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Thanks



Well, where to start? Okay, so, since the last book released, I’ve had the opportunity to spend some quality (read: drunken) time with a large group of authors. Most of which are far larger, and more successful than me.
I spent a full weekend at a conference with several hundred of them, and rather than look down upon my level of skill, they raised me up. I met some fantastic people, and for the first time, met people ‘in the wild’ who’d read my books.
It was both incredibly self-affirming and embarrassing as these amazing people made time for me, discussed tactics and styles, and wanted to hear about my experiences.
Basically, this ‘Thanks’ is dedicated to my fellow authors, an amazing group of lunatics who took someone who had never written a short story, hell a paragraph, outside of school, and accepted me as one of their own, and treated my madness as entirely valid.
Thank you all you beautiful bunch of nutjobs!
(Also, thank you Chrissy, for keeping the family going and not complaining too much when I rang you, drunk, while at a ‘work’ conference and admitted to a full day drinking session. PS: Can I go to DragonCon next?)
-Jez




Prologue



The chupacabra scuttled forwards, its motion fast and abrupt. It raced across a space, stopping dead, then moving again, bright red and black skin standing out against the grey dirt and twisted shrubs. The chirps it made, like everything else, were expressly designed to draw the eye of larger predators.
The brush close by rustled gently as a puma slowly slid into view, its great pads placed carefully, leaving barely a track, let alone making noise as it crept closer, its eyes filled with the strange sight.
Its scent filled the air, and other predators were closing in as the chupacabra stopped, squatting before the entrance to an old cave, letting loose a jet of liquid that only served to make the puma hungrier. The pheromones filled the air, drawing the feline forwards as the chupacabra seemed to see it for the first time, twisting around to face the puma and cocking its head to one side.
The little creature was the size of a large domestic cat, with bulbous, forward-facing eyes, protruding sharp teeth, and longer fangs that were too large to hide in its mouth. Short, pointed ears and long, ridged horns flowed backwards from the crown of its head. The back of its neck was ringed with spines, and the tail tipped with a single sharp spike. Its three-clawed feet pawed the ground as if it was nervous.
The creatures were rarely seen now, having been long since hunted to the brink of extinction by the Mayans in retribution for their attacks, but the puma knew none of this, only that the creature before it was small, seemed easy to kill, and smelled divine.
It took another step forward before stopping, as a sound finally made it past the pheromone-induced desperation.
Low growls of hunger and the occasional cackle rose around it, and the puma turned its head slowly. More of the little creatures stepped from concealment, their bright red flesh somehow hidden until they were sure their prey was unable to escape.
The puma stared forwards again, eyes widening as the creature that it had so carefully tracked hissed in pleasure, then leaped.
“They’re getting worse.” Jonas sat back from the screen and glanced across at Dave, who grunted disinterestedly, laid on his back on the folding camp bed, flicking through a magazine.
“If they lay another nest, they’ll be within reach of the southern village,” Jonas tried again.
Dave nodded absently, never looking up from his reading.
“For fuck’s sake, man, what’s so interesting that you don’t care about this?”
“‘Ten ways to know if your man is cheating’.” Dave read aloud. “Number four will surprise you.”
“For fuck’s sake!” Jonas stormed to his feet and glaring down his nose at Dave. “You’re a member of this team, Dave! Pull your finger out and act like it!”
“Am I?” Dave tossed the magazine aside and pushed himself to his feet. “Because, from where I sit, I don’t see that. A prisoner? A servant? Yeah, that’s more like it.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“Really?” Dave nodded, pretending to consider the team lead’s words. “Okay, so, the last team meeting, you know, when I was out getting supplies, and you all took a vote over the base? Or the one on the teams, you remember, when I was on the graveyard watch, and you did it in the middle of the fuckin’ day?”
“That wasn’t intentional.” Jonas started, only to have Dave bark a disgusted laugh.
“Bollocks! You left me in the dark about the entire fucking mission until an hour before the flight here! I didn’t even know we were leaving the med! Listen, you big fucking prick, you want me to work? You want me to be a member of the team? Treat me like one!”
“You are a member of the team,” Jonas snapped back. “You’ve no idea how hard I had to fight to keep you, and not for them to—”
“To what?” Dave waved his hands over his head. “To hunt me? To torture me to death, like they did Steve?”
