made for routine
antipersonnel use was going to take him down.

The man did not retract his hand fast enough,
and, dropping one assault rifle, the cyborg’s hand closed on the
nanocommando’s armored wrist and pulled. Most of the enemy came
around the corner in a flying whip, though several bones had broken
and the arm had been thoroughly dislocated. He continued the body’s
flight until it came to a brutal end against the concrete wall of
the corridor, as if a man had taken a chicken by the neck and
slammed it onto a stump.

A double dose of pleasure skipped along his
nerves. He’d found that the more up-close and personal was the
kill, the more of a jolt it gave him.

Leaving the bodies behind, he ran along the
corridor, searching for more enemies. A hundred meters along, he
realized he was heading down a dead end. The cyborg was just about
to turn around when his sensory control processor shut down.
Suddenly he found himself a disembodied brain floating in a sea of
nothingness, except for a digital display. At the top of the status
message flashed two words: SYSTEM OVERLOAD.

 


***

 


On his display Nguyen could only see two of
the five remaining. The others might be too deep underground to get
a clear signal through, or they might be dead with their
transmitters knocked out. Five against the heavy defenses of the
complex constituted suicide.

As the plan dictated.

Nguyen sent a coded signal before he lost the
two he could see. It raced at the speed of light to the men, in the
process of being trapped and gunned down by the enemy’s security
forces.

Its first effect was to trip one-second
delays while the radios retransmitted the signal in order to reach
deeper into the structure. This functioned as intended, and nearly
simultaneously, all five of his dogs of war, whether living or
dead, exploded. The first bursts seemed almost gentle to those
nearby, more like pops accompanied by roars of escaping gas. Then
came the much larger thermobaric fireballs.

The first blasts had ruptured tanks full of
volatiles implanted in the suicide commandos’ torsos. The second
ones, ignited by multiple devices in their armor, pushed the
fuel-air mixture into every crevice, blowing open doors, sending
flame through air vents, expanding to maximum volume in a way
impossible for conventional explosives.

A significant portion of the underground
complex, along with its defenders, was instantly immolated,
allowing Nguyen’s assault forces to easily overpower what few
defenders remained, and round up the noncombatants.

In one night, in just a few hours in fact, he
had broken the back of the Central Authority of the Committee of
Nine, lifting Direct Action to a place of prominence in the shadow
government of Australia. Mopping up their operatives from their
scattered offices and minor facilities would be easy – assuming
they did not simply flee. Even now, Ann Alkina should be
transmitting an offer of amnesty to all of the ordinary personnel
who stayed in place, accepting their new master.

As soon as the other sections of the Nine
heard about it – were graphically informed about it, that is – they
would fall into line, he was sure. General Alkina would take over
the day-to-day running of Direct Action.

General Nguyen himself, of course, would take
over a reorganized Central Authority.

The existing power structure could be useful,
which was the reason he would spare the bureaucrats and
functionaries. They would not protest too much at the change in
leadership, and he would move just as swiftly in the political
arena to consolidate his power.

From the barrel of a gun if need be.

Nguyen stood in the midst of the hellish
landscape, and resolved to himself: never again. Though a triumph,
such blunt, unrefined methods spoke more to failure than success.
To win without fighting is the epitome of strategy, Sun Tzu
had said, and this fell far short of an acme.

Never again.

He would fit his steel hand with a velvet
glove, and seize Australia by the scruff of the neck, bending it to
his will.

All for the good of humanity.

 


***

 


Seventeen seconds of eternity later the
cyborg regained his eyesight and hearing as he rebooted. The rest
of his senses came back a moment later. Sitting up, he found
himself without any specific damage but with stress notations and
reduced capability across a wide variety of systems. Some of him
now ran on backups.

Looking around, he noticed the corridor had
been badly damaged, with chunks of concrete lying all over the
floor, reinforcement bar sticking out of the walls, parts of the
roof caved in, and all of the lights out in his section. Flame has
traveled along the ceiling as well, burning the overhead material
and the recessed lighting. Extended spectra allowed him to
penetrate the dust and smoke until he was able to make out what had
happened.

Where the bodies of the three nanocommandos
had been, now he could find nothing but craters. It looked to him
like twenty kilos of semtex or C8 had been detonated there,
vaporizing the bodies, though that was clearly impossible. Hell,
it must have been in the bodies, he thought. Clever, Spooky,
clever. Almost got me. It must have been something new, and ten
times as powerful, to fit into nanocommandos and not impair their
functioning.

If all of the attacking nanocommandos were so
equipped – and he had to assume there were dozens, if not hundreds
– then Central Authority was doomed. The black-clad attackers had
to be going through this fortress like shit through a goose, and
one damaged cyborg simply wasn’t going to turn the tide.

As soon as his hybrid brain-chipset agreed
with this assessment, his minder code insisted he reprioritize and
preserve the life of his principal. Because he’d already decided on
that himself, he was already heading toward Ms. Smythe’s office,
and avoided any warning pain.

Fewer of the defenders clogged the corridors
this time, and he didn’t have to harm any of them at all before he
reached his goal. Bursting through the door, he did not wait for
acknowledgement before saying, “We must exfiltrate immediately,
ma’am.”

Smythe stared at him, obviously startled by
her naked metal golem’s appearance, but she had not gotten to her
position by freezing under pressure. “Agreed,” she responded, and
stepped from behind her desk to follow him. In her hand she carried
a compact pistol.

“Follow me,” he said, and paced himself to
her jog. It was only a short distance to the VTOL hangar, where the
two slim flying darts waited with their internal rotors already
spinning. A pilot sat in each, waiting for their passengers to
load.

“Twenty seconds,” he said, and bolted for the
ready room door, leaving Smythe standing there. Seventeen seconds
later he returned, dressed now in a flight suit and carrying two
flyers’ helmets. He tossed another coverall at her. “Put this
on.”

Normally Smythe would probably have taken
exception to this kind of abrupt treatment, but the threat of death
must have made her decide to forego her usual umbrage. She slipped
the garment over her clothes and then received a helmet from the
cyborg’s hand.

Next, the metal man took off his facemask and
tucked it into his suit, revealing his human visage, relatively
well preserved except for some bruising around the edges, from the
explosion. He walked over to tell one of the pilots to get out of
his craft. The man did not argue, but ran over to take the
copilot’s seat on the other bird.

Waving Smythe toward him, the cyborg took the
pilot’s seat and pulled on his flight helmet, bringing up his
piloting overlay template and double-checking the aircraft’s
status. Once Smythe had settled into the copilot’s seat of the
little attack bird, he pressed the button that sent the signal to
open the roof.

 


***

 


Surprise blossomed in Spooky’s racing mind as
the ground began to move beneath his feet. It seemed a hill grew
under him, and he ran downward to find stable earth. As soon as he
could, he turned to see a squarish rupture, sharply cornered, doors
with a thin layer of dirt and plants over them for near-perfect
camouflage.

Something coming to the surface.

Nguyen backed away, looking around for his
troops, but none were closer than half a football field, of any
nation’s rules. With the HUD he called several to him, and marked
the new threat on their displays. Then he hefted his own weapon, a
heavy PW-20 loaded with Needleshock, worthless against most
vehicles. He felt no great concern; any ground car or truck to
emerge could be handled by his commandos or, if need be, by his
aircraft.

Instead, one slim VTOL blasted skyward from
the opened doors, then another. “Bring them down!” he ordered
immediately, and several weapons of various sorts – anti-aircraft,
heavy machinegun, Armorshock – let loose after them.

The lead vehicle took a missile into the
engine housing, forcing its pilot to put it down immediately onto a
hillside before he lost all control. Its twin lit up with the
discharge of an electromagnetic pulse cannon, which froze all of
its systems. Nosing over in the air, it tumbled when it struck the
ground, coming apart by bits and pieces.

“You two check that one,” Nguyen said to the
nearest commandos, pointing at the first crash, the biggest mess.
Over his suitcomm he ordered, “All others on the surface within
sight of it, converge on the downed craft and capture those in
it.”

Then he ran.

As he was not the closest, he was far from
the first to reach the crash site, and so was perfectly positioned
to witness the death of one of his people. Too eager and
insufficiently cautious, the man died in a burst of 20mm fire from
the nose of the aircraft.

Its pilot had brought it in to pancake in
some scrubby trees, and thus preserved most of its structure,
apparently taking the opportunity to use the heavy weapon to shred
the first grunt to walk in front of it.

Stupid, Nguyen thought. Never
assume a weapon is not functional. Darwin wins again.

Neither he nor the seven or eight others
approaching made the same mistake.

Because of his capture order, his people did
not simply send in rockets to blast the fuselage, but one of them
carried an electrical cannon, useful for dealing with a number of
problems. Not only vehicles but also nano-infused personnel would
fall to its overwhelming charge.

That commando fired its lightning bolt into
the VTOL, and the aircraft’s electrically-operated 20mm cannon
burped one abortive burst before jamming. Residual lights inside
the helicopter-like vehicle went out, and as the blue shimmers
dispersed, all were plunged into darkness.

Switching to IR allowed Nguyen to see a
figure moving weakly inside. “Leave it to me,” he ordered, and
approached alone on cat feet, PW20 at the ready. Hopefully, a
couple shots of the heavy nonlethal round would allow whomever it
was to be taken into custody. He could always use brave,
resourceful people on his own team, if he or she could be persuaded
to give up any hard feelings.

The copilot he could see shuddered wounded,
her visage hidden by the aviator’s face shield. Red blood soaked
her flight suit, her breathing labored. The male pilot next to her
sat unmoving in his seat, face down on the cyclic stick.

“Get the pilot out. She’s wounded, and I want
her alive. Make sure she is disarmed,” he instructed. Unfortunately
he’d chosen his commandos for aggression and capacity for violence,
not their ability to take prisoners.

Moving to the other side of the cockpit, he
kept his own weapon pointed at the unmoving man slumped in the
seat. Reaching for a piece of tubular metal wreckage, he used it to
prod the body, seeking signs of faking injury or death. The chest
did not rise and fall, so he tossed the rod onto the VTOL’s floor
and fired one round into the figure’s thigh, where it burst with a
spark.

No reaction. Satisfied, he turned to look at
the team ministering to the injured pilot.

Spark?

Only Dadirri saved him, long hours ever alert
to his old teacher Maka’s walking stick, blows that would come at
him from every blind direction until he could feel them
before they fell, merely by the way they disturbed the air.

Flexing at the waist, Spooky dropped his
helmeted head below a powerful swing of the very tube he had just
discarded and continued the motion, rolling and coming smoothly to
his feet beyond, facing the aircraft. Firing instantly, he put five
rounds into the chest of the figure even now rushing for him.

Mistake! He could see no effect, and
by then the man got too close. Blocking another strike of the
enemy’s improvised bat only rendered his own weapon useless, broken
in half by a blow like a pile driver. Then he recognized the one he
faced: from his size and speed, this must be his pursuer from the
assassination attempt.

Pride nearly undid him then, temptation to
have his vengeance, and to tell the others, this one is
mine, but he believed he had long ago moved beyond such idiocy.
Survival and victory came through outthinking and outfighting, not
though heroic gestures.

“Kill him,” Nguyen ordered.

Weapons from the half-circle of onlookers
ripple-fired, but their target changed direction suddenly, faster
than expected, causing them all to miss. Bullets and rockets plowed
the ground as the figure, still anonymous in his helmet, charged at
the downed pilot and the two commandos giving her aid.

One instinctively rolled out of the way,
weaponless and wise with discretion.

The other snatched up a grenade launcher, but
even nanite speed failed to bring the weapon on target before the
attacker shot his foot forward in a blurring, precise kick. The
commando’s head snapped backward and lolled as his body tumbled,
dead or dying.

More shots crossed his path and one
Armorshock round struck with its characteristic discharge. The man
stumbled, slowing, and other projectiles hammered him to the ground
until he lay still.

Even more cautiously this time, Nguyen
approached, not relying on any firearm. Rather, he held his hands
in an open combat stance, and took light steps that would have
impressed Kwai Chang Caine’s blind Kung Fu teacher.

Dadirri saved him again, as well as a
lifetime of training, as incredibly, the man surged to his feet
scarcely slower than before. His shattered helmet fell off of
him.

Now Nguyen could see the face of his
attacker, which turned to face him. A face he knew, that he’d
studied so long ago in his nephew Vinh’s intelligence dossiers. And
he never forgot a face, even one he thought long turned into
Edenhood and therefore cured of his penchant for sick cruelty.

“Miguel Carrasco.”

“Spooky Nguyen.” The man’s voice sounded like
something a machine would make, but his face showed a very human
rage.

“What is this about?” he asked. “What did I
ever do to you?” His racing thoughts already had a theory, but if
Spooky had any weaknesses, curiosity might be one of them, so he
let the man talk rather than ordering him killed.

“You wanted to kill me, there on the floor of
the lab. I appreciate that.”

“Yes?” Spooky’s theory took a hard left turn.
“You would rather have died?”

“Yes! But that do-gooder Markis and his tame
bitch had me shot up with the Plague.” Carrasco’s face twisted with
hatred and reflected agony.

“Ah. I see.” And now he did. “No longer could
you take pleasure in rape and murder. What was it – nightmares?
PTSD? Guilt?”

“It was pure hell. I swore I would
find a way to get myself back and hunt you bastards down…and now,
here we are.” Carrasco smiled. “Are you still a chickenshit gook
slope who can’t face a man?”

Anger surged within Spooky, an emotion he
thought he’d dispensed with long ago. It caused him to give in to
pride.

“Leave him to me,” he ordered his troops in a
low, grating voice. They shifted uneasily, forming a circle. Spooky
wondered what kind of a man would carry a grudge for more than a
decade, when he could have rehabilitated himself in any number of
ways. He also wondered what technology it was that allowed the man
to operate with a dozen obviously fatal wounds.

More than a nanocommando.

Shadow Man?

Cyborg?

Carrasco’s attack confirmed his supposition,
raining lightning blows powerful enough to break bones, using arms
and legs sheathed in metal visible at wrists and ankles.

Spooky dodged and, when necessary, deflected
the strikes with his own armored limbs. Even with such protection
he was driven back, laterally, and around.

Like a tiger after a bobcat the metal man
come on, implacable, his eyes suddenly glowing a visible red, a
demonic thing of deliberate terror. Each blow missed by mere
millimeters as his quarry moved out of the way. “You cannot survive
against me,” the nightmare voice crackled.

“On the contrary, you cannot survive at all,”
growled Spooky, risking a strike to the man-thing’s knee. It felt
like kicking a metal pole, and did not slow his enemy in the least.
Apparently the cyborg felt no pain. Damaging that armored joint, or
any other, would take a powerful blow from exactly the right
angle.

“I’m going to rip your head off and shit down
your yellow neck,” his enemy said.

“I think not,” Spooky responded from within
his cold rage, unleashing a combination designed to set up the
spinning mule kick that would break that knee. He arranged it
perfectly, finishing with every ounce of his nano-enhanced strength
and speed, driving his heel sideways into the man-thing’s leg.

Instead, he felt his own fibula snap and his
tibia shatter, shocking him utterly as he stumbled and fell, pain
shooting throughout his body. I am a fool, he thought as he
scrambled in the dirt. I discarded all the lessons of Dadirri in
the heat of my emotion, and started brawling. I deserve to
die.

Carrasco stumbled too, his leg knocked from
under him though not damaged as planned. He fell heavily, then
rolled toward Spooky, reaching with clawed fingers, intending to
finish the job. As he did, a blade shot out from the cyborg’s arm,
spearing six inches into the smaller man’s calf, causing him to
jerk reflexively and pull the leg back, leaving a gaping wound that
poured blood and dragged an enormous flap of flesh.

This thing could kill me, Spooky
realized with dawning belief. Belatedly, he recalled the first and
most obvious lesson Maka had taught him: where one fails, many
succeed. “Kill it!” he roared, somersaulting backward and out
of the way on three good limbs.

A hail of firepower converged on the cyborg.
Armorshock blasts immobilized him long enough for antiarmor rockets
to chew chunks from its metal skin. Large caliber bullets probed
for the few weak spots – the eyes, the throat, the elimination port
– and tore into the less robust human-machine hybrid mechanisms
beneath.

Once the firing diminished, a nanocommando
strode forward with a short rotor blade from the downed VTOL and
used it to chop the thing’s head from its shoulders. It took nine
blows.

Sitting on the ground holding his leg wound
closed, Spooky instructed, “Find tools in the wreckage. There
should be fire axes, or perhaps something in the workshops – saws,
cutting torches. I want this thing dismembered and the pieces
locked up in hard cases for shipment back to Direct Action labs.
Ritter,” he turned to one of the squad leaders, “load our wounded
on a good bird back to headquarters and pick up whatever you
need.”

“Yes, sir,” Ritter responded, calling over
his comm for a VTOL dustoff.

Spooky looked at the ugly scene around him
and repeated to himself: never again. Never again would he
fight from an inferior position. Never again would he allow
opposition to grow powerful enough to challenge him on the
continent of Australia. If a subtly effective police state filled
with drones would save Earth, then by the gods, he would create
one. No Stalin, no Mao, no Attila or Khan would outdo him in
implacable ruthlessness.

His next order of business was to find out
where that thing that used to be Miguel Carrasco had come from.
Soon, he swore, he would have his own cyborgs, and his own
cybernetics.

Never again.
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“I can’t say I’m that unhappy, except about
leaving you.” Jill Repeth spun the readout tablet idly around on
the tabletop next to her husband Rick Johnstone’s cluttered
CyberComm workstation within the damaged space battleship
Orion. Orders to report to the provisional US capital of
Pueblo showed on its face. “Space just isn’t for me, I don’t
think.”

Rick turned his blue-grey eyes in her
direction. “Eventually you’ll be spending more and more time out
here. Your skills and augmentation make that a certainty.”

“All the more reason to get back down to
Earth for a while.”

“I think you have unfinished business, and
you’re bored.”

“Is that wrong? I’m not cut out to be a
bodyguard, and there’s not much policing to do up here. As soon as
this ship starts in its conversion to a permanent orbital station
and the new cargo haulers start hauling stuff up from Earth,
Admiral Absen will probably have plenty of Stewards around
him.”

“So you want to be where the action is. I get
it. I knew who you were when I married you.” Rick leaned across to
kiss her. “Vaya con Dios, you have my blessing.”

Jill leaned into him and kissed him back.
“The orders say next available shuttle. That gives us twenty
hours.”

“We can have a lot of fun in twenty hours.”
He stood up, shutting down his console.

“Yeah. How long can you stay awake?” she
asked.

“I got a battle stim left over that I haven’t
turned in yet…”

“Naughty husband of mine. Sounds fun.”

 


***

 


Jill slept most of the way down, even through
the roughest bucking of the shuttle. It was an acquired skill most
combat troops developed. She woke up alert as the wheels touched
down at the enormously-expanded Butts Army Spaceport, formerly
Airfield, on Ft. Carson, Colorado, and soon walked off the
spaceplane with a heavy duffel in each hand. For this occasion, she
had put her Marine utility uniform back on.

Crisp, cool and sunny, the Colorado sky made
her squint. She wasn’t used to it, and here at altitude, the sun’s
rays seemed harsh as she walked across the new concrete. It smelled
of hot rain and jet fuel.

Flashing lights on a black SUV greeted her as
she approached the terminal building. The vehicle pulled up next to
her and the doors popped open, disgorging two beefy Secret Service
men. “Hop in, Master Sergeant,” Jill heard the woman in the
driver’s seat call, so she tossed a duffel to each of the men.

One stumbled and dropped her bag. The other
merely gave an oof and looked at her strangely as he caught
it. Each ballistic nylon sack must have massed fifty kilos.
Obviously that had surprised them, as well as the ease with which
she had tossed them. The two men hefted the things into the SUV’s
rear cargo space, then slid back in to the back seat, one on a
side, as Jill stepped into the passenger front.

The woman driving was unknown to her, but
seemed cut from the same mold as the others. “The President would
like to see you, Master Sergeant,” she said flatly.

“I see.” No point in asking what about. These
would either not know, or would not tell, so she kept her mouth
shut until they debarked twenty minutes later in front of the
Presidential Mansion in Pueblo.

“Secure those bags for me, will you gents?”
Assuming her request would be granted, she followed the woman
through security and soon was ushered into the august presence of
President of the United States Nathan B. McKenna.

He looked far younger now than his
chronological sixty-some years. When she had last seen him, he had
just been infected with the Eden Plague and the rejuvenation
process had not yet taken hold. Now, after several months, he
looked like a young thirty, with old eyes. He sported grey dye at
the temples, an affectation all the rage among Eden rejuvs in
positions of power.

“Jill!” McKenna reached for her hand warmly,
a two-handed politician’s grip, but she could see he was genuinely
sincere. Still, she doubted his summons was for just a kumbayah
with the Marine who had saved his life.

“Good to see you, sir.” Once they were seated
in the Oval Office – made so in this “New White House” by
renovation rather than original design – she asked, “How may I
serve my country?”

McKenna poured two single-malts with his own
hand. “We’ll get to that. How is Rick, and how was it up there?
Tell me all about it, from a personal point of view. All I get is
briefings. Tell me a story.” The man seemed eager to hear her tale
of space battle, his eyes bright and interested. Had be been a dog
his ears would be standing up and facing forward.

So she spent the next half hour describing
everything she could, as McKenna sipped Scotch and nodded.
Eventually Jill relaxed, even with two Secret Service agents
standing behind her.

Besides, she knew she could take them out if
she had to.

Crazy to think that way.

Crazy not to, after all that had happened.
There were still a lot of leftover Unies around. Just like after
the Soviet Union fell, some always longed for the good old days of
authoritarianism and order.

Once her narration finished, McKenna banged
down his emptied highball on the coaster with a clinking thud.
“Amazing. Thank you for that. I’m sure I’ll listen to the recording
many times. Now, I thought I’d give you a heads-up on your new
mission.”

“Have you found Septagon Shadow, sir?” Jill’s
eyes burned a bit brighter with hope.

“Yes, we have, but that’s about the only good
news there is. Technically, they’re out of our reach.”

“Please don’t keep me in suspense.”

He held up a hand. “They’re in Russia. It had
to be either that or China, really. Winthrop Jenkins could only
move so much money out of the country before we clamped down on the
transfers. Actually his elderly sister Adelia was they key. Once
she became an Eden, she regained her health and vigor, and with the
law on her side, she took control of the family fortune with a
vengeance. So he had to find a sponsor to set them and their rogue
research program up.”

Repeth pursed her lips. “What can we do,
then? They’re in a sovereign country. Regardless of the program’s
provenance, the US has a cybernetics program and the Tiny Fortress
nano program. How can we deny Russia the same?”

“That’s why I said the news wasn’t all good.
You’re right, it’s difficult. With the help of the Neutral States,
we’re going to put political and economic pressure on them, and see
how it goes. We’ll try to get the Russians to give up Jenkins, at
least. The experiments those people conducted were immoral,
hideous, but the results…well, the program helped us make you,
didn’t it?”

Jill crossed her arms, unconsciously shutting
down. “Like the rehabilitated Nazis helped us make rockets and
H-bombs. So sir, why am I here, if there won’t be an
operation?”

“Who says there won’t be? I’m going to
exhaust all other options so I have political and legal cover if
there is a covert op. We’ll need the time for your upgrades anyway.
And training.”

“Upgrades?”

“You’ll see. And Master Sergeant…I detect a
certain reticence.”

“It’s just…this isn’t the same as breaking
people out of prison camps or restoring order to territory, or even
bodyguarding an admiral.”

“Or pirating a submarine?”

Repeth cast her eyes down. “No one was
supposed to get killed on that op. Can you say the same about this
one?”

“You didn’t seem concerned about killing
people when you were looking for Rick Johnstone…or this man.”
President McKenna lifted a mug shot of Scott Stone out of a file
and placed it before her.

“The Professor? He was…”

“No worse than these people.”

Repeth shook her head as if to clear it.
“Sir, I was almost out of my mind with worry. I was obsessed with
getting Rick back, and I was ready to mow down anyone in my way…but
that was wrong. I didn’t come back to my country just to be used in
a tainted op. I can shoot someone in self-defense, or even in war,
especially with a round that gives them a chance to live through
it, but I’m not an assassin.”

“And I’m not asking you to be. The mission,
when it happens, is to go in and retrieve or destroy all their
data. The goal will be to set back their program for a few years –
hopefully until after this next attack from space is over with – by
which time our own advances will make anything they come up with
obsolete.”

Repeth chewed the inside of her cheek,
considering.

“Have you seen the news reports out of
Chechnya?” the President asked.

“No…why?”

“The Russians have sent in Spetznaz and
started killing every male between sixteen and sixty. No arrests,
just murder.”

“And this is somehow connected to Septagon
Shadow?”

McKenna nodded. “Our intel says these guys
are like nanocommando zombies. They heal fast, slaughter
indiscriminately, and show no remorse – no emotion at all.”

“Shadows?”

“Not full-blown cyborgs. One of our people
got a good look at a corpse. Chips in his head, but nothing
else.”

“So…direct brain control. This way you can
use Edens – implant control circuits to burn out the virtue effect.
Cheap and effective. I bet they could turn out dozens a day, just
as fast as they can trank them and do some quick surgery.”

McKenna nodded. “That’s the kind of people
we’re facing. No moral compunctions at all. And there’s another
thing that may help motivate you.” He tapped the photo. “Professor
Scott has escaped.”

“What?” She leaped to her feet, momentarily
leaving the floor with the power of her cybernetic legs. She heard
the agents behind her drawing weapons, and she was certain they
were pointed at her head.

The President waved them back from his seat.
“He busted out of the convoy bringing him to the supermax prison.
Broke the heaviest shackles, ripped open a containment truck from
the inside…our people believe he’s cyber-augmented.”

Repeth paced behind her chair, causing the
two Secret Service agents to back up and lift their sidearms again.
The motion caught her eye and she sneered pointedly at them, then
turned back to the President. “He must have sandbagged me. He’d had
the implants but he was clever enough to hide the fact, and let me
knife him in the gut. He knew he’d have a better chance once we
thought we had him well-restrained. I should have known he went
down too easy. Hell! I was a fool.”

“No more than us. We didn’t think to give him
a body scan. He was smart, we were careless. Don’t let it get to
you. He’s just one man.”

Repeth smacked one fist into another with a
sound like a gunshot. “All right. I’m motivated. But I’m still not
going to do wet work for you.”

“And I’m not going to order you to do
something you can’t. You don’t have to decide anything yet. Just
get the new equipment, train and prepare, and wait. That’s all I
ask. It could be weeks, or months, or not at all.”

“Fair enough, sir.” She came to attention,
facing him. “Will that be all, sir?”

McKenna looked up at her and sighed. “Yes,
thank you. That will be all. Agent Stags will show you out.”
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Salmi, Karelia District, Russia was a
revitalized ghost town. Where before nothing but Reaper Plague
death had stalked the streets, now the area bustled with drab
military vehicles, automobiles of every make and model, bicycles
and pedestrians.

Winthrop Jenkins gazed at the activity from
his third-floor corner office – the highest available on the
heavily guarded research city. It overlooked the A130 bridge that
crossed the Tulemayoki river. That in turn emptied into Lake
Ladoga, whose waters lapped the piers and pilings of the suburbs of
St. Petersburg a hundred kilometers to the southwest, and extended
almost to the Finnish border.

Not too near, not too far. The new facility
was remote enough to ensure few stumbled across it, but close
enough to draw on the metropolis for material and support.

The Russians had been kind.

He laughed. “Kind” was a euphemism; they
wanted what he had. He and the Russians needed each other, for the
moment. Wouldn’t they be surprised when they found out what kind of
scorpion they held to their collective breast.

They undoubtedly had a plan for seizing all
of his work once it was far enough along, once their scientists had
absorbed enough advanced research. Of course, he had a plan of his
own to counter this, but he was playing a dangerous game.

A knock at his door brought his chief of
research, Sharion Prandra, into his office. She shut it carefully
behind her while at the same time Jenkins pressed a button on his
console that should ensure privacy by scrambling any bugs or
sensors.

“You asked for a meeting?” Jenkins waved her
to a seat in front of the ancient wooden desk that had probably
been there since Peter the Great was Tsar. “The usual time was not
sufficient?”

Prandra set a small silver tray down. On it
rested a polished pot, two glass teacups and a jar of raspberry
jam.

“A social call?”

“It’s business, but not lab business per se.”
She poured the strong hot brew into the two receptacles, then
spooned a glob of thick jam into her cup.

“You’ve gone native, I see,” Jenkins said,
ignoring the sweetener and bringing the strong steaming liquid to
his florid lips. He sipped carefully, then set the cup down on the
edge of his desk by his right hand.

“Not all Russian customs are beastly. I find
I like the taste, and the sugar helps me think.”

“So what are you thinking about today?”

“The future.” She sipped again.
“Specifically, to what use my research is to be put.”

“Our research,” Jenkins said warningly.

“I do not see you in the lab with your eyes
on an electron microscope screen, or running nano-assemblers. If I
accept you as part of my team, you must accept me as part of
yours.”

“Meaning?” He eyed her narrowly over his
again-lifted cup. This kind of rhetoric was unusual for the
normally cooperative woman.

“Meaning that as you have a say in the
science, I want some input – or at least some knowledge – of the
operational side of things.”

Jenkins closed his eyes, admitting to himself
that this was not completely unexpected or unreasonable. Prandra
was not only a brilliant scientist but was also a shrewd person in
general – not like most of the head-in-the-sand researchers. She
had been willing to put herself under the knife early on, to try
out Septagon Shadow’s less unpredictable human augmentations – such
as her cybernetic eye. And she loved the power and control she had
over her subjects. No, her interest had never been merely
scientific.

So the question he had to ask himself was
this: freeze her out and risk a problem, or accept her bid to get
more involved?

Because she was the head of the project –
hell, she was the project - he chose the latter. “All right.
But only you. Operational security is imperative, even from –
especially from – our local benefactors.”

“I understand,” Prandra said. “But I can read
the cards quite clearly. We have ten S-3 Shadows now, the latest
and best we’ve ever produced. No more glitches, no more mental
instabilities. They’re reliable, completely under our control. Soon
enough we’ll have a hundred, then a thousand. But what will we do
with them? Even a thousand are not enough to retake North America
for ourselves.”

“Who said anything about North America? Why
bother, when we can carve out our own empire somewhere
less…resistant. Somewhere with a tradition of autocracy, whose
people are used to submitting to the iron hand. Rule by fear is
much more effective than rule by brute force.”

“Carve out an empire? The world is rapidly
turning into a science-fiction Disneyland. Every nation that joins
the Free Communities is quickly brought under the Council’s wing
and large-scale corruption is stamped out. The ones who don’t want
that join the Neutral States to get some political cover and retain
what independence they can. but the NS won’t tolerate gross
misconduct either. Where else is there?”

“China and Russia are still their own
masters. North Korea is as closed and surreal as ever, since the
Chinese still find them useful. And a few islands – Madagascar, Sri
Lanka, some of the smaller ones.”

“That’s just my point,” Prandra said with
exasperation. “What’s left? Where’s our place? I want to continue
my research unfettered, and I don’t want to be hunted down and put
on trial for war crimes.”

“Exactly. So where can we retain some
independence and, at the same time, be safe from the
do-gooders?”

“Do get to the point, Winthrop. Play your
guessing games with someone else. Where will we go?” She covered
her anger by finishing her tea and pouring more.

“Right here.” He spread his hands, taking in
their surroundings.

“What?”

“We stay here…and take over Russia.” Jenkins
smiled, sitting back with his tea in his hand.

“You’re mad.” Prandra stood up to look out
the window, not wanting to show her dismay.

“Not at all. I have a plan, and now that you
wanted in on it, I’ll explain how you’re going to help me.” He
reached into his pocket and took out a metal vial, setting it on
the table.

The sound of its hard contact caused her to
turn and look. “And that is?”

Winthrop smiled. “They call it
‘nanocrack’.”
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“Ready?” Ken Jackson, the cybernetics
technician, asked from behind the thick armored glass
partition.

“Ready,” Jill Repeth replied.

“Any time, then.”

Jill stared at her left palm, and the two
naked electrical contacts implanted there. Then she placed it
against the grip held in a vise attached to the electrical
workbench, and without further hesitation, triggered the
discharge.

Her whole body jolted as electricity bled
through her hand and out her body, but most of it went where it was
supposed to: into the device, whose current function was to measure
its efficacy.

“Excellent! Over ninety-nine percent delivery
to target. How do you feel?”

“A bit tingly, but nothing I can’t handle.
Healing already.” More importantly, it appeared her new, heavily
insulated cybernetics had come through without difficulty.
Hopefully the cyborg Shadow Men she might target with the blast
would not be so immune.

“That’s just a raw discharge,” Jackson said
as he stepped into the room with her. He detached the test cables
from the device in the vise, then opened its grip and removed it
from its hold. “Try this. Safety, trigger.” He handed it to her
sideways, rather than butt-first.

Jill turned the bulky pistol-thing over in
her hands. “Palm contacts meet up with the grip studs.”

“Right. You fire the discharge, which dumps
the power into the weapon’s capacitors. Pulling the trigger fires
an electromagnetic pulse tuned to what we believe are the Shadow
Men systems.”

“Why so complicated? Why not just put
batteries in the thing?”

The tech looked at her askance. “I’ll show
you. Give it to me. Remember, it’s unpowered now, so don’t freak
out.” He took it from her, then suddenly turned it on her and
pulled the trigger. “Pow,” he said. “Oh, look, I can’t use it. Only
you can. In fact, that gun only knows you. Not even another
friendly can use it.”

“Amusing. So EMP will screw me up too?”

“Assuredly.” Jackson handed the gun back to
her. “You wouldn’t be incapacitated but you will lose all your
cybernetics for at least a minute. Back to Eden Plague and nano,
and an extra ten kilos of useless crap to carry around. It should
reset after that, but…”

“Got it. How often can I use it?”

“Your bio-generator should recharge within
fifteen seconds or so. I know, that’s a long time, so we have some
other anti-Shadow goodies.” The tech opened a padded case and took
out a baseball-sized object. “This is just a mockup, but it’s fully
modeled, so you can practice. EMP grenade. Roll one into a room and
pow, it will shut down everything with a computer or
unshielded electronics. Best you not be there with it, of
course.”

Jill nodded. “Okay. Anything else?”

“New Personal Weapon Twenties with the new
heavy Needleshock ammo. Fifty caliber. Five times the kinetic
energy, ten times the electrical discharge.”

“Sounds lethal. That could be a problem, with
the normals.”

Jackson pursed his lips and looked away.
“There’s a risk. Eighty percent of normals should survive one hit.
Ninety-five percent of Edens.”

“Hmm. I can live with that if I have to. I
can always carry a PW5 for the easy shots. Anything else?”

Jackson perked up again, a kid showing off
his toys. “Yeah, we have a whole bunch of stuff, more than you can
really carry.” He looked through the armored glass and remarked, “I
see your partner is here.”

“Partner?” Jill turned around to see a
familiar pretty face. “Rock!”

Roger “Rock” Muzik stepped through the door,
an Adonis with weary eyes. “Good to see you see you, Reap. I guess
we’re doing this thing together.”

“Great to see you too, sir.” She grabbed his
right hand and shook it warmly, but with a slight hesitation,
looking at his left. “Your arm…”

“Yeah, it’s regrown. Good as new. Took me a
few months…like your legs, I imagine.”

“Don’t remind me. So, other than new limbs,
how are you, Colonel?”

“Not Colonel, right now. My commission’s been
inactivated. We’ve both been handed over to the minions of Hell,”
he said drily.

“What?”

Muzik shooed the technician out of the
chamber, closed the door and lowered his voice. “By Presidential
order, we’re now part of the Agency.”

“Agency. CIA?” Repeth rubbed her arms, as if
a chill had come into the room. She didn’t like the feeling of
being detached from the military, as if suddenly unbalanced, with a
piece missing.

“Yes. And that also means I’m working for you
this time.”

A slow smile crept across her face.

 

“I see that suits you,” Muzik said.

“Well, McKenna had said I was going to be in
charge. Then when you showed up…”

Muzik waved his hands. “Don’t worry. I’m fine
with it. Besides, you have a lot more experience with all this
cyberware inside us.”

“Us? They augmented you?”

“Yep.” He held up a hand, showing the palm
contacts. “Amazing stuff. My cyberware is only set to ten percent
right now, to keep me from jumping off the ground and banging my
head on the ceiling by mistake. They’ll ramp it up over time as I
get trained. Takes some getting used to.”

Repeth laughed. “Welcome to another
transformation.” She looked over and waved at Jackson through the
window. “Might as well continue with the presentation.”

The tech nodded and came back in. “Of course.
Through here.” He let the way to the next room, a big place with
more bustling techs and many workbenches.

“Here’s your armor. With your increased
strength, it should be no problem to carry. It’s based on the Space
Marine design, but with no need to be airtight, we were able to add
a few things…”
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The residence of the Prime Minister of Russia
was a relatively modest affair by international standards, but
then, that’s all it was – a residence, in a Moscow suburb
convenient to the Kremlin. Unlike the US White House – and more
like Britain’s 10 Downing Street – its basic purpose was simply to
provide living quarters for the country’s leader, rather than as a
seat of government.

Even so it was well protected. Its walls were
thick, its fences high and spiked. Sensors and cameras and guards
inside and out strengthened its defenses, and in a pinch, there was
a panic room and a separate tunnel system beneath, to reinforce or
escape. Special police parked on every corner of the neighborhood
and patrolled every street.

Its defenses seemed impenetrable.

At around midnight, a very large, hunchbacked
man in a high-collared trench coat walked down the sidewalk in
front of a stately mansion two blocks over, heading toward the
first checkpoint.

Idly the policeman on duty there watched as
he approached, then sighed with relief when the figure turned and
entered the large house’s grounds. He went back to watching the
football game carried live from South America, happy not to miss
one moment. After all, he had a hundred rubles riding on it.

Inside the mansion’s fence, the man in the
trench coat carefully pushed the iron gate back against its stop,
leaving it in a semblance of normalcy. The bit of squealing and
grinding as he had ripped its locking plate apart had gone
unnoticed beneath the rumble and whistle of a train passing half a
kilometer away.

Instead of walking up to the house’s well-lit
front door, he slipped around the side, shielded from the next
residence by high walls and abundant plants. The wealthy and
connected of Moscow liked their privacy and security, as evidenced
by the bars on the windows above his head.

A growling preceded scrabbling paws rounding
the house’s back corner, and two heavy dogs of uncertain breed
rushed at the intruder with coughing growls. Training them to
attack instead of alarm turned out to be a mistake on their owners’
part.

The man seized each dog by the throat and,
one-handed, lifted them up to half-dangle from his hands, their
hind paws touching the ground. Growling turned to pitiful whining
before both were rendered unconscious by the powerful grips cutting
off the blood supply to their brains.

It wasn’t mercy that saved the dogs’ lives;
rather, it was a desire for stealth. Dead animals might be
discovered later, and he only needed a moment to move through the
area.

Tossing them unconscious under some bushes,
the man continued onward along the side of the mansion. One window
above showed dim light, but its heavy curtains were drawn tight and
he ignored it. Soon he reached the rear garden and climbed its tall
back wall by the simple expedient of gripping its protruding stones
with his fingertips. Not even bothering to plant his toes, he
climbed up the four-meter barrier like a two-limbed spider.

At the top, he reached up to clamp on hand on
the wall’s apex, ignoring the broken glass set into its mortar. He
pulled himself up to perch there, lizard-like, for a moment before
he dropped to the other side. At the bottom he paused, picking a
few sharp pieces out of his fingers, watching with faintly glowing
eyes as the bleeding stopped and the skin rapidly healed. He flexed
his digits, then, satisfied, moved out from under the shadow of a
tree and walked across this house’s garden to its basement
steps.

No dogs came to greet him this time. In fact,
this mansion seemed deserted, as expected. Walking down the stairs
to a belowground door, he reached out and easily forced the portal
to the basement open. Once inside, he closed and blocked it with a
nearby workbench.

Removing an infrared lamp from his pocket, he
looked around the cellar. Ancient furniture, stacks of decades-old
copies of Pravda, and shelves of empty bottles crowded the space.
He took out a small computer tablet and consulted its glowing
screen.

Once certain of his location and orientation,
he carefully and quietly cleared everything from one wall, and only
then did he remove the trench coat from his hunchbacked form. Once
set aside, the deformity was revealed merely to be a shapeless
rucksack beneath the jacket. He reached within, and methodically
laid out his tools.

He soon assembled a hand-powered rotary drill
on a short tripod. The whole arrangement must have weighted fifty
kilos, not to mention the various other tools he lined up on a
nearby table, yet it had not impeded him, even in his climbing.

Once in place, the man grasped the device’s
main grip, and its rotating handle, and began to crank. Gears spun
and the twenty-centimeter circular plug bit into the plaster, then
the old brick of the basement wall. Grinding noises accompanied his
work, but by comparison it was relatively quiet: no jackhammer
pounding, no whining scream of a high-powered motor, just the slow,
powerful chewing away at the baked-clay surface.

Once he obtained a large enough opening
through the hard brick layer, he opened a folding shovel and began
to dig. Moscow soil was hard-packed in this part of town but lacked
rocks or clay to make it difficult, so he progressed rapidly. In
eight hours he had dug, machinelike, for forty feet, angling
downward under the street out front. He filled up a large part of
the basement with the removed dirt.

Working all through the day, he stopped only
to eat high-calorie rations from his stores, drink water from the
basement sink, and relieve himself in that same receptacle. He used
pieces of furniture and shelving to brace his tunnel at strategic
places, eventually tearing apart the interior stairs leading up to
the house proper so he could use its wood as well.

Eventually, at perhaps six p.m., his tunnel
encountered a hard layer of modern concrete, at which point he
stopped using the shovel to dig forward. With only his hands, he
scraped the dirt away from the wall, and then walked back to his
much-reduced cellar space. He washed and then ate once again, and,
wrapping himself in his trench coat, slept on a bed of old
newspapers.

When his watch alarm went off at midnight, he
awoke. After one more round of ablutions, he placed a thick ring of
thermite plastique against the concrete and tripped its magnesium
igniter. Backing away for the minutes it took to cut nearly through
the wall, he stepped forward again when it burned itself out. A few
sharp blows of his hand knocked a hole large enough for him to
squeeze through.

He found himself in a black tunnel, and
switched on his infrared headband lamp, donning it. The invisible
light gave his implanted cybernetic eye all he needed in order to
see, and he soon found himself in front of a steel door at the top
of a set of concrete steps.

A crowbar from his left boot he set against
the hinges. Obviously the door had been built to resist opening
from the opposite side, the expected scenario being escape from
within the Prime Minister’s mansion, through the long tunnel into a
nearby military barracks. It was not made to keep someone from
entering.

More fools they, the man thought. He hungered
for blood, for dominance, and to complete his mission.

Once he had pried the hinges loose, he kept
the crowbar in his hand. Carrying a gun in Russia would have added
a risk of detection, so this weapon would have to do for the
moment.

No problem. There were plenty of guns on the
other side.

The sound of the door bring ripped out of its
place marked the end of his stealthy approach. On its other side,
an alert guard yelled out before the crowbar bashed his head in.
The big man’s right hand shot out and caught the guard’s AK before
it hit the floor. He then strapped the man’s ammunition belt around
his own waist.

Now he had a gun, and ammo. He slipped the
crowbar back into his boot.

Another guard leaned around the end of the
hallway. He and the intruder fired simultaneously at each other on
full automatic.

One of a dozen bullets caught the guard in
the shoulder, spinning him around. Seven of the guard’s bullets
struck the attacker full in the body: naturally the Prime
Minister’s security detail were all crack shots. The invader
twitched, but did not fall. He reached down to pick up the first
guard’s bulletproof helmet, placing it on his own head, then walked
down the hall to finish off the one he’d shot.

With the captured assault rifle, the attacker
advanced through the mansion. Dozens of bullets smacked into him
but he weathered the storm as if they were no more than plastic
pellets. He systematically hunted the guards down until they were
all dead.

Then he cut all their heads off and rolled
them in a blanket.

Outside the Prime Minister’s armored panic
room he dumped his grisly load, in full view of the camera. Finally
he spoke, in Russian.

“Prime Minister, you must come out. If you
do, no harm will come to you. If not, I cannot guarantee such a
favorable result. You have ten seconds.”

He actually waited twelve. No Prime Minister
was forthcoming, so he took out the crowbar and proceeded to smash
his way through the door. At the end of it the high-tensile tool
had been twisted like rubber, but the portal was open.

Inside the small safe room, the Prime
Minister stood and emptied his Makarov automatic into the hulking
figure’s chest. The man merely smiled, showing chromed metal
teeth.

“Just what the hell are you?” the man asked
in wonder, dropping his hand to his side, pistol forgotten.

“You may call me Professor. I’m your
destiny, Prime Minister Yermenov. I’m going to make you a very
happy man. Hold out your arm.”

“What?”

Without a second order, the Professor reached
out faster than Yermenov could react and seized his left wrist in
an unbreakable grip. Holding the man’s arm immobile, he fished a
titanium case from his back pocket and flipped it open one-handed.
Inside was a compact auto-injector. “Use it,” he said.

“What? No.”

“If you do not, I will render you
unconscious, painfully, then use it anyway. Just do it.”