“That wasn’t us!” Jonas almost seemed offended. “That’s the Accursed.”
“Bullshit! You’ve been watching the goddamn videos of it for years!”
“They came from a spy!”
“A spy who could have saved him!”
“I...no.”
“Yeah, ‘no’ you just left him there to die,” Dave dropped his hands to his sides, but they curled into tight fists. “I left him to die.”
“He abandoned you first.”
“No, he fucking didn’t, he escaped. That cockwomble Shamel wanted him as a pet. I’d have fucking run as well...if I could have.” Dave gave the leg of the camp bed a frustrated kick.
“You wanted a job; you got one.”
“I wanted to get good money, to get my cock sucked, and drink beer in a bar every night with my mates.” Dave grunted, gesturing around the camp. “Instead, I’m stuck here in the hottest and sweatiest armpit of the fucking planet. No cold beer, no women, no fucking drugs—”
“You’re getting paid well for—”
“Fuck your money!” A vein on Dave’s temple threatened to burst. “I never see it! It’s useless; I never get the chance to spend it! We don’t go anywhere except shithole countries I can’t pronounce. I can’t go drinking....I can’t speak the languages, so no chance of getting laid. Fuck’s sake, the last place we were at, they were fucking the sheep! I thought only the Welsh did that!”
“Look...we go where the work is, all right? You’re not the only one who’s sick of travelling, of always being on the go and fighting...the others want a break, too.”
“Well, I wouldn’t know about that, would I? I saw the rest of the team, what, four months ago? We’ve been in this shithole of a camp forever!”
“Well, take your turn on writing the reports!”
“You said they were shite!”
“You wrote, and I quote, ‘Fuck all change here again, little bastards been fuckin’ again. Much longer here, and I’ll go ask to join in.’”
“I was pissed off.”
“You were pissed! What? You think I don’t know about you buying the booze from the locals? I’ve let you keep drinking it because it tastes like battery acid.”
“I’ve got fuck-all else to do. If that loony bloody priest hadn’t left his bag behind, I’d have sod all to read as well.”
“You stole his bag, and he left in disgust because of the questions you kept asking him.”
“He called me a heathen.”
“You were asking about Eve getting banged by her kids and if Adam liked watching! Who asks that kind of shit?!”
“Heh, got him good with that one.” Dave snorted. “Shouldn’t have claimed it was all literally true if he didn’t want the fun questions.”
“Seriously, Dave, you’re smart as all hell. You say you don’t speak the language? Learn it! We can get almost anything we need. You want to do your job properly? You want to be more involved? Make the goddamn effort! I left you out of the meetings before we left the med, yeah, I admit it, because I was thinking of leaving you behind.”
“After all I’ve done—”
“Don’t start that shit, Dave. You spend all day trying to develop chemical weapons with the chili and watching porn. You barely do the bare minimum, and I’m not even going to comment on the rest of the shit you pull. Just for once—”
“No, mate, you—”
Their argument was cut off by the frantic beeping of the emergency beacon, and they both froze for a long second, trying to process what it meant, before Jonas reacted, almost knocking Dave from his feet as he sprinted for the receiver, grabbing it and flicking the receiver.
“Team Six Actual.” He straightened up, holding the projector in the palm of his hand as the holographic image popped up of one of the controllers, a small team of communications execs who spent their life making sure that important messages were relayed.
“Six Actual, we have an Omega event; are you secure?”
“This is Six Actual. We’re secure,” Jonas replied, gesturing to Dave to keep his eyes open as he passed an automatic shotgun over to him. “Are we under threat?”
“Uncertain. We have an Omega event in process, confirm, are you secure?”
“Confirmed, we are secure.”
“Transport is being dispatched for you and your team. Be aware, Omega Event is centered in the Mediterranean. Awakened site Charlie-Two has been destroyed...experimental subject is believed to be responsible.”
“Exp—Steve?” Dave whispered. “Charlie-Two, that’s what you called—”
“Shut it!” Jonas snapped, glaring at him, before turning back to the pickup. “Confirm please, Control. Charlie-Two site destroyed, experimental subject believed responsible?”
“Confirmed. Site is a total loss, Team three were first on site, all save one of those onsite at the time are confirmed terminated.”