Yermenov was a hard, brave man. He hadn’t
gotten to the top of his country’s government by lacking courage.
Taking the injector from the case, he looked at it for a moment,
then stabbed it, not toward his own arm, but at the hand that held
his wrist.

Releasing the case to fall, the Professor
caught the moving arm by its wrist as well, causing the Prime
Minister to let the injector go. Cat-quick, the big man released
one arm and caught the thing out of the air. Then, setting it
carefully on the ground, he struck Yermenov in the groin.

Once the Russian lay on the ground retching,
the Professor picked up the device and set it against the man’s
neck, and then triggered it.

Almost instantly Yermenov relaxed, a beatific
smile on his face. His mouth lolled open and he breathed easily,
despite the damage to his genitals.

“Good stuff, huh?” The Professor smiled, and
then placed the injector back in its case. “But it’s time to go
now.” He could hear sirens, and the sound of pounding feet as
reinforcements gathered outside the mansion. Hefting the drugged
man’s body over his shoulder, he ran lightly down the stairs and
through the tunnel door.

Sprinting as fast as he could run – which was
fast indeed – the Professor pounded down the tunnel to its other
end. He left it pitch black to normal eyes, using his infrared lamp
to guide him. At the other end of the long narrow corridor he
debouched into a small side-street basement warehouse filled with
dusty records of no import. The KGB owned the building but hardly
ever visited the place. Even they did not know its only purpose was
as a bolt-hole for the Prime Minister.

Outside, the big man lifted the Russian
leader into the back seat of a parked Mercedes and climbed in next
to him. “Drive,” he said to the man at the wheel. Soon, they
arrived at the gathering place, where all the other Shadow Men
would meet with their new charges.
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The video hotline between Chairman Markis and
President McKenna hummed faintly but seemed otherwise clear. With
new satellites finally being orbited now, worldwide communications
once again had become a reality, at least for the rich or well
connected.

After the pleasantries, McKenna opened the
conversation. “I want to apologize, Daniel, about that Septagon
business. You passed me the information and warned me about its
possible uses, but I was too timid. Just as you suggested, it’s
blown up in the Russians’ faces.” He looked tired and haggard on
the screen.

Not sure exactly what he meant, Markis
fished. “No apologies needed, Nathan. You made the best call you
could, and it happened to not work out, but that’s all any of us
can do. But…what specifically do you mean, blown up? As I recall,
there were several potential scenarios my people thought were
likely enough to mention…”

“You identified the location of the Septagon
research facility, and pointed out that these Shadow Men – these
cyborgs – could be more than just super-soldiers. That unlike other
weapons, they could only be controlled by those who could program
them, and that meant Jenkins and Prandra, not Russia’s
leaders.”

“Ah.” Markis realized McKenna had conflated
several possibilities into one, but he saw no reason to dissuade
the President, since he seemed to be feeling contrite. “Well,
Nathan,” he said magnanimously, “I’m just glad to be of service to
what is still the most important single nation on Earth.”

Stretching the truth a bit, but…not too
far.

“You’re too kind, but I know the real score.
I’m directing my people to pass you on a summary of what we know,
but damned if I know how to handle it.”

“Perhaps if you could explain in a few
sentences?”

“Yes, yes, sorry.”

The man seemed rattled, and not for the first
time Markis wondered whether he was really the right person for the
job. He might win the upcoming first election since the nukes fell,
but probably not the second. A good man, but just not up to
it. He made a note to get in touch with Travis Tyler.

“Basically,” McKenna went on, “the Septagon
people seem to have staged a near-bloodless coup. Only a few
reported deaths, and most of the Cabinet, where all the real power
resides in the Russian government, now have cyborgs as minders that
go with them everywhere. At the very least, the ministers are being
coerced. As soon as I get off the line with you, I’ll be calling
the Neutral States Assembly High Commissioner and lobby for
sanctions, and I hope you’ll ask the Free Communities for the
same.”

Markis thought for a moment. “I’ll certainly
call a council meeting and tell them what you propose, but it’s not
as simple as that. Russia is an enormous country. They have gotten
on board and supplied a lot of weaponry and support to the
EarthFleet program – top-notch scientists, rare earths and
minerals, their molten-salts reactors. Hell, they’re ahead of
everyone on fusion research, while we’re all relying on the cloned
Meme engines.”

McKenna sat back as if shocked. “You want to
let it go? Allow these people to run an entire country?”

“No. I’m just not sure sanctions are the
right call. They take a long time to bite, and it’s the survival of
the world we’re talking about. I’d rather explore other options.
They won’t have the Russian people or bureaucracy on their side.
They might simply be marginalized. We can work on helping that
happen, with media, and clandestine support to the opposition,
things like that.”

McKenna stood up to pace in front of the
camera. “I already sat on my ass when you gave me the warning, and
now look what’s happened. Now you want us to sit around on our
asses again, and go slow? No way, Daniel, no way. I need your
support on this. Like you said, the Russian people need to see we
are on their side.”

“Ruining their economy will just drive the
people into the arms of the authoritarians. It’s inevitable.”
Markis crossed his arms and stared at the screen.

“Well, if the Neutral States go along with
it, will you too?”

Reluctantly Markis answered. “If the NS do it
first, I will recommend we support a limited set of sanctions –
targeted, not general.”

McKenna sighed. “All right. It’ll have to do.
I’ll have my National Security Adviser get in touch with your
people and discuss the details. Talk to you later.”

“Goodbye, Mr. President.”

McKenna cut the link without responding.

 


***

 


In the Oval Office, President McKenna looked
over at Travis Tyler, who sat sipping Scotch. “You think he bought
it? That we’re not going to do anything covert?”

“Don’t ask me,” replied the retired general.
“Mister Muzik?”

Roger Muzik rattled the ice in his glass,
staring at it as if its emptiness had betrayed him. “I think so,
sir. You struck the right note of, of being rattled, casting about
for easy solutions. As disinformation, it should work very well.”
He still didn’t meet the other men’s eyes.

“But?” asked the President.

“But the man is my friend. I don’t like lying
to him.”

“You didn’t. I did. And lying is probably too
strong a word. I just…gave him the wrong impression. Just like that
file he gave me was designed to do. It was sheer bad luck that his
outrageous warning – that the Septagon people would try to take
over the Russian Government for themselves – turned out to be
true.” Now it was McKenna that looked down, avoiding Muzik’s
gaze.

“I hate all this,” Muzik replied. “This
feeding each other bullshit, hoping it will be believed, expecting
it not to be, and all the while destroying the trust between us.
I’d never have believed Edens could be this dishonest.”

That brought silence for a moment, then Tyler
spoke. “People think being an Eden means we can’t kill, either, but
we know that’s not true. I executed my own son, because it was the
right thing to do, and had to be done. We believe this to be the
right thing to do, and it has to be done. Right?”

“To keep the operation secret? Yes it has to
be done. That’s my call. Your consciences are clear.”

“Sorry, sir, ‘just following orders’ is still
the thinnest defense of all.” Muzik held up a forestalling hand.
“Don’t worry. I’m on board. After all, it’s my ass on the operation
too. And I’d rather if Repeth didn’t know anything about this part
of it. Shit, I wish I didn’t either.” He stood up and walked toward
the door.

Tyler stood as well. “Colonel…covert ops is
often a dirty business. We’ll try not to cross any hard lines here,
but if a bit of lying is all we have to do to keep Earth safe, I’d
say, be thankful.”

Muzik turned back as the Secret Service agent
opened the door for him. “I’ll bet it won’t stay secret anyway,
which will make all this an exercise in futility. You’d both have
done better to just talk to…to the key personnel. Green Door
Syndrome has often done more damage than a potential leak.”

The three men stared at each other for a
moment in strained silence before Muzik made his exit.
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When the Select Central Cabinet of Russia met
in secret for the first time under its new masters, it was a quiet
affair. Seated around a table in the antechamber to the main
meeting room were the ministers of the various governmental
departments – Finance, Internal Affairs, Foreign Affairs, Defense,
Justice, and so on. Behind each man or woman stood a hulking figure
matching the gender of each principal.

These were the sticks.

The carrots rested in a glass bowl on the
table, and many of the body could not take their eyes off the
things: auto-injectors. One dose per canister, each would yield an
hour of pure ecstasy and a day of relief and complaisance. Without
another dose, after that came horrors of body and mind that would
drive anyone thinking of rebellion back into Winthrop Jenkins’
loving arms.

Jenkins sat at the head of the table, Prime
Minister Yermenov on his right. Behind him also stood a creature,
manlike but no longer human. His smooth and metallic skull matched
his teeth, and his face was set in a rigor of implacability, with
bright red glowing eyes. He was even bigger than the Professor, who
stood behind the Russian Prime Minister.

“Professor, translate for me please.”

The man stepped forward next to Jenkins, and
interpreted the English for the Russians who did not speak it
well.

“I hope my people have answered all your
pertinent questions about the new arrangement of this nation, but
let me sum up: you all now work for me. I will supply you what you
need and you will maintain your privileges and lifestyles for you
and your families, but I will make all decisions. All of you now
have various…devices implanted in your bodies. Some will monitor
your location and activities, some will listen and watch what you
say and do. Some will give you pain, or even kill you, if you step
out of line. And with you at all times will be one of my Shadows.”
He nodded at the guardians behind them. “Just in case you think to
seek outside intervention.”

“It doesn’t matter what you do in your off
time, as long is it does not interfere with running this country.
Sleep with your husbands or wives, boyfriends or girlfriends or
whores, play with your children, prune your roses, gamble; I do not
care about your personal lives. But when it comes to governmental
affairs, I or my associates will feed you your lines, make your
decisions, and ensure your cooperation.” Jenkins folded his hands
across his ample stomach. “Your only alternative, ladies and
gentlemen, is death. Not only for you, but your families, anyone
you hold dear.”

As if on cue – there’s always one,
Jenkins thought – the Minister of Health, a distinguished-looking
doctor with a Lenin beard, stood up. “I cannot agree to this. I
have no idea what you have done, but any addiction can be beaten,
and I am not afraid to die, but I will not be controlled.” He then
sat down, staring straight ahead as if expecting to be hauled to a
prison cell, as dissenters were dealt with in the past.

“Very well,” replied Jenkins reasonably.
Taking out his phone, he pressed a sequence on the touch screen as
they all watched. A moment later a wet pop issued from the Minister
of Health, and he fell forward, face down on the table. Blood
pooled under his head and ran down between his knees.

The ministers gasped, some touching their
faces or chests as if to find out where their own implants might
be.

“You see, ladies and gentlemen, I do not make
idle threats. Nor is any of you truly necessary. Your deputies have
already been processed, and will view a recording of this
meeting…some selected scenes, anyway. So. Would anyone else like to
make a pointless protest?”

No one did.
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Once more Jill found herself in the
President’s presence, this time accompanied by Roger Muzik. Besides
the two ubiquitous Secret Service agents, there was one more person
in attendance in the Oval Office.

“No plausible deniability this time, sir?”
Jill asked as she shook McKenna’s hand.

He replied, “This isn’t the cold war, Jill.
Neither the first nor second. As soon as the op is finished, we
will be announcing it to the world.” McKenna turned to clasp hands
with Muzik, then waved them to seats.

“Announcing success, I hope,” Muzik
remarked.

“Yes,” McKenna agreed. “But if you fail, we
have backup plans. Messy ones, involving direct military action,
but it can’t be helped. No matter what the news says, Russia has
been taken in a coup by inimical outside forces. It has to be
restored to some semblance of a nation of laws. The entire world
must be united against the Meme. There is just no room for separate
agendas.”

“Sounds a bit like authoritarianism, sir,”
Jill said sourly. “I had about enough of that in Camp 240, thank
you very much.”

“Water under the bridge,” McKenna snapped.
“We are back in a World War Two situation, fighting for survival.
We will have to compromise some principles to get the job done. If
you can’t do that, let me know right now.”

Jill kept her teeth shut and looked away
rather than challenge him any further. She had to admit to herself
that he was probably right, and she was glad she did not have to
make those hard decisions. It’s always easier to gripe and
sharpshoot, she thought, and pushed her feelings aside. “Sorry,
sir. I understand. I’m in.”

“Good, good.” He slapped his knee, then
gestured at the frozen-faced woman in the stylish pantsuit sitting
in the fourth chair. “This is Director Caffey out of Langley.
You’ll be working for her until you return for your
debriefing.”

Muzik moved first, standing to shake hands
with the head of the CIA. Her visage might have thawed just a
trifle as he gave her his most heart-melting smile. Jill had never
seen him fail at that. His face seemed to have the same effect on
straight women that a double handful of cleavage had on equivalent
men. Still, she was impressed at the director’s evident
self-control.

“Mister Muzik.” She reached over to Jill.
“Miz Repeth.”

“Misses,” Jill corrected her, holding up the
ring on her left hand.

Muzik subtly rubbed his empty ring finger,
flicking a glance at Caffey, who suddenly seemed distracted,
blushing faintly.

Well done, Roger.

“Ahem, yes.” The woman opened a case file and
began to spread it on the table. “You may consider this your
initial mission overview. You job will be to go in and retrieve or
destroy the main database for the Shadow program. This will set
them back several years, we hope, and buy the president time to
work on a political solution.”

“Just buy time?” Jill sat back in her chair,
crossing her arms uneasily. “We’re risking our lives for a
temporary solution?”

“Sometimes that’s all we can hope for,”
McKenna intervened. “This is a multifaceted problem. Shadow cyborgs
are in direct physical control of all the key ministers, and
Winthrop controls them. More importantly, all the officials have
all been addicted to nanocrack.”

“How do we deal with that?” Repeth asked.

“We’ll be releasing a complete package on how
to cure the addiction using drugs and dialysis machines most
hospitals will have available.”

“That sounds promising…”

Caffey held up a hand. “Even if the could
overcome those problems, the families are at risk. Short of a
full-scale invasion, which is not an option because of the Russian
nuclear arsenal, we are not going to reverse this coup.”

“Does that mean someone else is?” Repeth
asked sharply.

“That’s not a question I can answer,” the
director replied, glancing at the President.

“Uh-huh,” Repeth said archly, drumming her
fingers on the arm of her seat. That’s a yes if I ever heard
one…unless that’s merely what they want us to think.

“But then, what good is destroying the data?”
Muzik asked, either not noticing the byplay or choosing to move
past it.

Caffey replied, “It will freeze the program’s
development. If we are lucky, it will also prevent the manufacture
of more cyborgs. Without the detailed 3D-printer files, for
example, they will be unable to manufacture the parts. In today’s
lab, the data is the key.”

Jill drummed her fingers on the armrest some
more, the forced herself to stop be fore she poked holes in the
leather. “No silver bullets.”

“Not this time.” McKenna covered her restless
hand in his. “I know this is a shitty assignment, but we’re in a
box here. We can’t just let them turn a great power nation into
their own private preserve, but we can’t go in heavy either. Not as
we’re Russia’s longtime opponent through two Cold Wars. The people
won’t accept us.”

Caffey continued, glancing at Muzik, “Your op
will not be the only one. Others will hit certain specified
targets, all with an air toward plausible deniability – ours and
theirs.”

“Theirs?” Muzik put on his best movie-star
smile.

“Yes,” she went on as if mesmerized. “The
Russians can’t publically admit to being attacked. It will cause
unrest and more scrutiny, as well as making them look weak. They
also can’t afford to accuse anyone, for fear of bringing the
conflict into the open. At some level even they understand that
they can’t rock the boat too hard, not with that damned alien ship
on its way.”

“All right,” Jill sighed. “Let’s see the
details.”
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“So this is Finland.” Jill Repeth stepped off
the commercial flight to Helsinki with just a carry-on bag. Dressed
in jeans and a warm jacket, hair peroxided and bobbed, she looked
very much like one of the blonde-and-bronzed Laplanders of the
Saami people, common stock in this Scandinavian country.

Beside her, Roger Muzik grunted. Wearing his
hair long to try to look less military, he slouched to reduce the
impression his six-four frame made. “No, this is an airport.
Finland is out there.” He waved at the expanse of mountains visible
through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

After passing though customs without a hitch
– no metal detectors departing security, after all – they
spotted a man holding a sign that said “Rockerfeller,” the
recognition code. Without speaking they nodded and followed him to
a Japanese-built SUV parked in the lot. Only when they were on the
road did anyone say anything.

“Good trip?” asked the contact.

“My mother got sick,” Repeth replied.

“She should take a hot bath and eat some
fish,” the driver said.

“Only if she likes lentils,” Jill completed
the quatrain.

“Is that what they call tradecraft?” Muzik
asked.

“Sorry,” the driver replied sheepishly.
“Cheesy, but effective. Call me Olsen.”

“She’s Johnston. I’m Stein,” Muzik said. “Our
gear?”

“Shipped in by bonded container, and already
waiting for you at the safe house.”

Muzik glanced sharply at the other man.
“Still sealed?”

The man looked slightly insulted. “Of course.
We’re not amateurs.”

“Sorry. We’re not field agents –”

“Obviously,” the man said drily.

“– but we’re the best at our own jobs, so how
about we lose the attitude?” Muzik stared at the man’s eyes in the
rear-view mirror until he looked away.

“Right. Well, we have a couple of hours to
drive. Everybody like Abba?” Olsen reached for the music
player.

Two hours and a couple dozen oldies later,
after a lovely drive through pastureland and evergreen-covered
hills, they arrived at a nondescript farmhouse on the outskirts of
Kouvola. Inside its barn a standard intermodal shipping container
stood. Repeth and Muzik exchanged glances, remembering the last
time they had seen one up close – from the inside, when it had
contained the mini-sub with which they had hijacked the USS
Nebraska.

“Funny lock,” Olsen remarked, and he examined
it closely. What held the door closed looked different from the
usual: two keyholes and a number pad, and it was no padlock.
Rather, it was installed within the door.

“Yes…” Muzik pulled a key out on a chain
around his neck, while Repeth did the same.

“At least we’re not…” She almost continued,
“launching nuclear missiles again,” when she realized that
those words were not something she wanted to bandy in front of a
stranger.

Muzik nodded to show that he understood, then
stepped forward with his key. Together they inserted them and then
punched in half of the number sequence. The door opened. He looked
inside for along moment with a pocket flashlight, then shut and
locked it again. “We’ll get some sleep, and then we’ll gear up at,”
he checked his watch, “2000 hours. At that time, sir, you need to
have that boat trailer in this barn.”

Olsen nodded, questioning no further, and
left.

Repeth looked around the inside of the
structure. Two draft horses moved restlessly in stalls, and a dozen
bales of hay were stacked against the wall, with more in the loft
four meters above. She took a deep breath of farm smell, and then
went over to make friends with the equines. A measure of oats each
from a nearby bin was all it took.

That task done and the horses settled, she
flicked her eyes upward, then jumped to the top of the ladder
leading to the loft above.

Landing crouched in the attic-like space, she
examined every bit of it. “Look for a root cellar or anything on
the ground, will you, Mister Stein?” I may not be a CIA field
agent, but I know how to check security.

Pressing a spot on her inner wrist, she ran
her hand along the floor, walls and ceiling, checking for bugs or
other electronics. All she found was one electrical wire that fed
the bare bulb above, and a lot more hay. She looked out of the
upper window, seeing little but farms for miles. All seemed quiet.
Murphy is nowhere in sight...for now.

“Nothing down here,” Muzik called.

“Good. Let’s rest up for a bit.”

“You don’t want to check out the
vehicle?”

“No,” said Repeth. “I’m sure it’s exactly how
we packed it, and I’d rather sleep first and then kit up than the
reverse. If by some bizarre chance something happens, I’d rather
not have a few million bucks worth of illegal stuff scattered
around for some Finnish sheriff to stumble over on a random
visit.”

“I don’t think Finland has sheriffs.”

“Constables, then. Whatever. Besides, I think
Olsen’s just a little too curious. I bet the quality of spook in
the Agency has fallen off somewhat in the last few years…or
something’s amiss.”

Muzik looked thoughtful. “You think there is
something wrong?”

“No. If I did, I’d have everything broken out
and we’d push up the timetable to throw any opponents off. I just
get a funny vibe off the man.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.” He jumped up into the
loft with her holding a couple of horse blankets. “Might as well
start our snooze. You first?”

“Fine.” She grabbed the coverings and lay
down in the hay while Muzik took first watch. She slept
immediately.

Three hours later they switched, and three
hours after that Repeth found her vague fears unjustified.
Precisely on time, Olsen backed the SUV with a heavy marine trailer
into the barn and up to the container. Hopping out, he asked,
“Okay, what now? You got a boat in there I presume?’

Muzik just grunted, and waved Repeth over.
They opened the container and then folded the hinged sides down,
pulling large pieces of packing foam away.

“Damn,” Olsen breathed.

Within stood a submersible. Smaller than the
one with which they had boarded the nuclear submarine so long ago,
it was made of carbon fiber and was large enough to fit two
uncomfortably. Everything they needed nested within, out of
sight.

“Let’s get it loaded,” Repeth said, and Olsen
reeled off the hook and cable from the trailer’s winch. Soon it
inched slowly up onto the padded rails.

“That’s going to be a bit conspicuous,” Olsen
remarked.

“Not when we get through with it.” Repeth
climbed onto the craft and opened the hatch, pulling out a flexible
frame. A gas cylinder inflated it and soon the skeleton of what
looked like a boat surrounded the submersible. The next thing to
come out of the hatch was a series of snap-on custom tarps. In ten
minutes, what sat on the trailer resembled a large fishing boat
covered up for the weather. It wouldn’t stand a close inspection,
but they did not expect to be subject to one.

“Let’s go,” Repeth said, swinging into the
truck’s passenger seat. She took one last deep breath of hay and
horse before shutting the door. “Nice country, this.”

“Yes it is. Thinking of retiring here,” Olsen
responded.

So…that’s all I’m sensing. Olsen’s gone a
bit native. Probably has a local girl tucked away somewhere, and is
having second thoughts about his work. “Olsen,” she spoke up,
“We’re not supposed to tell you anything about this op, but if it
will help you sleep at night, it’s nothing to do with Finland, and
shouldn’t backfire into here.”

Olsen licked his lips, then nodded, relaxing
slightly. They drove in silence from then on, except for the
radio.

Three hours later they approached the Russian
border near Simpele. Soon they turned off onto a rutted track
heading southeast, and slowed down. Olsen engaged the four-wheel
drive. “Poacher’s road,” he remarked. “Hunting is strictly
controlled in Finland, so a lot of them sneak into Russia for good
unregistered game. If they get caught on that side, they just pay
off the officials.”

The sun was just going down in this far
northern latitude, a half hour until midnight. Ten minutes later
they turned onto an even tinier track that led to a cabin two
hundred meters back. “All right, then this is as far as I go.”
Olsen retrieved a stout walking stick, a backpack and a flashlight
from the back of the SUV. “I’ll be staying here until you get back,
up to a week. Just rejoin the main track and keep heading
southeast.”

Muzik held up a map in a plastic case. “Got
it. Hopefully we’ll see you in two days. Just monitor your secure
radio. Thanks for everything.” Muzik hopped out and took the
driver’s seat.

“Right. Good luck.”

Fifteen minutes later they reached Russia,
but this area was so sparsely populated there wasn’t even a sign,
just a tumbledown shack that looked like it had last been used
during the First Cold War. Twilight deepened but Muzik declined to
turn on the lights until they broke out of the trees and onto a
marginally paved road.

“Okay, it’s about twenty kilometers to
Elisenvaara, then another twenty to Kurkiyeki. From there we just
have to find the inlet.”

An hour of slow travel later – the road was
terrible, and Muzik did not want to jostle the submersible too
badly – they arrived at the fishing village they sought. Only a
couple of lights burned in what looked to be a public house, and
they quickly passed through, ignoring the few witnesses in the
dark, driving out of town to the southwest. Two minutes later
Repeth directed them onto another tiny road and into some heavy
woods.

“This one should run right across a low
bridge a long ways from any habitation.” She checked the satellite
imagery in her hand with her dim flashlight once more. “Just up a
couple of minutes.”

Soon they broke out of the trees and saw the
bridge they expected in front of them. Pulling carefully off the
road, they got out in the dim light of the false sunset and
examined the lay of the land.

“Damn. Bank’s too steep. There’s no way we
can back this trailer down it.”

Muzik looked at the water, the sheer
five-meter drop-off, then at the truck. “We winch it down. It only
weighs a ton or so. Then we float it out a bit, ditch the trailer,
hide the truck and swim back out to it.”

“All right. Deflate the hide frame.” Soon
they had the trailer back up to the edge of the short embankment
and carefully slid the thing off the trailer and down to the
water’s edge. At the bottom, they grasped the handles, two on a
side, and braced their feet. “Ready? One, two, three.”

Laminated bones and polymerized muscles
creaking, they lifted the micro-sub and carried it heavily into a
meter of water or so, feet sinking a foot into the soft lake bed,
then set it down and slid it further out until it floated.

“No current. It should be fine.” They
scrambled up the bank muddy and dripping, and then detached the
trailer. Carrying it fifty meters down the shore on the other side
of the bridge, they lifted it together and launched it as far as
they can to fall into the water. Fortunately, it was deep enough to
cover the flat shallow thing.

Next the SUV itself went into the woods, with
the boat tarps covering it first, then some cut branches. Hopefully
no hunter or fisherman would stumble across it in the next days.
Worst case scenario, if it was stolen or damaged they could hoof it
back across the Finnish border to the cabin.

Returning to the bridge, they suddenly
stopped short. A man stood upon it with a fishing pole and a tackle
box, looking the other direction in the dim light.

Staring at the sub.

“How’s your Russian?” Repeth whispered.

“Decent, actually.”

She looked at Muzik in surprise.

“What, you think ‘Muzik’ is a good English
name like yours? Grandpa came from Slovakia after the war. He made
us learn Slovak and Russian.”

“All yours, then.”

“For what?”

“We can’t let him report this.”

“I’m not going to kill him, but if we knock
him out, he’ll inform the police and they will find the SUV and the
trailer. Not to mention he’ll tell them about the sub.”

“Dammit.” Repeth thought for a moment, hissed
and pointed. “Do something. He’s going down to get a closer
look.”

Muzik swore in response, then stood up and
walked toward the bridge on the road. Once on the low bridge, he
called out something Repeth could not make out. She crept up along
the road’s embankment, staying out of sight.

Switching her vision on her left, cybernetic
eye to infrared, she watched and listened as Muzik held a long
conversation, not understanding a word. After almost ten minutes of
tension, the two men shook hands and the local walked away down the
road to the west.

Moments later, Muzik explained as they waded
to the submersible and pushed it farther out into the water.
“Name’s Rasmus. His Russian was worse than mine. I got him to admit
he was a Finn living here illegally. I think he’s probably wanted
in Finland.”

“Why won’t he report what he saw?”

“I gave him the cash I had on me, and
promised him more when we return.”

Repeth climbed carefully through the narrow
hatch. “I hope that’s enough incentive. There’s a lot that can go
wrong.”

“We’ll worry about that when we get back.
Five-meter targets.” He climbed in after her and sealed the hatch.
“I’ll drive first, okay boss?”

“Sure.” Repeth stripped off her civilian
clothes in the back as Muzik settled in to the control cockpit in
front, powering up the vehicle.

Soon ghostly lights glowed – screens with
readouts and a few old-fashioned gauges, and a low hum filled the
cylinder as the electric motor began to push them through the
shallow water. An inertial navigation system provided them with
reasonably good direction, especially at the start of their
journey. Such devices grew progressively less accurate if not
updated with a solid positional reading, but all this had to do was
get them to within sight of the lights of Salmi and they could
pilot in manually from there.

Once she had changed into her skinsuit,
Repeth lay down on the one narrow bunk to sleep. Waking up several
hours later, she used the tiny facility, ate and drank, and
switched positions with Muzik, squeezing past him on one side of
the seat as he exited the other.

“We’re running fine at one meter depth, with
at least a hundred meters under the keel,” Muzik reported as he
changed his clothes. “Inertial says we’re well out into Lake
Ladoga, and it’s the middle of the night, so now would be a good
time to run up the snorkel and use the generator. Sonar shows
nobody around.”

“Right.” They had a compact diesel generator
to recharge the batteries, but of course that needed air and a
place to put the exhaust gases. A touch of another control deployed
the dual pipe arrangement and soon the generator rumbled. It should
be nearly silent on the surface, with just a ten-centimeter conduit
poking up.

An hour of this and the batteries were full
again. By that time the sun was starting to come up, around three
in the morning.

By midday they had arrived outside Salmi
harbor, and slowly, carefully bottomed the craft in fifty meters of
water.

“This would have been a lot easier with more
darkness,” Repeth grumbled.

Muzik shook his head. “Yes, but the lake
starts icing up by September and doesn’t thaw until May. They keep
the harbors and some channels open with icebreakers, but that would
have made for worse problems than this. Besides, we can’t let the
program go on that long. It’s bad enough that Russia has a puppet
government at the top. What if they have time to manufacture
thousands of Shadow Men – and Women I suppose – to bird-dog every
important official?”

“I know that. Just venting. What else is
there to do?” The lights were low to conserve power and there was
no heater so the air was chilly.

“You could read.” Muzik waved an old Kindle
at her. “Got the latest Star Force book downloaded just before we
left.”

“What’s that, #23 now?”

“Yeah. Good stuff.”

Repeth snorted. “Who needs science fiction
when the aliens really are invading?”

“Hey, everyone needs an escape,” he replied
defensively. “I got a few hundred books on here. I’m sure you can
find something you like.”

“No, you go on,” she said. “I’ll just
sleep.”

Muzik grunted. That was the last thing she
heard before she nodded off.
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When the sun went down again they let go the
anchor and allowed the craft to rise upward to surface. In the
dimness the tiny hatch was unnoticeable, barely protruding from the
still waters of the lake. Armored and kitted out completely, they
deployed fitted floats to allow them to swim to shore while
snorkeling. Several plans existed for extraction; they hoped one
would work.

As the craft settled below the surface on its
bottom tether, the two ungainly figures finned toward shore,
powerful cybernetic legs pushing them in a reasonable facsimile of
swimming while the floats kept them from sinking. A few minutes
later they climbed onto the shore next to a large drainage pipe,
about two meters across.

Tight security in a military base was almost
always a misnomer. As a military police specialist, Repeth knew how
difficult it was to secure a large base, especially one that
included shoreline and was built on the bones of an old civilian
town. Almost by definition there were holes aplenty, and who better
than a cop to identify them?

And she had, studying intelligence reports
and overhead imagery in normal photographs, IR, radar, and other
even more exotic spectra. She probably knew more about the base
than its owners, especially regarding its underground.

With carbon-fiber prybars strong enough to
accept cybernetic pressure without bending, the two quietly broke
the pins that held the rusty grate that covered the outflow.

“Wait,” Muzik said before Repeth pulled it
off. He reached carefully inside, lifting a dirty,
innocuous-looking wire with a fingertip. “Alarm.”

“Got it.” Flipping up her HUD faceplate, she
quickly ran a bypass, blessing the intense Agency training of the
past few months. Then she picked up the three-hundred-kilo barrier
to set it carefully aside.

In they went.

Faceplates down and HUDs up, the IR lamps on
their foreheads illuminated the tunnel like miners’ lanterns.
High-frequency sonar projected from their suits looked ahead like
bat vision, and the computers in their suits built pictures for
them from all available data. Such active ranging carried with it a
small risk, believed by the Agency people to be acceptable.

Acceptable to an analyst is always a bit
different from acceptable in the field, when your butt is on the
line, Repeth thought.

“Motion sensor,” Muzik called at about the
same time that Repeth recognized it for herself. The distinctive
box, set high in a corner to cover that section of tunnel, also
gave off continuous sonic pings, on a different frequency from
their own. But while the detector could only receive its own
wavelength, their sonar could see in a much wider range.

And do much more.

“Got the freq? Turn on your masking,” Muzik
breathed into his suitcomm, and selected a function on his sonar,
as did Repeth.

Their computerized emitters had analyzed the
detector’s frequency and characteristics, and now blasted out a
tone on the same wavelength that overwhelmed the sensitive sonic
receiver on the detector with noise several orders of magnitude
more powerful. Since it was set to analyze minute Doppler shifts
from moving objects, this effectively deafened it.

The two infiltrators walked directly past the
device, confident that it could not see or hear them, and it was
too unsophisticated to report an anomaly like something screaming
in its “ear”.

They handled two more such detectors in the
same manner before the reached their destination, an
undistinguished point on the tunnel map. “Now it gets interesting,”
Muzik mumbled.

Repeth replied, “You know, it occurs to me
that the Agency could have used non-Eden nanocommandos and gotten
this far, and then just planted one hell of a big bomb.”

“Yeah, I thought of that too…I even asked
about it. Obviously they think retrieving the data is worth risking
our very expensive selves, and we can’t be sure it would be
destroyed. And then there’s the collateral damage.”

“No innocent lives, I know. I feel the same
way, but the coldly rational part of me believes it might be worth
it.”

“Always easier to think that way when the
pucker factor rises.” he paused. “There might be another reason.”
Muzik stared at her imperturbably, faceless in his armor.

“You think they are trying to get rid of us
again?”

Even through the face shield she could sense
his surprise. “Not that at all. I just bet there’s a lot of folks
that would love to see us go up against Shadow Men for real. You
don’t think these suits are wired to record everything? Performance
intel might be secondary, but you know analysts.”

She grunted, not happy with Muzik’s theory.
“Well, let’s get to it.”

“Yeah. Turn around.”

Muzik unclipped the lightweight back-rack she
had been fitted with, much smaller and slimmer than the Space
Marine model on which it was based. Instead of bulky weapons, it
held EMP grenades and breaching charges. He took off several of the
latter, sticking them to the ceiling in a circular arrangement
guaranteed to open a hole all the way through to the room above.
Wiring them together, he attached a radio detonator.

“Next one’s up here,” Muzik led them another
hundred meters along the pipe to an intersection. There he tested
the detonator they had set for function, well away from any
mistake. His handheld showed ready, in the green.

He turned to let Repeth remove his charges
from his back-rack and do the same.

Once she had emplaced the second detonator,
with a different encryption code, they moved carefully toward their
egress point. Once there, she tested the detonator function, then
clipped it to her armor within easy reach. Now they had two sets of
explosives ready to provide surprise access from above to the
underground.

Repeth looked around. They stood in a large
cistern that brought many smaller feeds together into one location
before exiting through the pipe they had entered and to the lake.
Several of them drizzled small amounts of water, condensation or
drainage seeping though the ground. No rain had fallen for some
days, and none was expected.

A rusty ladder led up to a hatch in to top.
Muzik eyed it, then reached up to grasp a rung, and set a foot on
another. Slowly he put his full weight on the lower one, then began
climbing.

The third snapped under his foot.

He skipped that one, climbing up father,
gingerly testing each. The seventh also broke, then the eighth.

“I’m too heavy,” he said, climbing back down.
“Plan B.”

“Right.” Repeth eyed the hatch ten meters up.
“I’m going to jump and try to grab the rim up there. If I can, I’ll
attach a cable and you can climb it. Catch me if I fall, will
you?”

“Right.”

Catching her was not necessary to avoid
injury, but noise. She could probably rebound and land on her feet
without difficulty, but it might be quite loud. Muzik could reduce
that considerably if he must.

“Ready, set, go,” she said, then leaped
flatfooted, with as much accuracy as she could muster. Her hands
scrabbled on the cement lip of the hatchway, then she fell.

Muzik caught her, chest and back, taking
enough of the shock to set her down on her feet without trouble.
They froze that way for a moment, listening with their suit
microphones. They heard nothing, so after a full minute, they tried
again.

This jump she grasped the rim with her
fingertips and held on. Placing one foot gently on the rusty
ladder, she used it to bear some of her weight. Then she put her
other foot on a different rung, and let go one hand to take out a
gas-powered piton.

This was the most dangerous part of the
operation yet, or at least, the most likely to draw attention. She
took a deep breath, then triggered it.

Compressed gas shot the spike into the crack
between the cement rim and the old steel hatch. Enough of both had
deteriorated that the piton lodged deeply. Repeth attached a thin
cable that unrolled from her suit. “Wait,” she said. “If I open the
hatch, the piton will fall out. I have an idea. Give me your
hook.”

Muzik unrolled his own cable and gently
tossed the hooked end up. Repeth caught it and ran it around the
braces that connect the hinges to the hatch, then clipped it to
itself. “That should hold you. Come on up.”

Carefully, Muzik climbed his line, reeling it
back into its receptacle as he did so. Soon he hung awkwardly below
the hatch, cable-locked. “What now, maestro?”

“Now we get up and through this awkward-ass
thing.” She placed a hand on the hatch hinge brace, hoping it could
take a few more kilos, and moved her weight off her own cable,
unclipping it from the piton and stowing it. Now she hung with two
feet on two separate rungs and one hand on the hinge.

With the other she took out a small block of
plastique and handed it to Muzik, who had both hands free,
supported by nothing but his cable. “Break me off about twenty
grams of that.”

“It’s not going to work. As soon as you set
it off, it will blow you off the ladder even if your armor holds –
or the rungs will break, or the braces will break.”

“Yeah, I just figured that out. Plan C then.
Stick a cap in it and give me the whole block.”

“Okay…” Muzik handed her the whole 500-gram
chunk with the blasting cap in it. “You know that canks Objective
One. A blast will alert the whole base.”

“Yeah, I know. Too bad. I told them I did not
do wet work. If they wanted Winthrop Jenkins dead so badly, they
should have sent someone else. The data will have to do.”

“I’m all right with that.”

Repeth jammed it opposite the hinges, where
the latch should be that must hold it closed from the other side.
Then she leaped to the shallow water below, making a loud splash.
“Come on, rappel down your line.”

“Right.” He slid down as the mechanism
belayed him, then backed up into the tunnel. “This cable might
survive the blast. Is that your plan?”

“No, I was just going to jump through the
open hatch.”

Muzik looked at her for a moment, then shook
his head. “That big an explosion is going to drop the crap in the
pot, you know. We’re full-on breach from now on.”

“I know. That’s what we’re trained and
equipped for.” She hefted the detonator. “Ready? Fire in the
hole.”

Pressed it.
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Judicious plastic surgery had altered Ann
Alkina’s facial structure enough to fool biometric sensors, and the
human eye. While the Eden Plague healed any wound, it was not
terribly fussy as long as what it helped regenerate functioned.
Thus, the problem of misaligned bones healing into crippling
shapes.

However, this two-edged sword also allowed
easy restructuring; the commercial elective plastic industry
boomed, even in these tight economic times. So Ann was confident
she could be put back the way she was, more or less. Perhaps with a
bit narrower nose, and her earlobes had always bothered her…

She wondered if the alterations had even been
necessary, but then remembered that her natural face was probably
in intelligence databases all over the world. If she was
captured…better not to be known as a senior black operative.

She brought her mind back to business as the
AN-225 heavy cargo jet landed at Bykovo Airport, Russia. Brutal
deceleration slammed her into the restraints inside the people pod
she occupied. One of a score of perforated aluminum boxes, it
contained her and seven others of her team. In total, one hundred
sixty Direct Action operatives rode like cattle in cages in the
belly of the flying beast.

Twenty kilometers from the MKAD ring road
circling Moscow, forty from the city center, Bykovo did not service
commercial passengers. Rather, a great deal of cargo and a limited
amount of government traffic passed through it, avoiding the
congestion of Domodedovo to the southwest, perfect for Alkina’s
purposes.

Once the largest jet Russia ever produced had
turned to taxi, she signaled for the nanocommandos to unbuckle,
perform final preps, and gear up. Within the tight spaces, each in
turn filed out into the narrow corridor between the immobilized
crates, lined up to use the facilities pods, and then rotated back
to begin taking out and putting on their kit.

Alkina watched as her people donned fitted
armor and harnesses festooned with weapons and the accoutrements of
war. This wasn’t going to be a traditional special op, with a small
team of commandos, Guns of Navarrone style. This mission more
resembled a full-up raid on an important objective, like Operation
Claymore, a several-hundred-man World War Two British operation
against the German-held Lofoten Islands of Norway.

All the eggs in one basket, she thought with
a shudder. The weakest link in the op was this flying museum they
rode in. Though refurbished by the best Australian aircraft
engineers, it was still an outdated bucket of steel – yes,
steel in many cases, not even aliminum – and it would have
to fly them out as well.

As in most special operations, the later they
were detected, the better off they would be. In a perfect world the
extraction team would be long gone with the packages before their
enemies even got organized.

As the lumbering vehicle came to a halt and
the interior lights came on, she yelled, “Once your kit is on,
strap in again.” Everyone finished their final prep and then pulled
their quick-release harnesses around them again, waiting for their
next ride.

The giant nose and tail both whined upward on
hydraulics, and the smells of jet fuel and the stink of pollution
wafted inward on the humid Russian night breeze. A moment later,
two heavy haulers packed up to the plane, one at each opening. The
aircrew popped the fittings on the lockdown points and fitted a
winch cable to each line of ten pods.

Slowly, like two ungainly trains leaving a
station in opposite directions, the rows of cages were pulled onto
the flatbed trucks. First, five were manhandled onto one side of
each trailer, then the other five, so each set of ten rested in two
rows with their egress doors facing outward. Heavy industrial
strapping cinched them into place, and within minutes the two
haulers set out for the M5 freeway, heading into Moscow.

Accompanied by four SUVs filled with Russian
mercenary-insurgents – well paid and well motivated – the “special
cargo” sped along through the night, heading for the exclusive
Barvikha and Skolkovo luxury villages on the outskirts of
Moscow.

There, legions of well-paid policemen thanked
their good fortune to be assigned there, protecting the wealthy and
elite. There, the families of the Russian oligarchy remained in a
pampered prison, hostage to their puppet ministers’ good behavior.
There, most of the senior government functionaries, attended by
their Shadow cyborg minders, retired every evening by helicopter,
to spend time with their families each night.

This was Alkina’s target.

Up to sixteen ministers, thirty-two Shadow
Men. Even cyborgs needed rest, so one of each team of two remained
awake observing his or her principal, while one slept or exercised
nearby. This much Direct Action’s penetration of the Septagon
organization had discovered, but there were still many holes in
their intelligence, making this a high-risk mission all around.

Complicating it further were the multiple
overlapping objectives General Nguyen had assigned her. Teams of
ten nanocommandos with weaponry specialized against the cyborgs
would attempt to neutralize the Shadows and, if possible, capture
them for rendition to the Australian laboratories. If such was
impossible, then they would be destroyed.

By doing so, Alkina hoped to rescue the
entire senior Russian government in one night of mayhem. However,
if it all went wrong, killing all of the ministers and their
families available was a reasonable fallback position.

And then there was her Final Option, hidden
beneath her feet and that of the other section leader: the smallest
nuclear weapons the engineers could build. She dearly hoped that
would not be necessary, for she was looking forward to many long
years of utterly voluntary bondage to her lover and master.

So as the wheels rumbled and bounced over
badly-maintained Russian roads, Ann Alkina prepared herself for
wholesale death and destruction, hopefully someone else’s.

Keying her helmet HUD, she reviewed her
latest intel from the encrypted satellite downlink Direct Action
had commandeered. Piggybacking off one of the Russian communication
birds, it allowed for near-real-time comms with General Nguyen in
the rear, if she wanted it. She did not expect to call him until
the op was either finished or blown, but the capability comforted
her anyway.

It appeared the American Salmi operation was
a go to begin in an hour, simultaneous with her own. While she knew
about theirs, the Yanks did not know about hers, or if they did,
she prayed to all the spirits of her people that their operational
security was tight. Leaky OPSEC was a surefire way to blow a
mission.

Such temporal coordination was essential.
Human nature being what it was – and she was fairly certain humans
made the big decisions for these cyborgs – as soon as one alarm
sounded, all related facilities would go to highest alert. She’d
much rather hit them before that happened. If it came down
to it, she would rather strike first and shift the risk onto the
American op. The Yanks already had functioning cybernetic
operatives, and she presumed they knew a lot about how to take
enemy cyborgs down, while the Aussies were operating with a lot of
guesswork and experimental technologies.

Odds were, many of her nanocommanos would die
tonight.

The latest intel summary and situation report
told her that everything was quiet. For over a week now the
political arena had been stalemated, with no new initiatives from
the Free Communities, the Americans themselves, or the Neutral
States Assembly. The latter always moved slowly and carefully,
dominated by the groupthink Euro-socialists. The other two had
deliberately avoided rocking the boat in hopes of lulling their
opponents into a false sense of security.

Flipping up her HUD visor, Alkina swept her
eyes around the tiny compartment. The other seven and she were
nearly nose to nose, facing inward. If not for the myriad holes in
the containers it would be stuffy. It reminded her of the
Nebraska hijack mission so long ago, where she had endured
almost a week bottled up inside a tiny submersible, sharing the
breath and body stink of her comrades. If I could handle
that, she thought, I can easily handle this. They’d only
been in these crates for some twenty hours, and had been afforded
breaks on the long flight.

Nothing to it.

Her HUD comm crackled, then the voice of one
of the insurgents spoke in her ear in Russian. She’d learned enough
of the language for this mission, and some of the locals had a
similar facility with English. They’d get by. In this case, the
word was simple: they were approaching the two enclaves,
custom-built playgrounds of this nation’s elite – the Beverly Hills
and Bel Air of Moscow.