“Terminated...wait, terminated? Permanent total termination?”
“Confirmed. No recovery possible, single survivor identifies experimental subject as responsible. Pickup incoming, ETA three hours, cleanse site.”
“Infestation remains to our south...request extermination pass.”
There was a few minutes of silence, then the controller was back.
“Approved. FAE deployment has been authorized. Confirm.”
“Confirmed, Six Actual, out.” With that, Jonas flicked the connection switch, closing the line. But before Dave could speak, Jonas was holding his hand up in warning. “Not here,” he mouthed, and Dave frowned, but Jonas was already dialing the rest of the team on the satellite phone, filling them in quickly that there had been “an event” and they were all to be collected. The mission was over.
The team had been split into three, so after another call, Jonas finally moved to Dave’s side and jerked his head, leading him over to the other end of the camp.
“We can’t speak now,” he hissed as they picked up a large container. “Camp is bugged, and we’ll be watched from now on. Yes, it’s Steve. Yes, he’s alive. No, I don’t know anything else, except that he’s apparently killed a bunch of Arisen along with their pets ...and I mean permanently killed them.”
“Steve...?”
“Shut it. You want to live through the next forty-eight hours? Let alone stay in my team? You be the perfect member...I mean it. Fuck about at your risk.”
Dave nodded slowly, in no doubt that if the higher-ups were involved, then a toe out of place would result in a very messy death.
That wasn’t important, though.
Steve was alive.




Chapter One



“So...you really can’t take it off?” Ingrid asked me for the fifth time, gesturing at my helm.
“I told you. To activate the armor, I converted an absolute butt-load of nanites to this form.”
“And you have to store them, yeah, okay. I get that, but seriously, can’t you, I don’t know, make a stand for it?”
“I wish,” I whispered, getting a smile from her. “Look, six more hours, and the conversion will be complete, then the lacunas in my bones will be active. Once they are.”
“Then you can retract the armor into there,” she agreed. “I know, it’s just...it seems weird. You could make the gauntlets come and go before?”
“And I still can. I can dissipate some of the armor.” I pulled my arms clear, the armor flowing into my skin as if it were evaporating. My legs did the same, but not the helm or the chest and back. “But the backplate has the Power Cells in it, and to control them, I need the dissipated neuron network. That’s housed in the chest and helm, for now. If I cut that out, we get a runaway reaction, then boom. No more island.”
“So...six hours until I can see your face again.” Her voice took on a wistful note.
“Yeah...I’m sorry, I should have picked a more picturesque island.” I glanced around at the trees. “I basically searched for datapoints and higher life. As soon as I found somewhere with neither in the flight range, that was it.”
“Yeah, and I’m the one who set the limit on the flight range.” Ingrid massaged her shoulders in remembered cold as I rubbed her arms from behind. She leaned back, resting against my chest. “Thank you,” she whispered.
“What for?” I asked slowly. “You gave up years of your life to be a servant in a bitch’s mansion, treated like dirt, just so you could watch me drooling and shitting myself.”
“You were drugged up to your eyeballs,” she said, shaking her head. “Do you remember much of it?”
“Bits.” Fragments returned to me, none of them pleasant to relive. “It’s like a memory of a dream, remnants that don’t really fit together or make any sense.”
“I’m not surprised,” she whispered. “I saw them changing the drugs they gave you once, and I told Hans when he came. It was a pressurized pump that looked like it’d have killed an elephant.”
“What did he say?” I asked, unsure about how to feel about Hans.
“He stormed into the throne room, and demanded Athena answer for what she was doing to you.”
“And?”
“And he was beaten senseless by her guards then thrown off the island. It was a fortnight ago.”
“He actually stood up for me?” I asked.
She turned, looking at my helm and frowning as she tried to see my eyes through the visor.
“Hans is the only reason I’m still alive,” she said, frowning seriously. “He kept dragging the council here, making them intervene, making them enforce agreements to not go too far in the tests. Twice, he managed to get Athena sanctioned by them. That’s where she is now, or was. She was summoned by the council in his latest attempt to free you.”
“Well, he failed at freeing me, but if he kept you safe,” I muttered.
“He really did. He’s been working to keep things steady for three years, my love.” I flinched at that, and she closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. I know that’s what she called you.”