Because the towns rested about ten kilometers
apart, the two trucks diverged as they approached, each accompanied
by two SUVs full of locals to smooth the way. If bribery did not
suffice, they would kill any stray police or military that got in
their way, if they could. If something they couldn’t handle popped
up, eighty heavily armed nanocommandos could leap from their
compartments at a moment’s notice.

If that wasn’t enough, they were all
screwed.

A few minutes later they slowed and
approached a checkpoint into the exclusive zone of Skolkovo. The
plan included forged delivery paperwork and called for a routine
bribe for the guards to expedite – not too large, not too small.
Just business, to grease the wheels for a nighttime delivery of
what seemed to be automotive parts for the high-end sports cars and
luxury sedans the inhabitants of the exclusive zones drove. The
hour was not at all unusual; many truckers drove at night to avoid
traffic slowdowns on the clogged and crumbling Russian road
system.

Two tense minutes and they eased through.
Apparently the locals had been successful. Alkina murmured into her
comm, confirming that the other truck had also penetrated its
target, Barvikha.

Two Trojan Horses in place, she
thought. Seizing Troy would be the easy part, she hoped. With
contingency plan upon contingency plan, she was as certain as she
could be that they would accomplish at least their minimum
objectives.

Getting away would be the rub.

The truck rumbled to a stop, and the locals
gave her the all clear. Alkina held them in place for a minute,
until the other section of eighty reported ready, then she gave the
go code.

Ten gates eased open and eighty commandos
leaped lightly to the ground, to form into eight groups of ten in
the back lot of the warehouse to which they supposedly delivered.
It made a good, secluded rally point, into which none of the
privileged denizens were likely to wander.

From here they would move on foot. Seven
squads hurried off immediately, following the invisible trails
their HUDs showed them, using undetectable 3D mapping recognition
software. They could always switch to encrypted GPS if necessary,
but this method was more secure.

Alkina held the last squad, her own, for a
moment. She watched as the locals, eight hard men, hop out of the
SUVs and raise the backs. Opening the cases there, they broke out
modern suppressed AKs, RPGs, and put on body armor. Their only job
was to secure and defend the vehicles. If they couldn’t, the
nanocommandos would have to escape and evade on their own back to
the airfield.

Or they would die in place if necessary.

That would be a horrible waste of human
materiel. More than half of Direct Action’s highly trained
nanocommandos were taking part in this operation. While anyone
could get an injection of nanites to increase speed and strength,
the expertise to put those advantages to use was just as difficult
to inculcate as ever. No shortcuts to elite status had ever been
found, and probably never would be.

Though these Shadow cyborgs seemed a close
substitute.

They all knew how vital the mission was, and
none of them wanted to let her down. Or General Nguyen, or
Australia for that matter. Napoleon had once said, “The moral is to
the physical as three is to one,” and in battle after battle this
principle had been validated.

Once the locals took their places, she told
Ritter, her team second, to lead on. She hefted her modified
Armorshock grenade launcher and followed as they moved.

And they moved. HUDs provided
predicted pathways and “saw” through buildings using the 3D
modeling of highly detailed satellite imagery preloaded into their
databases. The virtual picture each viewed was overlaid upon the
actual picture, as if they existed within a synthesized
video-game-and-real-world hybrid.

Over the back fence the team bounded like a
herd of gazelles clearing a wall, then they leaped atop the next
warehouse. Running lightly along its roof, they hit the far parapet
and leaped blind along their HUDs predicted ballistic paths, to
land on the lower roof of a multilevel, multistory shopping
building.

They next leap took them in a line upward to
seize and climb an external structural member, a rib projecting
from the vertical glass surface of the exclusive stack of shops.
High-end goods, luggage and furniture and even automobiles could be
seen as they passed the sixth floor to roll onto the roof. From the
other side, the ten could look down upon their target.

The grounds of a mansion lay spread out
below, across a wide boulevard. With classical Euro-Russian
architecture in a nineteenth-century style, its well-lit gardens
and high wrought iron fences gave it a fairytale look, a rich man’s
Disneyland that epitomized the extreme contrasts between the
nation’s rich and poor. Looking down, Alkina could sympathize with
the misguided Bolshevik revolutionaries that believed that their
rebellion would usher in a worker’s paradise rather than an age of
brutal repression.

But without a middle class – in fact, by
turning the “bourgeoisie” into scapegoats rather than allies, the
new Soviet system had merely solidified the two-class dichotomy.
The Reds executed the aristocrats and replaced them with the
oligarchy of the Communist Party. The serfs and peasants they
turned into factory workers and collective farmers, a distinction
without a difference in their lives of grinding poverty.

Despite thirty-plus million dead in World War
Two, forced industrialization and the acquisition of nuclear
weapons, little really had changed. The powerful acquired more
power, the rich got richer, and the working class kept working.

Where is this indignation coming from?
Alkina wondered as Ritter called out orders to the team. She had
seldom thought much about politics and history, up until Nguyen
Tran Pham had illuminated her life. Now, to please him, she read
and absorbed as much knowledge as she could, desiring to make
herself indispensible.

And desired.

She found that she genuinely believed the
Australian system, and the Free Communities of which it was a part,
was a better proposition for everyone living there. All were richer
and freer, even in the midst of a wartime economy, and if it wasn’t
perfect, at least it was a hell of a lot better than this.

She found herself proud of it.

“Ready cables,” Ritter said over the comm.
Her motions automatic, she hand-loaded a special cartridge in the
grenade launcher and fired it into the flat roof at her feet. It
sliced through the metal and tar surface, lodging deep in the wood
beneath before its barbs caught and held it fast.

Hooking a thin roll of line to its eye, she
attached the spool to another cartridge and loaded it. Aiming
carefully, she waited for the signal.
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Repeth’s blast blew open the hatch and struck
pillow blows against the two cybercommandos. Armor and sound
cancellation reduced it to almost nothing. From the outside,
though, it must have been quite a shock to those nearby.

As soon as the explosion passed, she leaped
upward, catching the lip of the opening. The hatch cover itself had
embedded itself in a nearby building, now gleaming under the harsh
glare of industrial arc lamps. Several screaming people ran away
from the blast.

One didn’t, and opened up with an AK on full
automatic. Bullets ripped chunks out of the wall around the heavy
steel lid, a natural enough mistake in the confusion:
misidentifying the threat. Repeth heaved herself out of the
manhole, somersaulted, and simultaneously pulled out the PW5 on her
thigh. Its tiny Needleshock rounds put down the gunman and three
other guards that were staggering to their feet.

Must have been a roving patrol. Just luck
they were nearby: bad luck for them, good for me.

Behind her she heard Muzik follow her onto
the cold new asphalt. Checking her HUD, she bolted in the direction
of the laboratory and its heavily fortified computer system.

Her information, supplied no doubt by an
insider, said that all the Septagon data was kept in two places
only.

One copy was discreetly hidden in a Moscow
bank safe deposit box, on a multi-terabyte hard drive no bigger
than a game console. Updated weekly in case of disaster, it was
Winthrop Jenkins’ personal insurance policy, unknown to others in
the cyborg program.

Not unknown to the CIA. Repeth knew that
defections to the US and other free nations had increased an
hundredfold since the Septagon coup. The cyborgs might be able to
control the apparatus at the top, but the Russian people had never
submitted easily to foreign domination, rising to defeat enemy
after enemy that tried to invade them, ending with Napoleon and
Hitler.

That data would be taken care of by a
different team of unusual special operatives – a crew, if the truth
ever be known, of former bank robbers that the US government had
scared straight and put to work for their country. Repeth mentally
saluted them and wished them well.

The only other cache of data was here, data
drives within an isolated vault. Fortunately for Repeth and Muzik,
the ground of the town-turned-base was soggy, tundra-like, and thus
basements had not been built for the new construction. In the quick
conversion, Septagon had opted to fortify an existing building.

The building they sprinted for now.

PW5 pistol in one hand, PW20 .50 caliber
heavy slugthrower in the other, Repeth led the charge. The handgun
popped intermittently, one shot per human being she saw. Her HUD
datalinked with the chip in her brain and the one in her mechanical
eye to identify targets as they presented themselves, like a video
game on the screen inside the faceplate.

Down two blocks and over one brought them
within a street’s length of Building W, the lab. “Wish we could
have come up closer,” Repeth remarked.

“Wishes, fishes. Up we go.”

She had almost emptied her pistol’s
fifty-round magazine by that time, so she quickly changed magazines
and replaced the weapon in its thigh holster. Then she looked up to
the top of the two-storey warehouse between them and their goal,
and jumped.

Muzik followed her through the air as they
arced up and over the brick parapet of the old building. They both
alighted heavily, and Muzik had to pull a foot loose from a soft
spot in the old wood of the roof. “Watch that, we could fall
through.”

“Got it.” Sidling sideways, she followed a
brace beneath the surface, visible in the IR as the material sagged
slightly around it, and showed a different temperature as well.
Moving forward, eventually she caught sight of the laboratory, with
its five-meter fence and lights blazing like white suns. Her HUD
spotted motion everywhere and marked two dozen targets. She saw a
pair of light armored vehicles parked within view, BTR-90s she
thought, and prioritized all her weapon fire. Then she put her EMP
projector in her left hand and readied her PW20 in her right.

Glancing at the HUD ranging readout, Repeth
said, “Set your thrusters for sixty-five meters, and aim for that
left air intake. EMP the left BTR, I got the right, then pick off
personnel.”

“Roger,” said Roger.

Old joke, new circumstances. She
jumped.

Compressed gas shot out of her boots as her
feet left the parapet, giving Repeth the extra distance she needed
to clear all the obstacles and land on the laboratory roof. It
would have been nice to have more than one booster and one landing
charge, but this ironman suit of hers was already overloaded with
gadgetry.

Her HUD showed Muzik a fraction of a second
behind her and off to her left. She fired her PW20 nine times in
two seconds, letting her computer targeting system do all the work,
while concentrating on the EMP cannon in her other hand. When she
was as close as she was likely to get she triggered it straight
into the turret of the BTR-90 armored vehicle.

All the lights on the vehicle exploded and
the turret spun sideways, its electrically-powered chain gun
spitting shells into the night. She saw it cut down one of its own
soldiers, then fall silent with a last lone pop. Smoke began to
pour from its engine compartment and troops bailed out, frantically
beating at flaming uniforms.

Someone yelled as she and Muzik were spotted
in the air, and a burst of tracers reached into the sky far from
their position.

Too much to hope, not to be seen.

Both came down with a burst of retro-thrust
to slow them, otherwise they might have broken through at least the
top surface of the roof. As soon as she gained steady footing,
Repeth holstered her EMP cannon and ripped a large air intake cover
off its mountings and discarded it to the side, revealing a second
layer a meter down consisting of welded steel plating – in effect,
an armored roof. She reached to her back-rack and extracted a
self-opening thermite cutter frame. Popping its clamp, she let it
expand its slinky-like shape until it formed a circle a meter
across.

Dropping it, she let it settle on a
featureless stretch of steel, then stepped back and crouched,
facing away. “Ready?” she called over her comm., as Muzik should
have done the same near him.

“Ready. Fire in the hole.”

Simultaneous white-hot eruptions of high-tech
thermite shot burning debris into the air, and before it fell
Repeth waded into the smoke and dropped to the steel armor plate
with a heavy clang. In front of her she could see a precise round
hole cut by the breaching frame.

“EMP grenade!” she yelled into her suitcomm,
detaching one of the devices from her back-rack and tossing it
armed down the hole.

The electromagnetic pulse would have little
effect on normals, so she quickly sent two Needleshock grenades
after it and then fired a burst from her PW20 for good measure.
Then she dropped feet first down the hole, knees bent and trusting
to her armor and cybernetics.

She stood up in hell.

Something had caught fire, some kind of
volatile chemical. Her helmet automatically switched to a
forced-air feed good for fifteen minutes, and then she had ten
minutes of internal oxygen in a rechargeable pack next to her
lungs. Once breathing ceased to be a worry, the heat made itself
felt.

Repeth’s HUD was completely overwhelmed, her
external sensors blinded, so she chose a direction and walked until
she ran into a wall. Moving rapidly to her right, she found what
she thought was a door and mule-kicked it.

Now she could see an opening, and she charged
through it, finding herself in a room with stainless steel tables
and refrigerator slabs: a morgue. Formaldehyde, she thought.
I dropped right into a room full of embalming fluid, and ignited
it with my own grenades.

She found her lower extremities still on fire
from the liquid she had waded through. Unfortunately her armored
hands were not dexterous enough to operate the fire extinguishers
she could see, so she told her suit to inject painkillers and
ignored the flames. They would burn themselves out of fuel.

A door across the room opened and she raised
her PW20, aiming a burst into the portal even before she could see
a target. Apparently affected by the heat, the weapon fired three
rounds and then jammed.

Cursing, she slung it again. She could try to
clear it later. Instead, she charged the entrance. The first figure
through had fallen, struck by at least one of her shots, but the
next took the full brunt of her rush.

And bounced her back.

Shock blossomed within her psyche as she
scrabbled on the tile floor and almost fell, knocking over a table.
Her suit stabilizers, still set for flight, jetted gas to help keep
her upright, but her vision was fixed on the figure that had sent
her reeling.

Large for a man, his size was not the issue.
An implacability filled his movements, and his face seemed plastic,
mask-like. He moved fast, almost as fast as she.

Cyborg. Shadow Man.

Snarling, she brought her EMP cannon up and
fired it even as he launched himself toward her. She felt the
charge pass from her palm contacts, through the conductors in her
glove, and into the weapon. A bright flash confirmed its
discharge.

Her suit jets fired again as the heavy weight
impacted her chest and drove her backward, but then the thing fell
to the floor, face-down and senseless. Now it seemed like a
manikin, a human robot that had been turned off.

She brought her armored foot down on its
neck, stomping repeatedly until its reinforced spine had detached
and its head lolled. Then she turned off the stabilizer jets,
afraid they would betray her by interfering with some intended
maneuver.

The whole exchange had taken only seconds,
and the adrenaline surge sang through her body as she turned back
to the doorway to confront another golem. This one held a heavy
weapon, a short-barreled high-caliber slug-thrower of some sort,
perhaps an automatic shotgun. It hammered fire toward her and she
felt herself spun around by its impacts. Going with the momentum,
she rolled down behind a heavy stainless steel table and then came
up lifting.

Three hundred kilos of stainless flew across
the room to drive her enemy back, knocking his weapon off target
even as he fired. Her impression was that these things did not have
quite her speed, but were tougher in their natural state, with some
kind of armor laminated into or onto their bodies themselves.

They might be stronger, too, and seemed to
feel no pain.

Her fifteen-second countdown reached zero on
her HUD, and she fired the EMP charge just as the thing roared to
its feet. Lightning played across its surface, crawling along the
steel table it held onto, and it staggered, but did not go
still.

The metal grounded it, she thought,
diverted some of the charge. While it remained weak and
slow, she holstered the EMP cannon and grabbed the same table to
lift it above her head, bringing its blade-like edge down on the
center of the thing’s body with all her augmented strength.

The impact made a perceptible dent in the
Shadow Man’s rib cage, but then it clamped on to the table with
claw-like hands and refused to let go.

Fine, you can come with it, she
thought, and swung the piece of furniture in a brutal arc that
ended with both the table and the Shadow Man flung across the room
and into the chamber of formaldehyde flames that still burned
behind her.

Then she slammed that door, dropped its
locking handle and set another heavy table against it, then
another, to let it burn.

By this time another fifteen seconds had
passed, so she drew the EMP cannon and headed for the door,
wondering just how many of these damned things roamed their
factory. Once in the corridor, she turned left, hopefully in
Muzik’s direction. Better to stay near him for mutual support. She
had defeated two of the cyborgs because of the specialized EMP
weapon, but God help her if it ever failed to work.

Bullets ripped from a cross-corridor as she
passed, but she ignored their impacts. Her armor should be proof
against rounds up to standard 7.62, and anything heavier she hoped
to avoid, or at least survive to complete her mission. Right now
she had one objective, and it wasn’t shooting red shirts.

A burst of static on her HUD told her that an
EMP had just been triggered, and her shielded systems showed the
energy came from up ahead, through the doorway at the end of the
passageway. Speeding up, she aimed a front kick at the lock plate
and broke it at that point. The door itself flew through 180
degrees and its knob embedded itself in the wall to the side,
holding it fast.

Inside, she saw one enemy cyborg down and
another throw Muzik across the room to impact on a slab-sided steel
door. OBJECTIVE MATCH flashed on her HUD and she realized
this was the entrance to the computer vault.

But she had bigger problems.

Now that Roger was out of the line of fire,
she aimed and triggered her EMP, but nothing happened. Glancing
down at the weapon, she realized a rifle bullet had torn through
its outer casing and rendered its mechanism inoperative.

She had no time to think as the Shadow Man
accelerated toward her with freight-train speed. Bending her knees,
she fell backward even as the thing reached for her, and she lifted
the sole of her foot as her shoulders hit the floor, kicking
upward. This did not damage it, but sent the cyborg sailing over
her to embed itself in the room’s wall, buying her a moment’s time.
Rolling to her feet, she stripped off her left-hand gauntlet and
slapped her bare palm on the metal skin of the enemy cyborg’s
leg.

Nothing happened.

Fifteen seconds, she thought angrily.
I triggered the EMP, expending the charge, but the weapon did
not function, and I lost track.

That was all Repeth had time to think as the
thing kicked out at her, but it still flailed half-inside the wall,
so she added her right hand to its leg, pulled and rotated as a man
swings a small child in fun.

Only this time, the cyborg wasn’t going to
enjoy it.

She aimed to slam its head into a heavy lab
bench, but it got its arms up in front and instead grabbed tight
onto the furniture. Now she merely had hold of a leg, while it had
an anchor point. It began to kick.

It’s stronger and tougher than I am,
Repeth reminded herself. Seven seconds remained on her HUD
countdown, which was about five seconds longer than she would be
able to hold on.

She let go. Her right hand dipped down and
grasped the PW20, which she thumbed to full auto even as she
performed a clearing procedure and reloaded with a fresh magazine,
the motions fast and machinelike from endless practice. When she
pulled the trigger, thirty heavy Shock rounds smacked into the
cyborg center mass, sparking discharges as the thing scrambled to
its feet. The barrage staggered it backward and it swayed,
disoriented and damaged from the .50 caliber electrical
bursts..

Quick-swapping the magazine, she got the
weapon lined up and pulled the trigger again even as the Shadow
Man’s hand closed on its barrel and twisted. Between two cybernetic
limbs, the PW20 bent first, specifically the barrel, and after the
first shot it jammed again. Repeth let it go.

The cyborg immediately swung the weapon like
a club, but Repeth ducked and lashed out with her foot to sweep the
thing’s ankle. This damaged neither fighter but did knock the
Shadow Man to his knees and cause him to drop the PW20. In turn he
shot forward like a wrestler, hands questing for a hold.

If ever he gets me in his grip, I’m
done, she thought. Her advantages included speed, armor and
weaponry, while his were strength and the ability to take
punishment. Controlling his reaching arms, she gripped the naked
metal skin near his articulated wrist joint and let the raw
electrical charge explode through her palm contacts.

The cyborg stiffened to rigidity, glowing
eyes winking out. Not certain how long the thing would remain
disabled, she quickly took a grip on its skull by plunging her
fingers deep into its eye sockets. She could feel the human tissue
give behind the mechanical eyes as she pushed them into its organic
brain. Then, with the purchase the orbits gave her, she set a knee
against its neck and, with a roar of effort, ripped its head
off.

Gasping in her helmet, she whirled, checking
the room for further threats. Movement in the corridor alerted her
to more enemies coming. The only firearm she had left was her PW5
pistol, which she pointed as she crouched, popping off single shots
at the human guards working their way toward her. Ripples of
automatic fire came back at her, ricocheting around the room and
striking her armor in several places. One plucked at her ungloved
left hand, and when she looked down, her little finger had lost
most of its flesh, showing nothing but gleaming laminated bone.
Automatic pain control ensured she felt little of the damage.

Dodging behind a lab bench, she worked her
away around to where Muzik crouched, shaking his head. “Roger! You
all right?” she asked.

“Will be,” he mumbled. “Need a couple
minutes. Hit me in the head, and I think I bruised my spine. I’ve
got shooting sensations all along my extremities.”

“Hang in there,” Repeth said, rising up to
engage the guards. “Where’s your PW20?”

“Thing took it away. Broke,” he replied. “AK
over there.” He pointed toward a corner, and a Russian-made assault
rifle in the dead hands of a fallen guard.

Dropping back down, Repeth crab-walked over
to pull the AK from the dead man’s hands, taking his ammo pouches
as well. Stamping ruthlessly onto her conscience, she fired three
magazines on full automatic at the guards in quick succession. Her
only concession to lethality was to aim low, hoping the ricochets
off the hard floor would be less deadly.

The Russian guards were, after all, only
human.

Once they had been driven back, Repeth pulled
an electronic lock pick the size of a pack of cigarettes from a
slot within her armor, checking it first. Fortunately undamaged,
soon she had it slotted into the card-reader-and-number-pad lock on
the large steel door, where she pushed a button on its side. A red
light lit up to let her know it was doing its work. In five
seconds, the telltale turned green.

“Got it,” she told Muzik. “Can you cover
me?”

“Think so,” he grunted, rolling to his knees
behind the lab bench. Taking the AK and the remaining magazines
from Repeth, he rose up to rest his elbows on the black plastic,
the rifle pointed toward the open door. “Go,” he rasped.

Dashing into the vault opened, she was
surprised to see two techs cringing behind computer desks. The
lockdown must have gone into effect without letting them out. She
popped each one with the PW5 and let them flop on the floor in
electric convulsions. Then she started looking for hard drives.

As small as such things could be anymore, she
had to hope her quarry was recognizable and wasn’t hidden or
disguised. If it had been her she would have set up several decoys,
but then again, they certainly didn’t expect anyone to get this
far.

Of course her EMP grenade and her last
breaching charge would between them probably fry or destroy all the
chips in the room, but she didn’t want to gamble. As she searched
the room, she mentally kicked herself for shooting the techs.
Perhaps one of them would have talked.

Instead, she grabbed everything that looked
like a data drive and stuffed it into an outer pouch, and then
kicked all the computers to smithereens. Stuttering AK fire from
the outer room reminded her that the whole base was probably
converging on their position. She’d have to accept the slight
possibility that the data would survive if they were to get out
alive. It wasn’t worth dying for.

First she threw the somnolent techs out of
the vault, then she set the breaching charge on the middle of the
floor. Exiting the room, she took out an EMP grenade and tossed it
back into the enclosed space, slamming the heavy door on it. The
electromagnetic pulse should wipe all magnetic media, and would
also set off the blasting cap embedded in the block of plastique
for a one-two punch.

Once she felt the blast through the closed
door, she moved away to take up a position at the entrance to the
outer room. Firing a shot at a dimly-seen target down the
corridor’s angle, she asked, “You good to move? Because we gotta
go.”

“Yeah,” Muzik said heavily as he got to his
feet. He handed her the AK as he moved from behind the table. “My
targeting and HUD’s all screwed up. Take this. I’ll follow
you.”

“Right. Going for an egress breach.” Her HUD
had mapped everything it had seen so far, and plotted a path toward
the nearest wall outer.

Repeth led them along a different route, AK
in her left hand, PW5 in her right. More than once enemy bullets
slammed into her armor, but it was easily tough enough to handle
such conventional rounds. The Russian propensity for keeping the
old Kalashnikov standbys in service was their salvation.

After shooting more than a dozen guards with
Needleshock, she ran out of the specialized ammo. Holstering the
pistol, she stomped down corridors with the AK firing single shots,
precisely aimed by her HUD caret. Seldom did she need more than one
round to put a target down.

At what the HUD predicted was an outer wall
she handed the AK to Muzik. “Hold the door. I’m going to break
through.” They’d only had one cutting frame each, so she was going
to have to do this the old-fashioned way.

A few powerful kicks broke the inner paneling
and then burst the ancient brick of its construction. Harsh white
light shone through, but she did not wait to survey their escape
route. She had to hope they could penetrate whatever cordon had
been set up, by dint of surprise. “Let’s go!” she barked, charging
outward unarmed.

Unarmed with a ranged weapon, anyway. Backed
up by cybernetic nerves and augmented muscles, the laminated bones
of her fists and feet made them into pile drivers, especially
armored as three of the limbs were. With Muzik to cover her, she
sprinted in a curving path even as she took stock of what they
faced.

An inoperative BTR-90 armored vehicle
provided cover to a couple of soldiers, their weapons spouting
muzzle flame as bullets quested for her augmented flesh.
Serpentine, she jinked and dodged, then leaped. One armored boot
slammed into the enemy’s AK, smashing it to pieces and breaking the
bones of the man’s hands and arms that held it. As she scrambled
for purchase atop the tank-like vehicle, she reached out and
snatched the barrel of the other weapon, twisting it like a plastic
hose.

The man made the natural mistake of pulling
the trigger, or perhaps her wrenching grab had mashed his finger
down on it. The tough Kalashnikov loading and firing mechanism did
its job only too well; not one but two rounds smashed into the
barrel blockage, and the swelling gas burst the stamped metal apart
along its seams, shredding the man’s face with shrapnel.

He would probably live, but unless he got
infected with Plague, he wasn’t going to be pretty anymore.

Repeth turned back to see Muzik following at
a more deliberate pace, firing his weapon on semi-automatic, single
shots. Several more infantry blazed away at her compatriot,
slamming full automatic fire into his armor. He staggered but did
not fall.

The two cybercommandos’ survivability seemed
amazing, but even as she leaped from the top of the BTR, she
remembered the North Hollywood shootout of 1997. A standard case
study for tactical police, two bank robbers in full body armor
using military-style automatic weapons had fought dozens of lightly
armed cops for more than twenty minutes, being struck hundreds of
times by pistol and shotgun rounds before finally succumbing.

Repeth’s and Muzik’s capabilities were at
least two orders of magnitude greater, lacking only firepower. As
long as their armor fended off the rifle bullets, the enemy would
need heavy machineguns or RPGs to take them down.

Unfortunately, she knew that eventually
someone would come up with such weapons.

Accelerating to over fifty kilometers per
hour within five strides, she launched herself flat like a
linebacker, knocking two soldiers senseless even as her hands
closed on one of the weapons. This time she did not twist its
barrel, but set it down gently on the asphalt and quickly stripped
the fallen men’s ammo-laden belts off. Loading the AK with a fresh
thirty-round magazine, she ran back toward Muzik. Once she had him
located, she hosed down the source of enemy muzzle flashes with
profligate bursts of ammo, driving back the guards.

Handing him one of the ammo-pouch belts,
Repeth checked her HUD and followed the flashing pip, trusting
Muzik to come along. She could hear his harsh breathing as it
triggered the voice-activated comm, telling her that he had been
badly injured. Between Eden Plague and nano, he should be doing
better. Perhaps his suit’s nutrient pump had been damaged, or maybe
a bullet had penetrated his armor and was lodged somewhere in his
body, inhibiting the healing.

“Roger, turn on your oxygen,” she instructed
him as they jogged down a darkened street. Their pursuers had lost
track of them for the moment, but people and vehicles still raced
around like a kicked-over anthill and they could be discovered at
any moment. Fortunately the nearest emplaced breaching charges were
just ahead.

“I might need it to swim down,” he mumbled
heavily.

“You have ten minutes internal for that. Use
the suit’s O2. You’re fading. Give yourself a stim.”

“Already did,” he responded. “Run out.”

Repeth swore under her breath. If he had
exhausted his stims, he must be already juiced to the maximum.
Something was seriously wrong, and she had to hope that the oxygen
would revive him and help him make it to the sub. Once there, she
was fairly certain he’d live.

“Here we are.” She grabbed his arm as he
almost lumbered past her. They stood near a blank wall on the side
of a street. “Back up.” She wrapped her arms around him, holding
him upright as he swayed. “Three, two, one, fire in the hole.” She
triggered the charge they had set on the ceiling of the drainage
tunnel below.

Gravel and asphalt fountained into the air
just as a truck rounded the corner at the end of the block in front
of them. The explosion threw a cloud of dust that rolled over the
two commandos, and Repeth held on to Muzik’s arm as she strode
forward, her sonar showing her where the hole in the ground
was.

“Grip the stock of that AK. I’ll lower you
down,” she said, and he locked both hands around the weapon’s tough
wooden butt. Not caring if she damaged the mechanism this time, she
took hold of its barrel and guided her partner until he stepped out
into the air above the hole.

He took a little hop and Repeth lowered all
two hundred kilos of him down into the darkness. Eventually she lay
flat on the street in the midst of the dust cloud as unaimed rounds
sparked here and there around her. Her right arm extended downward
into the hole as far as she could reach. His weight still dangled,
so she told him, “Letting go,” waited one full second, and then
released her grip.

She heard a clunk and a grunt from his comm.
“Clear,” he said, so she rolled forward into the hole and twisted
around, scrabbling against the sides until she found herself
feet-first, then jumped.

Five or six meters down she struck concrete
slimy with algae and detritus, and fell to her knees. Her own AK
seemed undamaged.

“Let’s go, soldier. Home stretch, just a few
hundred meters.” She wrapped her arm around his waist and he threw
his over her shoulders, and so they shambled. Any minute now the
reaction forces would find the hole in the street and follow.

If they were clever, they might race ahead
and try to block their outlet. She tried to increase their
pace.

Muzik mumbled something, then his legs went
out from under him. Barely conscious, it was clear he couldn’t go
on under his own power, so she clamped her hand on the top of his
back plate between his shoulders and started to drag him. Taking
her own advice, she told her suit to feed her pure oxygen and
triggered her first stim of the night.

With this blast of artificial energy, she ran
down the big pipes, the slime on the rounded bottom an aid this
time as she dragged Muzik along like a rag doll. In only a minute
or two she approached the large outflow grate.

Dropping her burden, she sidled up to the
barrier and looked through its bars, not seeing anything. With time
of the essence, she kicked the rusty locking pin, breaking it so
the hinged grill swung outward. The motion detectors had
undoubtedly told the enemy they were in the tunnels anyway.
Triggering the perimeter alarm wouldn’t matter much.

Racing back, she picked Muzik up bodily like
a tossed dwarf and charged forward to fling him ten meters out into
the water. Unexpectedly, a hail of bullets splattered the lake’s
surface before he sank out of sight. Then the fire shifted to the
tunnel mouth, tearing chips out of the inner edges of the
concrete.

She felt a sting and looked at her left hand,
and noticed she’d completely lost her little finger somewhere along
the way. If that was the worst of her wounds, she’d feel fortunate.
Then she noticed she couldn’t move any of the digits. Something had
struck her just right. Perhaps a bullet was lodged in the nerve in
her carpal tunnel.

Repeth realized she was drifting a bit
mentally, always a danger with the stims when combined with the
adrenaline of combat and inevitable fatigue. Forcing herself to
focus, she backed up, then took a run and dove flat into the
water.

Bullets slapped the surface around her, some
punching her in the back before she sank. Her sonar fed her HUD
images as she drifted downward, and a moment later she stood on the
bottom next to her motionless comrade.

Snatching him up, she trudged along the muddy
lake bottom toward the submersible. It seemed to take forever,
though it must have been less than five minutes. Fish investigated
her now and again, and she had to walk around what speared to be a
jumble of World War Two era T-34 tanks, either dumped into the lake
or perhaps abandoned there before the water rose.

Finally she reached the little vehicle. As
she triggered the one-time sequence that allowed them to ingress
without surfacing, she heard engines in the water. Looking upward
showed her nothing with her eyes, but her HUD displayed a predicted
location based on sonic triangulation. Somewhere above, a boat
already hunted for them, and where there was one, there would soon
be several, and probably aircraft as well.

The submersible flooded its inner
compartment, which allowed her to open the portal on top. Dragging
Muzik upward, she placed him atop the thing and then climbed in,
pulling him in after and laying him on the narrow bench-like bunk
in the rear. Then she dogged the hatch and hit the water evacuation
button.

Compressed air shoved wet lake out one-way
valves, in less than a minute leaving them dripping and cold.
Repeth removed Muzik’s helmet, placing her ear next to his pale
lips. He still breathed, and she started praying under her breath.
She’d gotten out of the habit lately but now seemed a good time to
start again.

Stripping his clamshell cuirass, she checked
his torso for damage. It wasn’t hard to find. An AK round had
sneaked through a gap and traveled between the hard armor and his
skinsuit, shattering the armor’s implanted nutrient pump. With
nothing to feed the Plague and nano, all the stims he shot up had
done little but help his metabolism spin its wheels until it
started to come apart.

Opening a compartment by her head, she pulled
out a preset IV and threaded it into his jugular. Its memory
plastic would gently squeeze its entire contents into him without
her assistance, and that was the limit of her ability to help him
in the close confines of the sub.

Lifting her faceplate, she took the time to
wrap her left hand in bandage, being careful not to even think
about triggering the electrical charge. Jill had no idea what shape
the mechanism was in. Pulling up her internals menu in her eye, she
scrolled though systems until she found that one, and shut it
off.

That task finished, she squeezed into the
pilot’s seat and powered up the sub. In a moment the screens came
on and she lifted off the bottom, carefully turning toward the west
and the opposite shoreline. She kept near the lake floor as her
passive sonar recorded the sounds of screws in the water hunting,
hunting.

An hour later the distinctive sound of active
sonar pings struck the hull, and she damned the efficiency of the
Russian military machine. Now they no longer merely had to worry
about running out of battery power, but also about being detected.
She quickly grounded the boat and shut down all but the
essentials.

“Sonobouy,” Repeth heard Muzik say from
behind her. She turned to look, seeing him blinking at the low
ceiling.

“Roger. Glad you’re awake. Thought you were
going to nap the whole way, and it didn’t seem fair.”

Muzik chuckled, then coughed. “Concussion, I
think. Nano doesn’t pass the meniscus, and Eden Plague heals the
brain very slowly. Damned cyborg punched me and I swear I saw
stars.”

Repeth clambered to sit facing backward, her
knees on the outside of his feet as he lay. “What do you know about
sonobouys?” she asked.

“Not much. Just that they can be dropped by
helicopter. No idea if they can see us sitting here.” The pings
still struck the hull like a metronome. It was disconcerting.

“Well the longer we sit, the more the
batteries run down. Eventually we’ll have to move.”

“Yeah. Can you see anything on the passive
sonar?”

“Just a few powerboats racing here and
there.”

“Nothing coming toward us? Or are they taking
up positions around us?”

She looked over her shoulder at the displays.
“Nope.”

“Then they can’t see us here.” Muzik closed
his eyes. “I think I’m going to sleep some more…” His head lolled
and he began to snore.

Good sign, she thought. Checking the
batteries, she saw they had about eleven hours if they just sat
there, four hours of propulsion at their most efficient speed.
After that, they would have to risk the snorkel, or abandon the
craft and swim. They had no scuba gear, though, and even with their
advantages, swimming thirty or forty kilometers just didn’t seem
practical.

So in the classic tension-drenched style of
submariners everywhere, they had to hope and pray they could creep
out from under the hunters and slip away.

 


***

 


An encrypted landline rang next to Scott
Stone’s head. Awake instantly, he plucked it from its cradle
between two large fingers and held it to his ear. “Professor,” he
said.

“It’s me,” Winthrop Jenkins’ hoarse voice
bleated from the line. “Salmi Base just got hit. Some kind of
commando raid, a dozen or more. I got forty or fifty casualties and
the main computer vault has been compromised.” Stone could hear
gunfire and helicopters in the background.

“They wanted the data. What about the
backup?”

“I don’t know. I have my hands full here.
Alert the rest, lock everything down. You know the drill.”

“I wrote the drill. I’ll be on my cell.” With
that, Stone hung up and pulled on his clothes, listening to the
creaks and groans of the old mansion. Unlike the other ministers,
the Prime Minister had to be kept in his traditional residence. To
do otherwise would be to look weak in the eyes of the people and
the world, perhaps even invite a coup. To make up for it, there
were three cyborg minders and a cordon of fanatical Spetznaz for
security.

Stone called the number that dialed straight
into the internal radio of Kratz, the Shadow on duty. “Kratz, this
is Stone. Alert status one. Wake up Melcher, and lock the mansion
down. Get the civilians into the panic room. I have to go to the
Bank.”

“Acknowledged,” came the synthesized voice.
Now he could be confident that the Prime Minister and his family
would be hustled into their safety vault in case some kind of
attack was imminent. If necessary, they could be evacuated through
the new tunnel system he’d had built during the last few
months.

Picking up the landline again, he dialed his
counterparts in Skolkovo and Barvikha one after another, receiving
no answer each time. Then he tried to contact them directly through
the cell network to their internal radios. Both returned “unable to
connect” messages.

That told him all he needed to know. Someone
– the Americans, the South Africans, maybe the Australians, had
made their move. Probably the latter, he thought. I told
Winthrop not to sell that Aussie bitch a Shadow, because it would
just lead back to us. Well, asshole, guess what just happened? And
they call us Psychos.

Time to cut his losses. If the Salmi base had
been hit and the program wrecked, and the Cabinet enclaves taken,
one Prime Minster would not a government make. He had to move fast,
on his own, which was just fine. A wise man always had fallback
positions and options, and he was nothing if not very smart.

He contemplated destroying his phone, but
decided to hold on to it for the moment. Easy enough to crush it
when the time came. Then he stuffed his getaway packet with his
extra passports and money in a cargo pocket and hustled down the
stairs.

In the front of the house, he hopped into one
of the Mercedes parked there, slowing next to the Spetznaz guards
as they hurried to open the gate. “Alert status one,” he called as
he roared past, for all the good it would probably do. One never
knew; perhaps his concerns were overblown and everything would be
back to normal in the morning.

Through sparse traffic he wove, his foot
mashed to the floor, hitting at least one hundred fifty KPH along
some of the straightaways before slowing to take corners at
seventy. Four miles to the bank, one of Moscow’s oldest and most
secure, the location of their backup data and, therefore, one
enormous bargaining chip. If his instinct was right, it was the
nexus of risk and opportunity tonight.

For Professor Scott Stone, anyway.

Pulling up at a side entrance, he parked and
immediately charged the portal. A heavy steel pull-down barrier
covered the door proper. He reached down with both hands and
lifted, grunting.

With a screech of metal it tore away, frame
and all. Tossing it aside, he then attacked the metal door, kicking
it several times until it bent enough for him to get a grip on. Ten
seconds later that lay on the sidewalk as well, and he ran
inside.

At this point the bank’s alarms should have
been sounding, proclaiming its violation loudly to the world, but
there was nothing. Switching to low-light and infrared vision, he
bolted down the corridor toward the stairs to the vault, his head
swiveling left and right as he looked for anything out of place. At
the top of the steps he froze, staring downward.

A flickering glow showed faintly from the
bottom, two flights below. Then he heard a movement from off to his
left. Looking over, he saw two bound figures lying on the marble
floor: security guards, apparently captured and wrapped in tape. He
could see their eyes strain into the darkness in his direction, but
without his enhancements all they saw was a shadow.

He chuckled to himself. Better than a Shadow,
actually. He’d never wanted the metal skin, the external armor, the
glowing eyes to terrify the sheep; he was far too pretty for that.
But he’d availed himself of all the other improvements the program
had come up with, all except for the brain chips, and he’d made
sure he stayed conscious for everything. There’d be no deadman
charges or mind control for the Professor. His fate would remain
his own.

Stone slipped lightly down the steps far more
quietly than someone of his size and weight should have been able
to, and held at the bottom. Slowly, he peered around the corner,
then eased back before the lookout ten feet away noticed him. He’d
had on NVGs but the goggles looked like older monocular models with
a narrow field of view. The man would have been better served just
taking them off and letting his eyes adjust to the night.

It wouldn’t matter, though, for him. The only
question for Stone was whether he could take the man down before he
alerted the rest of his comrades.

Then he paused for a moment, thinking.

No bank alarm meant whoever this was had
disabled it. Presumably they were professional enough to have also
rendered the silent alarm to the police inoperative as well. The
flickering he could see meant some kind of cutting torch, perhaps a
thermic lance hot enough to crack the vault.

He could take them all now, stopping their
heist and preserving the data. But for whom? If Winthrop’s whole
artificial edifice was even now being toppled, the information
would eventually be found, falling into the hands of whomever
controlled Russia in the near future.

By waiting until they opened the vault,
however, he could seize the data himself. If Winthrop fended off
his attackers, he would be hailed as having preserved their strange
little empire. If on the other hand things came crashing down, he
would have that bargaining chip he wanted, something that could fit
in a pocket that was nevertheless worth millions, if not billions,
to the right buyer.

Or, as a last resort, it could be a peace
offering.

Yes, that seemed the prudent course.

So he waited.

Seventeen minutes later the cracking glow
disappeared. Dialing up his hearing and slowing his breathing to
almost nothing, he waited for the distinctive clunking of the vault
door opening. A pleased murmur of voices confirmed it, so before
the congratulatory backslapping died down he restarted his
respiration, took three deep breaths, and hurled himself around the
corner.

His clothesline blow snapped the lookout’s
neck as he charged forward. In front of him he saw three men and a
tangle of equipment next to a three-foot-thick door standing wide
open. They hardly had time to react before he had crushed each of
their chests with hammer blows of his fists, leaving them flopping
on the floor and choking on their own blood.

Dashing into the vault, Stone raced along the
rows of safe deposit boxes until he deciphered the numerical
system. He knew the box’s number, but had never been here, ad so
wasted precious seconds until he found it. Now one of the
modifications he had asked for came in handy.

Activating a combination of muscles in his
hand, he extruded short ferrocrystal claws from his fingertips.
He’d always been a comic book fan, and given his own size and long
golden locks, Sabretooth had been his model and favorite.

In this case the razor-sharp, diamond-hard
nano-grown substance allowed him to slice open the numbered face of
the box to get at the hinged metal rectangle inside. In a moment
the two cigarette-packet-sized hard drives went into his
pockets.

Stone heard something then, and turned to see
the thick door closing. Throwing himself forward, he managed to
catch the heavy counterweighted portal and stop its forward
momentum. Shoving back hard, he reversed its direction and then
slammed it back against its stops.

Dashing outside, he found the remains of a
man smashed between the multi-ton door and its equally heavy wall.
Stone gave the man credit for an excellent try; had he been able to
shut the vault door and perhaps weld it closed, not even his
cybernetic strength would have saved him from being trapped until
the authorities opened it again, probably with enough firepower to
cause him a great deal of pain.

Sirens warbled in the distance, encouraging
him to shunt aside his racing thoughts and put as much distance as
possible between himself and the bank. Two minutes later he slowed,
walking along a dim alleyway as emergency vehicles and police raced
past. They would find an interesting scene. He’d rigged the thermic
lance to blow its own fuel tanks just about…now.

His enhanced hearing easily picked up the
muffled blast and the sound of a hundred windows shattering half a
mile away. Moments later, the sounds of sirens multiplied
exponentially as the city’s various security and safety forces came
fully awake. Several separate police and paramilitary
organizations, as well as district fire and rescue, scrambled or
went on alert.

Fortunately he reached Rue Podkolokolny
before they started setting up cordons and checkpoints. He stepped
through the front gate of the Australian Embassy compound and
walked up to the security booth straddling the inner fence. Behind
the thick glass, the uniformed man eyed Stone with a certain amount
of trepidation. Pressing the voice-transmission button he asked,
“May I help you, sir?”

“I am here to claim asylum in the Free
Community of Australia,” he replied. “I am in possession of certain
information that will be of great interest to your government.”

The guard nodded, lifting his finger off the
push-to-talk key and picking up a phone handset. A moment later,
several men rushed past him to close the outer gate while two
others let him through the inner one.

“Professor Stone?” The one addressing him was
short and slight, with Asian features and a diffident manner. “My
name is Calopus Nguyen, and I am the senior military attaché to
this embassy. Please come in. I believe our interests may soon come
into alignment.”

Stone smiled. “Nguyen, huh?” He wondered how
much he was going to have to pay for his rehabilitation.
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Alkina watched ten gas-powered cold rockets
carry ten braided monofilaments across the wide street to strike
the roof of the mansion below. As the noise had undoubtedly alerted
the building’s defenders, all ten commandos immediately clipped a
suspended brake onto the cable as it automatically retracted to
tautness, and leaped into space without further orders.

Less than three seconds later their feet
struck the roof and they let go of the fittings to pause like
insects on its sloping surface. From there, they split into pairs
and aimed for five different entries.

Four of these were windows. Each duo of
commandos climbed over the edge of the roof like spider-men, and
together seized the bars that covered an upper story window. A
coordinated wrench ripped the wrought iron out of its fittings and
they immediately fired shock grenades into the windows, closely
following the explosives with weapons at the ready.

Alkina and Ritter did the same at a large
skylight overlooking an atrium that reached from the four-storey
roof all the way to the ground floor, forming the center of the
mansion. Then they grasped the edge, hung briefly, and dropped.

Landing on the beautiful travertine floor,
they immediately lifted their weapons and searched their sectors.
While the others variously secured the Russian civilians or hunted
for cyborgs, their job was to interdict this central point,
coordinate, and reinforce if necessary.

An enormous figure at least seven feet tall
and proportionally broad burst from a doorway and raced across the
atrium, heading for an exposed internal stairway. Partway there, it
realized it was not alone, turning blazing red eyes toward the pair
even as it started to bring the heavy machinegun it cradled around
in their direction.