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I don’t remember much of what happened, but...”
“What happened, happened. It wasn’t your fault, any more than the things that were done to me were my fault.” Her words were soft, but brought with them fragments of memories I didn’t want to examine too closely. Had Vitoria survived, I’d have killed the bitch. “I’m sorry… I, I saw the chance to come to you and I took it, I just abandoned everything and…”
“Don’t be… hell, I can’t believe you volunteered to put up with all that shit, we’d barely been together a few…” I started to say, only to be cut off as she shook her head.
“If I’d been asked to give up three years of my life a month a week before meeting you I’d have laughed, but…” She shrugged, before reaching out a tentative hand and grasping at mine. I smiled inside my helm, feeling the softness of her skin, even after all the manual labor she’d been forced into, compared to the roughness of mine.
“So.”
“So?”
Ingrid quirked an eyebrow at me. “So...we’re on an island in the Med that has actual trees, but I’ve no clue what it’s called?”
“Skantzoura,” I told her, then sighed. “I really don’t know much about it, just saw that it was empty and there was cover.” I shrugged.
“Well, it’s pretty,” she said, leaning back into me. “What do we do next?”
“No idea, really, considering the last thing I really remember clearly was getting into a fight at the smugglers’ bar.”
“Yeah,” Ingrid muttered, reaching out and taking my hands in hers, standing with her back against my chest and my arms around her. “You’ve no idea how many times I decided that I’d slap you silly for that.”
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, knowing that my unthinking actions that day were what had led to all of this, to three years of her life being poured down the drain.
“No,” she said firmly, turning to gaze into my eyes, or as close as she could get for now. “Regardless of anything else and how much it drove me mad that you’d done that.” She sighed. “If you were the kind of a man who could walk away from that, then you’d not be the man I love.”
“I.” I hesitated, then I went on in a rush. “I nearly walked away. I really did. I was just going to drive on by.”
“But you didn’t,” she said firmly. “Do you know what we did with the money? Did they tell you?”
“No.”
“We bought three hotels. It was only enough for the deposit, but it was enough, and Lars used some of his money as well. We knocked the walls down and made them into a complex, then we gave the trafficked families jobs and somewhere safe to live. We trained them, and they brought more people over—”
“I bet the locals loved that.”
“They did, actually, in the end. The economy is booming, or it was, and Lars trained a half dozen of them. We had them excavating the site we agreed to, the palace to the south that we went to together, and Lars and I let them ‘find’ some of the artifacts. You better believe that made the locals love them more. After all, unlike Lars and me, they’re officially Greeks now, so it was their own people digging it up.”
“That’s awesome,” I said, surprised.
“It is. Before I left, there were more than three hundred people living in peace and safety on an island paradise thanks to what you did. I wanted to slap you silly because you risked everything without telling me...and I wanted to scream to the world that you are mine and I’m so proud of you I could burst.”
“I...thanks?” I whispered.
She smiled, looking away, suddenly shy. “And.”
“And?”
“And, once all this is sorted and you can take your armor off, and we know what we’re doing.”
“Yes?” I asked, totally confused.
“I...I want you to meet my parents,” she said in a rush. “Meet my parents and my family. I was allowed to write to them, although they were read before being sent, and I had to rewrite them sometimes, but...I told them about you.”
I looked down at my chest and legs, my tattered clothes where they were exposed to the sun, and the gleaming black armor that covered the rest of me.
“Uh...what the hell did you say?” I asked.
“That you were a local hero, that you fought against the people smuggling gangs and freed people, and...and that you were an archeologist as well. Just more like they are in the movies. Uh, and the games. My nephew apparently thinks that means you crawl around in caves and fight tomb raiders.”
“Uh. Okay, quick question, then.”
“Okay?”
“What’s the point that it becomes archeology, rather than grave robbing?”
“Uh...okay, well.” She frowned, clearly trying to put it into words, and although she couldn’t see it, I was grinning.
“Come on, grave robber. Own up.”
“I’m not!”
“Prove it.”
“Archeologists don’t keep what they find...like, we can’t just keep the rings and—”
“You were going to say necklaces? Or...maybe a torc?” I suggested, and she glared up at me.