Two different high-tech rounds slammed into
it as Alkina and Ritter easily tracked their moving target. Hers
comprised a sleet of nanocarbon flechettes sharp enough to slide
into steel under the mere pressure of a human thumb. Those that
struck something harder than human flesh lodged in the Shadow Man’s
armored skin or metallic bones, demonstrating that something harder
than mere steel composed the thing’s structure. Probably
nano-assembled ferrocrystal, Alkina thought as she watched her
projectiles sprouted from the figure like porcupine quills.

Ritter’s round, fired on the heels of hers,
was a modified Armorshock shell. As it struck its target its
insulating glass skin split and shattered, exposing its two kinds
of protruding conductive spines, As soon as one of each contacted
metal, its capacitor dumped an enormous electrical charge into the
cyborg and then triggered a small shaped charge that sent a jet of
molten copper into its target. For good measure it released
ultra-short-life nano that sought out human nerve tissue and
disassembled it at a molecular level.

The golem jerked and fell as electrical
discharges played along its skin, igniting the clothes it wore. It
slid several meters along the smooth atrium floor before coming to
a stop, the light going out of its eyes.

“Well, that went surprisingly well,” Ritter
muttered, jacking another round into his grenade launcher and
sweeping his sector for more targets.

“If I believed in such things, I’d say you’re
tempting fate by saying so,” Alkina responded. “Tangle it.”

“Will do.” He took a moment to unload and
then reload a special tangler shell, then aimed carefully and fired
at the fallen cyborg.

A glob of something flew rather slowly from
the muzzle of his launcher and expanded rapidly to about two meters
across. It struck the torso and lower extremities of the fallen
Shadow Man and wrapped itself around, shrinking to enfold its arms
and legs, leaving its head free.

Composed of ferrocrystal monofilaments
wrapped in super-sticky polymers, it should keep the cyborg
immobilized, or at least inhibited. Depending upon the relative
densities and properties of the thing’s skin, its razor-sharp
filaments might also slice into the thing’s skin if it tried to
break free.

“Stay sharp,” she said, then approached it
from above its head. In the background she heard the chuff and boom
of several grenades going off, and the sound of conventional
weapons fire.

Reaching into a pouch, she extracted an item
prepared especially for cyborg capture. A hood made of a tough,
flexible Kevlar-like woven fiber, its opening attached to a metal
loop with a handle. Slipping it over the thing’s head blinded it,
allowed it to breathe – assuming it needed to – and provided
something to control its head with.

And, if need be, something to take its head
off.

A deeper hammering sound suddenly manifested
itself, and rounds tore through the inner wall of the second storey
of the atrium, smashing ornamental railings and a large vase from
its perch.

“Looks like the other one is still alive and
kicking,” Ritter called, aiming his weapon in the direction from
which the bullets had come. He drifted forward as if to help.

“Stand fast, Ritter. If eight of them can’t
handle one more cyborg, adding yourself to the mix won’t help. Set
up your demo pack.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He didn’t sound happy but he
would comply. All of the commandos, but especially the team
leaders, had tested extremely loyal and disciplined, as well as
aggressive. They wouldn’t be here otherwise.

Squatting and setting his weapon down on the
floor, he reached around behind himself and detached his combat
pack, a small conformal thing that rested against his lumbar
region. Opening it, he removed a shaped block of high explosive and
placed it atop the low wall surrounding a decorative fountain. Then
he activated a small detonator and attached it with a slotted
spike. Now, one coded HUD command would take the building down.

“Come on, let’s get this thing loaded.”
Alkina grabbed the hood handle with one hand and said, “Unstick him
from the floor.”

Ritter ran a special zero-friction blade
beneath the webbed cyborg, breaking or detaching the fibers from
the surface on which he rested, then grabbed the thing’s feet.

“Cyborg, just in case you can hear me,”
Alkina said conversationally as she lifted and dragged, “all I have
to do is twist this thing around your neck just right and it will
cut your head off. And if that doesn’t work, a command from my HUD
will detonate a collar of explosive that should. So if you have any
self-preservation programming at all, I suggest you keep that
foremost in whatever passes for your mind, and if you play nice,
you’ll soon be up on your feet again and working for a new and
better boss.”

She had no idea if any of that was getting
through, but it didn’t hurt to hope she could convince it to save
them all some trouble. That fact that the mission called for
bringing at least one of the cyborgs back alive and operating
buoyed that hope.

As they half dragged, half carried the thing
– it must have weighed two hundred fifty kilos – they heard a
flurry of mixed gunfire, then a call came on the squad leader’s
freq. “Can’t take him down without losing the hostages,” said the
unidentified commando. “He’s locked down tight in some kind of a
panic room or vault, with the civilians behind him. We’ve got one
dead and three wounded already.”

Ritter glanced at Alkina, who nodded. He
radioed, “Finch, you are authorized termination protocol. Fry them
and get out of there. Don’t leave our comrade.”

She could hear the relief in the man’s voice.
“Acknowledged. Engaging now.”

As the two leaders lumbered down the hallway
toward the mansion’s front door, they felt the building shake and
heard a burst of electric static on their radios. Pieces of wall
showered into the atrium they had just vacated, and then came the
call, “Termination complete.” If that assessment was accurate, the
commandos engaging the Shadow should have fired a medley of
grenades into the bolt-hole, killing everyone in it, cyborg and
civilians alike.

Price of doing business, she thought
without great concern. Better to die on your feet than live on
your knees.

The remaining seven commandos swarmed down
the stairs, carrying one body and helping several wounded. Two
unencumbered ones grabbed shoulder each on the captured cyborg, and
they opened the mansion’s front door.

Bullets clawed for them from behind a
Mercedes limo parked in the driveway, and one of their team fell
with a curse, hit but not badly due to his armor. Another dropped
the comrade she was helping and took two steps, the third planted
atop a stone railing that launched her into the air and over the
long black automobile.

In the air, she drew a pistol and, aiming
downward, shot the gunman twice in his helmeted head. The
protective helm turned the shots but stunned him, knocking him to
the ground as she landed lightly behind him. two quick stride
brought her to point blank range and she put the gun to his ear and
blew his brains all over the cobblestones.

“Limo!” Alkina said, pointing with her chin.
“See if the keys are in it.” Unsurprisingly in this hyper-secure
enclave, they dangled from the steering column. “Open the
boot.”

The commandos stuffed the golem into the
enormous trunk of the car, then helped the wounded into the back.
“Ritter, drive to the rally point and get this thing packed. I’ll
make my way on foot. Finch, stay with me.”

Ritter nodded, slipping behind the wheel
himself, and they roared out the gate as it retracted
automatically.

Checking her HUD, she realized fewer than
seven minutes had passed since the first shots were fired, and the
Russian police were just starting to wake up. Sirens wailed in the
near distance, and an enormous explosion blew a fireball into the
air three blocks away. The dead gunman laying on the cobbles at her
feet must have been assigned to the external grounds security, to
have responded so fast.

Switching to the command channel for the
first time – there was no need to stick her oar in until now – she
called for reports from the other seven teams. Number Three
couldn’t be reached at all, even when she keyed in for a general
broadcast. Pulling up an overlay, she determined that the fireball
came from Three’s objective. Perhaps they had self-destructed
rather than get taken alive. The blast had seemed too large for
just one demo pack.

Walking now, Alkina coordinated her teams’
withdrawals. Covered by Finch, she strolled around the large office
building from which they had descended, her mind more on command
decisions than her personal situation. Her bodyguard pulled her
down behind a wall as police vehicles zoomed by with flashing
lights and wailing sirens. Once she was sure everything was going
as well as could be expected, she brought her mind back to the here
and now.

“Let’s go,” she said to Finch, pointing, and
they ran and leaped for the low rooftop of the warehouse that
overlooked the rally point. There she paused and sent the
detonation code for Ritter’s pack, still set in the atrium of the
mansion they had just quitted. She felt the rattle, but the tall
commercial building blocked her view of the thing. Hopefully it
would limit any investigation’s ability to collect evidence, and
destroy any surveillance videos there might be.

If not…well, omelets and eggs, and all
that, she thought.

Then she and Finch leaped down to the rally
point, trusting the IFF in their HUDs to keep anyone from shooting
at them as they did so. Quickly she took charge of the egress,
ensuring the three cyborgs they had captured were placed inside
crates and instant-foamed into place up to their necks, with the
explosive collars still on them. Their rides back to Australia
might be long and uncomfortable, but at least they would live.

Whatever life might mean to such
creatures.

It’s one thing to have implanted
cybernetics, she mused. It’s entirely another to be a
cyborg, programmable by machine code, limited in free will, and
wholly dependent on the machines to sustain your life.

The golem they had taken apart in Australia
had taught them a lot. One thing they had discovered was that the
true cyborg was more machine than man. Probably if true artificial
intelligence were possible, its builders would have dispensed with
the organic entirely and simply created a robot. At present,
though, such a thing, if built, would have been hardly smarter than
an insect, able to respond to preset combat situations but not
sophisticated enough to infiltrate, covertly assassinate, or
bodyguard.

They’d lost twenty-one out of the eight
nanocommandos, with forty more in various states of injury. Only a
few bodies had been left behind, and none of those without the
benefit of a demolition pack. Evidence would be there, if the
forensic teams were sufficiently diligent, but if their mission –
and the Americans’ missions – were successful, the Russians should
be able to reconstitute their own government and be grateful for
the assistance. Spooky had thought it unlikely they would make
Direct Action’s role public. If they felt some perverse need to
point fingers, their old scapegoats the Americans would probably
take the blame.

And as for their little nanocrack
problem…well, Ann chuckled to herself, this country would have to
do something for itself, after all.

With all of the cyborgs accounted for, and
the Russian ministers and their families freed or dead, Alkina gave
the order to pull egress. With the severely wounded bundled back
into their crates, the rest of her commandos took positions on the
truck bed, weapons ready. She’d rather not have to shoot it out
with the Russian police, but if they did, it would be no
contest.

As it happened, the police force and fire
brigades seemed far too busy to be concerned about one large truck
and two accompanying SUVs. Fires raged and here and there more
explosions flung debris into the air, perhaps from broken gas lines
or charges that their teams had not, until then, detonated.

With this hellish landscape behind then, the
little convoy rolled out the open village gate and into the cool
Russian early morning.

As they rumbled down the road they passed
vehicles speeding toward the enclave, and she contacted the other
section. Their results were a bit worse; they had captured no
cyborgs at all, and had had to blow five of their targets sky-high.
It appeared they had received some slight warning, or perhaps had
simply been more alert. However, in the end it did not matter. When
they rejoined each other on the road, the commandos indulged
themselves in a cheer that could be heard over the rushing wind of
their passage.

Alkina’s one fear now was that the headless
Frankenstein’s monster of the Russian government would react as it
was designed too, following procedures to block roads and stop
traffic in the event of any disturbance. Countering this concern
was her hope that, between the American’s two operations and the
generally angry mood of the citizenry, they would be slow to
react.

Additionally, right now the twenty-four hour
media and the internet should be full of information,
misinformation and disinformation about what was happening, so that
the bureaucratic nerves and muscles would be twitching in
confusion. And as much as they needed to be, her people were ready
to fight their way through to their extraction vehicle.

Only one checkpoint slowed them, but bursts
of AK fire from their local escort took care of the half-ready army
conscripts and they sped on past. Within an hour they pulled onto
the runway where their enormous airplane waited, engines
running.

Like a smooth-running clock, her people
loaded their wounded and their dead, and then processed the three
captured cyborgs. First, they ran them through a heavy industrial
fluoroscope, obtained by the locals for just this purpose. The scan
revealed small beads of explosives wired into the cyborgs’ cerebral
cortexes, presumably their version of kill switches in case their
masters wished to terminate them, but none of the large
self-destruct charges that were Alkina’s primary fear. Loading
explosive-filled golems onto aircraft would have been the height of
folly.

Thus ensured, the three crates were wrapped
in reinforcing cladding and hooked up to oxygen feeds. If the
explosive collars, the foam and the heavy steel plates failed to
contain them on the long journey back, as a last resort they could
always be ejected out the rear ramp, to enjoy a fall from seven
miles up.

Spooky planned this mission well, Ann
told herself admiringly, and I love him all the more for
it.

As the locals dispersed, their aircraft
engines lifted them on roaring jets into the steely Russian skies
of another red dawn.

 


***

 


Olsen stared into the hunting cabin’s
fireplace and enjoyed another Aquavit. Three more days to
go, he thought. Then I can leave, one way or
another.

The lake had been busy with patrol craft
since the Salmi base had been hit. Despite the countercoup in
Moscow, the juggernaut that was the Russian military shuddered
onward, fulfilling its standing operating procedure, trying to
catch the culprits despite the fact that no one really wanted
to.

Perhaps that was why it really did not
surprise him when he heard footsteps on the porch, peculiarly light
though the creaks were heavy, as if massive stone statues tried to
tiptoe. He’d known the two operatives had been military, not
Agency, just from looking at them, and when the big man had gotten
into the truck those days ago, he couldn’t hide the way the vehicle
settled on its springs.

Cybernetic augmentation. It was an open
secret in clandestine circles, the coming thing, especially after
the nano program had so many problems. He still wondered what he
would say if such enhancements were offered him.

Olsen went to open the door, hunting rifle in
hand. It was always possible that someone else awaited him.
Occasionally poachers poached from each other, though normally only
in particularly hard times.

He was glad to see the tired and drawn faces
of his contacts. “Welcome back. You look like hell.”

“Thanks,” the woman with the bandaged hand
said. “Got anything to eat?”

“In the cold cupboard.” He meant the
propane-powered refrigerator, which contained such rude sustenance
as could be expected in a hunting cabin. Olsen was far too good an
operative to allow anything that would give him away to be found by
an inquisitive visitor.

“Bread, jerky, vodka?”

“There are some cooked potatoes and butter in
the bin below, and sour cabbage in the crock. Welcome to Russia,”
he replied with a shrug.

The woman pulled out all the food and set it
on the rough-topped table in front of the big man they called
Stein. “I’m not complaining, mind you, but I would rather hear
‘welcome to Finland’.”

Olsen raised his tumbler of the
Caraway-flavored liquor in salute. “You and me both, sister. Now
eat. We’ll go whenever you’re ready.” The two just grunted as they
stuffed their faces with the abundant rustic cuisine.

Once they had eaten all of his ready food,
the woman said, “We’ll go in the morning, or tomorrow evening if
you’d rather go at night. We need to rest and heal.” She flicked
her eyes at her partner, and Olsen suddenly realized that the big
man was almost out on his feet.

“Sure,” he said. “You guys take the bedrooms.
I’ll sleep on the sofa.” He quickly cleared his few belongings out
of one bedroom and watched as his charges went their separate ways
to crash. “Sweet dreams,” he murmured, then hummed idly as he
started making stew with the rest of the supplies, and set it to
simmer on the propane burner for a while before he went to
sleep.

In the morning he got up and turned the flame
back on to warm the pot, expecting the two to eat heartily again.
tasting it, he threw some more salt in it and was about to stir it
when he heard an angry moan from the bedroom.

Seizing his rifle, he pushed to bedroom door
open to see the woman shaking the man and yelling. “Get up, you
stupid bastard, you can’t die on me now!”

“What’s wrong,” were the first, painfully
trite words on his lips, then he put the rifle down and moved to
the bedside to put two fingers on the man’s neck. “No pulse.”

“No shit!” The woman quickly cleared the
man’s airway, and then ripped “Stein’s” shirt open and began
CPR.

Olsen pulled out a folding knife and cut away
the shirt and the sleeves, exposing the man’s arms. After a minute
or two of careful examination he finally said, “You’re too
late.”

“What?” the woman asked between compressions.
“How do you know?” Her face was wild, frantic, and unaccountably
she frightened him. “Tell me!” she said, grabbing his collar with
her right hand in a grip of steel.

Olsen swallowed. “Livor mortis,” he replied.
“He’s been dead for five or six hours.”

His words thudded to the floor like bags of
wet cement, and the woman suddenly collapsed next to them as a
puppet might with her strings cut. A moment later she began to
sob.

“I’m sorry,” he said, feeling completely
inadequate. “Something…” he refrained from stating the painfully
obvious: something unexpected must have happened.

“What kills Edens, though?” she husked,
rocking back and forth. Then she whispered. “It must have been the
nano.”

“The nano? Like the combat nanites I’ve heard
about?”

She glared at him, then relented. “Yes. I
guess you’re cleared and now you’ve got need to know. If they get
in the brain of an Eden, they try to repair any damage…and he got
concussed on the mission. Badly.” She put a palm against her face.
“I should have thought of it.” Tears leaked between her
fingers.

“Listen, Miss Johnston,” he began.

“Jill. Call me Jill.”

“Okay, Jill, I’m Gus.” He sank down next to
her and put his arm around her. She turned into his shoulder and
began to sob. “It wouldn’t have mattered. Even if we had gone
straight in to Finland, the only people who could have possibly
helped him are an ocean away.”

“He was alive! He was talking to us last
night.”

“I know.” He couldn’t figure out much more to
say except, “I’m sorry.”

“No, I’m the sorry one. I’m alive. People
near me die. I’m jinxed.”

They sat there for some time, until Jill was
sobbed out. Eventually she pushed away from Gus. “Thanks, I’m okay
now.” She went into the tiny bathroom to splash water on her face,
avoiding looking at Roger Muzik’s corpse.

“Ah…what are we going to do?” Gus asked.

“Bury him?” Jill suggested.

“Too many bears. They can smell a corpse and
dig him up easily. Graveyards in this area have to be defended by
night watchmen with rifles.”

Jill pressed her lips together. “Then we sink
him in the lake. He won’t float. Maybe someday we can recover
him.”

“He won’t float?”

“Metal bones.” Jill peeled enough of the
wrapping off her left hand to show him her metal pinky finger,
stripped of all flesh.

“Oh, jeez, that’s…”

“Hideous, I know. And it’s highly classified,
so keep your mouth shut, all right?”

Gus nodded. “Yah, you betcha.”

“Okay,” Jill sighed. “Let’s get him into the
lake.”
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The Stalinesque clang of sliding doors echoed
down the halls of Moscow’s infamous Lefortovo Prison, causing a
sweat to break out again on the face of Winthrop Jenkins, for a few
months the absolute ruler of Russia. He’d been in custody for
almost forty-eight hours, and in that time no one had come to speak
with him. He’d been fed twice, a metal tray shoved through the slot
in the bottom of his door, and occasionally he saw the flicker of
movement that told him an eye pressed to the spy-hole.

He knew how long it had been because no one
bothered stealing his expensive watch. That in itself frightened
him deeply, because when the usually corrupt Russian bureaucracy
turned righteous, it meant death waited in the wings, and he should
expect no better than a bullet in the back of the head, the
traditional mercy for the purged. It meant he could not buy his way
out. Someone would undoubtedly take the bauble from his corpse, but
for now, its smooth functioning gave him cold comfort, merely
ticking off the seconds to his inevitable end.

A quick check of that watch told him it was
three in the morning as the tramp of goose-stepping feet proceeded
down the corridor toward his door. This is it, he thought.
Composing himself, he put on the resolute face he had always shown
to the world, determined he would go out with dignity.

That resolve cracked slightly as he saw
Sharion Prandra already handcuffed and waiting in the passageway,
two muscular female wardens at her elbows. She nodded to him, but
kept silent as the prison guards snapped shackles on his wrists and
ankles, and marched them both to a surprisingly benign-looking
interrogation room.

That such was its function was obvious by the
plate of one-way glass on one wall. Even so, he saw no bloodstains
or instruments of torture, and there was none of that faint smell
of corruption that signified an abattoir no matter how deeply it
was cleaned. The guards marched the two prisoners to separate
chairs on the same side of the table, and then left them there
alone for a moment.

“Winthrop,” Prandra hissed.

“Shut up,” the other responded. “They are
watching. Just wait and see what they want.”

A moment later an unfamiliar man entered,
smoking a foreign cigarette, a mark of prosperity in this
dysfunctional nation. He set down an ashtray he carried and then
sat down across from them. With narrowed eyes he sucked in a
lungful of smoke, then blew it out into the space between them,
causing them both to blink.

“So,” the man began in fluent English. “What
is the State to do with you? I am not sure we even have names for
some of your crimes.”

“And you are?” Winthrop asked.

“Trosikian. FSB.”

“Might as well call it by its right name:
KGB,” Winthrop retorted.

Trosikian reached across to casually press
the burning ember of his cigarette against the back of Winthrop’s
manacled hand. The motion was so smooth that it took him a moment
to really notice he was being burned, and then he yelped and jerked
back. “Bastard!”

“You really do not understand your position,
Mister Jenkins. I am here because I am the highest ranking member
of my agency not addicted to this.” He fished in his pocket and
took out a very familiar item: a nanocrack injector. “Oh, look. I
just happen to have another.” He placed one more alongside it, so
that they stood like two salt shakers in the center of the heavy
steel table between them.

“What’s your game?” Winthrop blustered.

“No game. I just wanted to experience this
moment for my own satisfaction. Do you know I watched from
surveillance devices as you briefed the Cabinet with a bowl of
these prominently displayed in front of them? As you ground the
proud leaders of the Russian State under your filthy American
feet?” Trosikian raised a hand, and four guards trooped in.

Two held heavy leather uniform belts, and two
others carried Makarov automatics in their gloved hands. Without
warning, the belt-wielders looped the leather around the prisoners’
necks from behind and drew them tight, leaving them just enough
slack to breathe. Each of the other two placed the muzzle of his
pistol against the base of each captive’s neck.

“As I am a fair and reasonable man, I will
give you much the same choice you gave our leaders. Take an
injector and use it…or take a bullet. You have ten seconds to
decide.”

Before two had passed, Prandra reached for
the metal cylinder in front of her and pressed it convulsively to
her neck. A moment later it dropped from her nerveless fingers to
clatter onto the floor, and she relaxed in her seat, head lolling,
only kept upright by the pressure of the belt around her neck.

Winthrop thought about it for five or six
seconds before fixing his eyes on the secret policeman and
deliberately picking up the injector. Instead of aiming it at his
neck, he sneered and poked its tip directly into the cigarette burn
on his hand, then placed it upright back on the table before he
could feel the effects. Closing his eyes, he smiled faintly,
looking for all the world as if he had won instead of lost.

Trosikian ground out his cigarette and
frowned faintly, then jerked his head peremptorily. “Take them back
to their cells. The new Cabinet will decide what to do with them.”
Somehow he felt as if the American had cheated him of his
satisfaction, but then he brightened as another thought crossed his
mind.

Perhaps there was some consolation to be had.
The other one, the South Asian woman, was not bad looking, and for
the next hour or so was unlikely to complain if he paid her a
friendly visit in her cell.

A very, very friendly visit.

 


***

 


For the first time in the collective
political memory, the Russian delegation to the Neutral States
Assembly seemed cowed and cooperative. Obviously this had
everything to do with the events of the past two days. They all
knew that what had really happened was ten times worse than what
got into the media or past the firewalls and censors, and it had
been made plain to them – by the Free Communities delegation if not
explicitly by the Neutral States – that all of their wiggle room
was gone.

In short, the word was: cooperate or be
crushed. Or more politely: clean up your own mess, or we’ll clean
it up for you.

Even the normally slow moving Europeans had
agreed to the meeting and general strategy, led by a rare
British-French accord. No longer would Russia be allowed to lumber
along like some bullish Frankenstein’s Monster, helping and harming
the world defense effort in equal measure. The only choice they had
now was who would oversee the transition: the Neutral States or the
Free Communities.

A triangular table big enough to seat five on
a side had been assembled from the fine Swedish furniture of the
Assembly Council’s halls and facilities in Geneva. However, despite
the attempt to create a meeting of equals, it felt like what it
really was: two powerful blocs facing one weak one.

Or perhaps it resembled a job interview with
two employers who held all the cards.

Plus one. A Chinese observer. That nation had
found out about the negotiations and requested a representative to
be present. While not strictly required, the two other alliances
had thought it wise to grant the request.

Minister-Representative Horton of the British
delegation cleared his throat in that pompous fashion only an
Englishman ever really manages. He glanced left and right at his
French, German, Polish and Bulgarian counterparts, and then across
at the Free Communities delegation. “I suppose we can begin,
now.”

“I concur.” Special Envoy Travis Tyler led
the Free Communities’ team, a not-so-subtle reminder that the
United States was rapidly regaining a place of eminence, if not
preeminence, in world affairs. His co-consuls represented South
Africa, Australia, Argentina and Brazil, arguably the four most
influential members of that power bloc.

“I would like –” the Russian lead began
tentatively.

“Shut the hell up,” Tyler cut him off. The
others in the room stared at him in shock as he plowed on in a
voice of steel. “With all due respect to our hosts, the Free
Communities are not here to listen to the usual blather. Every day,
every hour, every minute is precious. I am here to deliver a
message to Russia, and our esteemed allies in the Neutral States,
in the name of and with the full support of the FC Council.”

“And that is?” Horton asked, his stiff upper
lip frozen beneath his voluminous mustache.

“Simply this: by midnight, Russia will
announce that it has joined either the FC, or the Neutral States.
If not, the FC will consider that nation a rogue and will do
everything in its power short of nuclear war to dismantle it. And
that decision will not be rescinded by future capitulation, short
of an unconditional surrender of sovereignty. One chance, and one
only.”

“China concurs, in this case,” a voice from
the rear spoke up. All eyes turned to the urbane young man with the
perfect suit and haircut who sat idly looking at his nails. He
flicked his eyes upward for a moment, then looked back down as if
he did not care much, despite the bombshell of his simple
declaration.

“Now see here,” Horton blustered, turning to
crane his head at the Chinese. “Is this some kind of, of
coordinated effort to seize Russia for yourselves?”

“Quite the opposite, Mister
Minister-Representative. Moscow can choose for itself. I am merely
insisting they do so, in a timely fashion.” Tyler stood up, as did
the rest of the FC team and the dozen functionaries and aides
behind them. “Now we will bid you good day.”

“Now see here,” Horton said again, “now see
here!” That seemed to be the extent of his commentary as he and the
rest watched the Free Communities representatives file out, leaving
the Neutral States group and the unnamed Chinese man alone with the
Russians.

The Russian representative, an older woman
only identifiable as such by her ample breasts sagging inside her
generously cut pantsuit, turned her bulldog-jowled face to the
others on her side and spoke with them in Russian for several
minutes while the others waited. Eventually she turned back to
Horton.

“Subject to ratification by the Central
Cabinet, I would like to make a tentative application for Russia to
join the Neutral States Assembly.”

A smile broke out on Horton’s face, mirrored
on the visages of those around him. Even the Chinese man’s mien
seemed to lighten slightly, as if pleased. “I say, then, fine show,
jolly good,” the Brit burbled. He stood to walk around and shake
hands with the Russian team. “Then we can leave it to our
respective staffs to draw up the details for signature. Bloody
good!” He turned around toward the Europeans. “Does anyone have any
champagne handy?”

The French delegate turned to her staff and
made the arrangements.

 


***

 


Behind the secured and bug-swept doors of the
nearby Free Communities Delegation enclave, Tyler poured Jack
Daniels for his team and staff with his own hand. Even the
teetotalers picked up tumblers and saluted politely, touching rims
to lips. Others drank deeply as he polished off his three fingers
and lifted his empty glass. “Now that’s how a Texan negotiates,” he
laughed.

“It certainly seemed effective,” the
Brazilian delegate, a strikingly handsome woman, responded with a
purr.

“Effective at what?” one of the bolder staff
spoke up, a genuinely young black man with a South African flag
pin. “There’s no way they’ll join the Free Communities now,” he
stated sourly.

The Brazilian woman stepped over to him with
sinuous grace and tapped his face gently with her open palm.
“Exatamente, meu lindo amigo. But they will run
screaming into the arms of the Neutral States, and thus will become
their problem, as it naturally should be.”

Had the young man’s skin color been able to
show a blush, he would have. As it was, the sweat that broke out on
his forehead and the way he dropped his eyes said it all.

“Marta, leave the poor fellow alone,” Tyler
said gently.

The statuesque woman shrugged and turned back
to Tyler. “Then pour me another drink, Senhor Travis, and I
shall find someone else to bother. Let us celebrate victory!”

The score of people in the room laughed, and
others began talking among themselves. Tyler leaned closer to
Marta. “If you want to go robbing cradles, at least don’t do it in
public, my dear.”

“Actually I’d rather you robbed my cradle,
Travis,” she breathed.

“Oh, you already know the answer to that. I’m
a happily married man. Now, go give that boy the night of his life
– discreetly, that’s all I ask.”

Marta pouted. “All right. You are just a fish
on my line, Senhor Travis. I have many years to reel you
in.” She ran her tongue across too-red lips and turned with a
flounce back toward her latest target.

 


 



Epilogue




Russia as a Neutral States Assembly member –
and one in beaten disarray – made arranging the legalities of
recovering Roger Muzik’s body much easier than Jill Repeth had
expected. A couple of phone calls from Travis Tyler to the new
Prime Minister and the Karelian Oblast’s officials had become much
more obliging, even eager to please.

She still didn’t let their police get any
closer than one hundred meters away, back with the media. In fact,
it looked like there were more reporters standing around on the
unusually hot, unusually dry lakeside than cops.

Big picture, she was glad of that. It showed
that the long-brutalized Russian media wasn’t completely cowed, and
the spirit of investigation had come alive under the new more
liberal rules. Unfortunately it also confirmed that someone,
perhaps many someones, in the bureaucracy supplemented his or her
income with a few sheaves of rubles from those same reporters in
return for story tip-offs.

This threatened to complicate her operation
but Jill decided that she just didn’t give a damn. She’d been
charged with recovering the body and the submersible, more to keep
the technology out of others hands than at any particular
embarrassment. Nobody told her it had to be a deep dark secret.
Wild rumors and eyewitness reports of the Salmi operation, as well
as the others that toppled the illegitimate junta, mingled in the
open press, so the mere news about the mission’s existence wasn’t
any particular revelation.

Two divers had already recovered Roger
Muzik’s body. Though less than a week in the cold lake waters, it
had already shown nibbles, and she tried not to think about
fishermen catching and eating the fish, and him with them. Shades
of a story by Ryan King about an abusive man and a catfish pond ran
unbidden through her thoughts.

Once he’d been sealed in the body bag and
then in the coffin – they had plenty of lift capacity after all,
they could afford some dignity – his body had been loaded into one
of the two Super Ospreys. Those aircraft had carried her, the
divers, a herd of SEALs and a couple of corpsmen from the LPD
USS Arlington to this place in northern Russia, and
they would carry them all back, plus what they came for, leaving
nothing but the video the reports so avidly recorded.

Taking a last look at her cordon of SEALs,
she signaled the Super Osprey with the coffin and the auxiliaries
already aboard to come in and hook up its slingload. Once the bird
picked up its external cargo, it wasn’t going to land. Trying to
set down with something slung beneath was what they called in the
flying business a “Big No-No.”

Jill remembered seeing a Seahawk try it once,
the aviator forgetting he had half a ton of pallet in a net under
his bird. The result had not been pretty. One of the three crew had
survived.

The enormous craft hovered in under blasting
tilt-rotors and descended to ten feet, then nine, then eight, above
the shoreline. The hookup man reached upward with his static probe,
a cable with a long naked metal probe on each end, one driven into
the ground. As he touched the VTOL’s cargo hook with it, a long
spark of static electricity, generated by the rotor-props,
discharged through the conductive wire and grounded itself into the
earth.

That out of the way, the man dropped the
probe and took the clevis of the multilegged sling and slammed it
firmly into the forged aluminum clamp on the underside of the
hovering beast, and then immediately ran from under.

Incrementally the VTOL lifted, pulling the
sling after it, drawing upward the extender straps that lay leading
into the shallow water. Soon they reached full extension and the
aircraft slid over to hover directly above the heavy Dacron ropes
where they entered the lake. When they became iron-taut, Jill could
hear the engines labor slightly, and she felt the rotor wash
increase.

Slowly the four heavy lines rose from the
water, one meter, then two, until Jill could see where they
attached to the lift points on the top of the submersible…the one
that had carried her and Roger safely to Salmi and back. Once it
lifted dripping from the lake and stabilized, the big Super Osprey
rose and angled northward, heading out over the glassy expanse
toward Russia’s northern border and the waiting VTOL carrier,
leaving the remaining personnel in the relative quiet of the idling
second bird.

The crown of cops and reporters edged forward
as the SEALs backed slowly toward the aircraft, PW15s at the ready.
One of them fired a single round into the ground in front of a
particularly eager reporter, and the gaggle suddenly reversed
itself, staying well back. Although unthinkable to do that with
lethal rounds, in these days of Needleshock and the Eden Plague,
Jill knew they no longer had to worry much about maiming or killing
during crowd control, if they were careful.

The cordon folded in on itself with perfect
discipline and Jill boarded the waiting bird. It lifted powerfully,
like an express elevator to heaven, before the last commando had
finished strapping himself in. Jill gave the SEAL team leader, a
serious-looking lieutenant commander, a thumbs-up. It felt strange
for her, in her own head a mere master sergeant, to be in charge of
officers and a whole deadly team like this, but they had accepted
her as the Agency’s rep, supreme in all but tactical matters.

Frankly, she’d been happy to just let them do
their jobs. She glanced around at the men of the team, half of them
already asleep in good combat-veteran fashion, and her thoughts
continued down the track they had been running on ever since that
morning she found her partner, a man she’d been on countless
missions with, dead in his sleep.

This outcome confused and angered the part of
her that didn’t care about rationality, but only about fairness and
right. Warriors should not lay down and then fail to wake up in
some lonely safe house in a foreign land. They should either die
gloriously in battle with evil against overwhelming odds, or they
should fall asleep one last time, home in their beds with their
wives and children and grandchildren around them.

Because the Eden Plague had done away with
that latter scenario, the part of her that was willing to accept
death seemed still shut down and turned off, his passing
unreal.

A single tear from each eye was all she
allowed herself before Jill forced her thoughts away from tragedy
and back to her future. Lifting a gloved finger, she used its
fabric to absorb the salty liquid, dabbing at each cheek
surreptitiously, not willing to let these supercharged bastions of
testosterone see her cry.

One man did watch her, though, but he didn’t
smirk or roll his eyes, fortunately for him. Had he done so, she
might have given in to the temptation to show him what her
cyberware could really do.

Instead, he pressed his lips sadly together
and nodded, as if he understood, and perhaps he did. She nodded
back. The US had lost a lot of good men and women in these things
historians were coming to call the Plague Wars – the cold and hot
conflicts, the battles and the ugly little special ops – and they
weren’t over yet.

North Korea, still shielded by an independent
China, held out as a bastion of insanity, but with every other
nation in the world part either of the Free Communities or the
Neutral States, Earth was as close to being united as it had ever
been.

So where did that leave Jill Repeth? She
hated the idea of going into space again, but at least out there,
the conflicts were cleaner, with little room for politics,
backstabbing, or rogue elements. No one would ask her to do wet
work, no insurgent suppression, no desperate rescues that turned
into bloody fiascos.

In short, no more human-on-human battles. She
was sick of that.

As the Super Osprey descended to land on the
Arlington, alongside its sister craft that had already set
the submersible on the flight deck, that decision solidified.
First, a transfer back to the Corps, to get her away from the
Agency that she already knew was building mission files for their
new cyborg operatives. If they balked, she would dig in her heels
and tell them to go to hell.

If they refused, she had options now. As part
of the Free Communities, the US had agree to adhere to the FC
Charter, which guaranteed the right of free emigration of any
citizen, regardless of status. She’d rather not have to leave the
US; she’d rather go back to her beloved Marine Corps. If she
wangled that, as one of the first cyborgs and with her record, no
doubt they’d let her into space, where Rick was, and life made some
sort of sense.

Where if comrades were going to die, they
wouldn’t be murdered by overzealous Border Patrol agents, or
Psychos, or rogue Septagon Shadow Men.

Where she could kill aliens without remorse
and accept casualties as fortunes of war.

Where if she and her brothers and sister in
arms were going to be screwed, at least they would get a kiss first
and see it coming, and maybe even know why.

 


End of Cyborg
Strike

 


Turn the page for an excerpt from the next Plague
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Comes The Destroyer Excerpt

 Book
6 of the Plague Wars Series

 


One would think that during six years in
space Absen would get out here to Ceres more, but truthfully,
annual visits were enough. It was General Tyler’s role as J4, Chief
of Logistics to oversee the production efforts and pass him
reports. As with most militaries between battles, a flag officer’s
job was less about fighting and more about organizing, training and
equipping.

This time would be a bit different. Less than
a month ago the last of thousands of Pseudo-Von-Neumann factory
complexes had taken up residence atop its soft-landed asteroid.
Until then, each manufactory had been building nothing but more
factories. One made two, two made four, and so on. Now there were
over eight thousand, spaced regularly across the entire surface of
the planetoid.

This was necessary mainly to control the heat
each would generate. The carefully-selected metal-rich asteroids
actually floated, in a sense, atop a sea of frozen ices – much of
it water, but also methane and other volatiles. Raising the
temperature even a few degrees, from the pressure of the weight of
the rocks and also the leakage from the fusion power generators,
presented all sorts of challenges. Bases would settle and shift;
random pockets of oxygen found flammable gasses and burned or
exploded; crevasses opened unexpectedly as the planetoid was mined
for its materials.

People died, and often. Peacetime safety
protocols had long since fallen by the wayside. Workers took risks
and most of the time got away with them, driven by the oncoming
desperation and the knowledge that anyone who survived could be
restored.

Artemis provided a safe base atop the largest
of the rock mountains, containing administration, hospital
facilities, and every other cat and dog that happened to need care
and feeding. Thus it was here that the Admiral landed and received
his briefings, but that was not really his purpose. He was here for
a more important, if symbolic reason.

He strapped himself into the cockpit of a
shuttle, one of hundreds that workers used to service the
factories. While largely automated, nothing humans had yet created
was truly maintenance-free. Everything needed supervision, tending,
and the repair that only a set of human hands could perform. That
meant thousands of people, keeping the VNs, as they were
colloquially known, in running order.

Of course, by doing so, they ensured the VNs
would eventually produce hundreds of millions of man-hours worth of
warships for the defense of Earth and its solar system.

Now the shuttle pilot flew her dozen
passengers the short hop over to VN1, the very first factory to be
emplaced. On the next rock mountain over, roughly ten kilometers
away, they landed on the designated pad of the huge factory
complex. Three hundred meters on a side and twenty high, the
integrated building contained everything necessary to produce
EarthFleet’s best hopes for victory.

A score of workers could be seen standing
inside the VN’s crew compartment at the thick molecular glass
window, looking at the arriving shuttle. A couple of them waved.
“Are we going inside?” Absen asked as the pilot made no move to
unstrap.

“No, sir,” the woman said, “unless you
insist. We can get just a good a view from right here, and save
ourselves a lot of time and trouble.” She popped a lever on her
seat and rotated it a quarter turn toward the center, the better to
address her passengers. Her name tag read “Lockerbie” and she wore
a warrant officer’s bar.

“So –” Absen began to ask, when she pointed
out the front shuttle viewport. He turned to see enormous double
doors, sized for a jumbo jet hangar, begin to open slowly,
withdrawing into recesses.

General Tyler moved up to squat between the
seats, and others in the shuttle moved forward to crane their heads
for a piece of the view. “What we should be seeing is the very
first Aardvark to be produced by a VN. It and about a hundred
others will be the operational prototypes for testing and
evaluation. We started production on these three months earlier
than the rest, to give us time to revise the runs based on the
results.”

“Aardvark? I thought these were called A-24
Avenger IIs.”

Tyler shrugged. “Officially, sure, but just
like the A-10 Thunderbolt II that everyone called a Warthog, or the
F-16 Fighting Falcons that were always Vipers…some nomenclature
battles are just not worth fighting. Besides, you’ll see why it got
its name in a minute.

The doors finally opened to reveal the front
of the craft inside, a proboscis that started squat and thick but
narrowed rapidly to a truncated point like the nose of its
namesake. The thing was ugly, that much was clear. A blocky
utilitarian craft with nothing of beauty about it, nevertheless
Absen found himself wanting to love it, because it represented life
and salvation for his planet.

The Aardvark rolled slowly out of the hangar,
drawn by a robot tug cart toward its metal-surfaced launch pad.
Almost a hundred meters long, thirty wide and twenty high, it
looked more like a high-speed train engine than a spacecraft.
Unlike that vehicle, it sprouted nodes and fittings all over its
surface.

“Pretty big for one person,” Absen remarked.
“Looks kind of like a squared-off submarine with no sail.”

“Remember their final option,” Tyler
answered. “If they are going to suicide, why put more than one in
it?”

“Point. But can just one pilot really fight
this thing?”

“They’ll have fully functional cybernetics
just like a helmsman,” Tyler said. “In fact, once the real op
starts, they might never unplug. There is a sophisticated computer
suite that can run the ship while the pilot sleeps or if he or she
is incapacitated, but basically, everything is one integrated
system.”

“Who’s in there now?” Absen asked.

“Test pilot named Yeager. You might have
heard of him.”

“What? You mean –”

“Yup. Courtesy of the Eden Plague, he’s young
and fit again. Volunteered to lead the attack on the Destroyer.
Couldn’t exactly say no to a legend, could we?”

“Holy crap. Well, who better? I guess I
should be glad Bull Halsey isn’t still around or I’d be out of a
job.” Absen watched as the A-24 came to life, its fusion engines
glowing slightly as Yeager tested them at low power.

“He should do about ten minutes of preflight
before taking her up,” Tyler remarked.

“Well, while we’re waiting, why don’t you
brief us on her specs?” Absen asked this for the benefit of the
others behind him, as he already knew the A-24 pretty
thoroughly.

“All right, in brief. Two Rolls Royce F-1244
fusion engines generating about a million kilos of thrust. Between
those and the new gravity compensating plates, it can accelerate at
about twenty Gs while the pilot only feels five. As its main
armament it carries a  microwave laser, or maser, up front in
that funny-looking nose, optimized against Meme bioplasm. That’s a
general-purpose weapon, mainly to try to fend off any hypers coming
its way, or deal with any small craft the Destroyer might launch.
Kind of like the PT boats carrying a 40mm deck gun.”

“Okay. But how is it going to hurt a ship two
or three thousand meters in diameter?”

“Nukes, obviously. Well, technically, hybrid
thermonuclear fusion bombs. We don’t have anything bigger or
nastier. These are analogous to the torpedoes the PT boats
carried.”

“PT boats only had four to six torpedoes,
though. How many do these carry?”

“Sixteen. Well…seventeen, technically.”

Absen got it immediately. “The last one being
the Final Option bomb.”

“Yes. If the pilot arms it, the computer will
continually compare the Aardvarks’ situation with a set of standard
parameters and will detonate the bomb at the optimum moment.”

“Such as?”

Tyler cleared his throat. “Such as at the
moment of impact against a Meme craft of a certain size or larger.
Just in case the COA where the enemy builds a fleet in the Oort
cloud comes to pass. The other sixteen warheads are on Pilum guided
missiles. We expect the Aardvark to launch a spread, then follow it
in.”

“That’s assuming we can even catch the damn
thing.”

Tyler nodded. “Yes, I’ve seen the Red-Blue
simulations. It’s going to be tricky just to bring them to
battle.”

“What else does your baby carry?” Absen asked
for the benefit of the briefing.

“Nothing more offensive. We’re having to go
for cheap and numerous, so there’s a limit to what we can load
aboard. It has a suite of small lasers and some electronic shotguns
as point-defense weapons, but those are more in hopes they will be
useful against unknowns than out of any belief they can stop an
enemy hyper.”

Absen turned to the rest, production
officials and staff officers lucky enough to come along on this
trip. “Our projections say we will build about ninety thousand of
these attack boats.” He paused to let that sink in. Some of them
knew it already but others gasped. “We’re going to be like the
Zulus attacking rifle-armed troopers at Isandlwana. A shitload will
die, but those that get through will close and kill the enemy.”

“How many?” one civilian asked.

Absen pressed his lips together. “Between a
quarter and ninety percent. Assuming we win. If we lose…all of
them, and all of us.”

“Ninety thousand men…”

“And women. All of them volunteers, all of
them psych tested and willing to use the Final Option. All of them
heroes.”

The onlookers turned in silence to watch out
the window as the prototype’s takeoff thrusters powered up a few
more percent and vectored downward. It didn’t take much in three
percent gravity to lift the jumbo-jet-sized craft off the deck and
send it drifting upward, outward into interplanetary space.

Lockerbie said, “Strap in, people, and we’ll
tag along.” The passengers hastened to do that and she lifted
nonchalantly after the A-24, using easy blasts of her chemical
thrusters. The shuttle was not a high-priority enough craft to rate
one of the valuable fusion engines.

“Can we keep up with it?” Absen asked the
pilot.

“For as long as he is just testing
maneuvering thrusters, sure. If he lights the main engines…not a
chance.”

“Well, let’s just watch history from a safe
distance, shall we?” General Tyler spoke from the rear.

Lockerbie shook her head in amusement.
“Haven’t lost a flag officer yet, sir,” she declared with a
chuckle. “Besides, I’m in line to get one of those babies, and I
wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

End of Comes The Destroyer excerpt.

***
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