“Seventy-five years,” she said with assured finality. That’s the minimum. After that, you can dig someone up and learn about them. Then things have to go to a museum or somewhere.”
“Grave robber,” I murmured, just loud enough she could hear me.
She shot me a fierce glare, frowning and staring at my helm, specifically the glass, and my face behind it.
“Are you...you’re smiling!” she snapped, punching my gut, then cradling her fist after the only effect on me was a slight ding of her hand landing on the nanites. “Asshole.”
“Grave robber.”
“Professional grave robber, thank you,” she corrected me.
“I’m a professional asshole,” I agreed, nodding amiably.
“You really are,” she said, smiling, as we set off on a walk, exploring the island.
We’d landed...and it was a landing—I’d declared, and Ingrid had agreed, nodding seriously when I explained that any landing you would walk away from was a landing, not a crash—but we’d landed next to an abandoned monastery.
It was old, the grounds run down and abandoned long ago. How long, I had no idea, but at least a hundred years, I had to guess. The wooden surrounds of the windows were rotten and entirely missing in many places, the doors broken, the roof leaking...
We wandered around slowly, hands not letting go as we moved inside, me having to both duck and twist sideways to get in, as the previous inhabitants were both smaller and slighter people than me. Not to mention that I was still more than half clad in my armor.
I’d resummoned the legs and boots entirely, as they were far more comfortable than the broken ground for my bare feet as we climbed the stone steps to peer out of the upper floor’s windows.
The island, like most of the Greek ones, was harsh yet beautiful, the bare bones of the world showing through here and there, with only a thin covering of soil to hold the trees and plants.
It made most of the area crap for growing crops, but some plants, like herbs and olives, thrived here, making the islanders’ diets healthier than most. Unlike most of the world, the healthy options of salads and fish were readily available and cheap, while the larger meat animals, like cows, needed far more space to roam.
Goats clambered here and there in the distance, watching us, probably wondering what the weird two-legs were doing in their property.
“It’s beautiful,” Ingrid whispered, silhouette outlined against the sun. She leaned against the wall, hair like spun gold trailing down her shoulder.
“You are,” I agreed, and she shot me a smile, before shrugging, embarrassed, as she looked at herself.
“I’m really not,” she disagreed. “I’m a mess.”
“You’re gorgeous,” I said firmly, taking her in my arms and holding her to my chest. I still felt like crap. My body had purged whatever drugs they’d been using by now, but the damage done was significant. Instead of the healing I needed, I’d prioritized the conversion to storing my nanites.
“What do we do now?” she whispered.
I smiled, reaching up and stroking her hair, realizing suddenly that I’d grown again and had to be close to seven feet tall, judging by the height disparity between us.
“Well, we need some clothes, food, and somewhere safe to plan our next move,” I suggested, a half-formed idea from the past raising its head and making me smile. “So.”
“Yes?”
“How do you feel about casinos?”
“What?”
“Casinos. You know, those shitholes where the house rips everyone off?”
“I know what a casino is, thank you. I mean why do you want to go there? Surely they’ll have a lot of cameras?”
“They will, but I can fix that, and they’ll have a lot of electronic ways to fix the games, making sure the house always wins.”
“And you think you can twist them,” she finished for me, nodding her head.
“I think so, yeah.”
“Okay, but they’ll never let us in anywhere like this?”
“Not a problem,” I said firmly. “All we need to do is get to somewhere with a town. You’re decent, even if your clothes are a bit.”
“Filthy?”
“Shit, I was going to say.” I grinned. “Athena and the others must have felt threatened by you to make you dress like that.”
“They certainly didn’t like me,” she agreed, before cuddling in to my side and sighing. “Okay, so we go to another island. I can go into places, but...”
“But we’ll need money, then clothes, and somewhere safe, followed by a plan. First of all, I can Hack a cash machine, literally, you walk up, pretend to use it, I’ll stay out of sight, and you withdraw as much as you can, then we’ll head off further along to a little village or town get clothes and so on, and find somewhere we can check in without ID, pay cash and we take a little time to figure things out.”
“As long as we’re together, I don’t really care about much else, but...but are my family safe?” she asked me. “If they can’t find us, will they go after them to force us out of hiding? It’s what they do in movies, isn’t it?”
“It is,” I agreed slowly, concern building, before being squashed by determination. “But if they do? They’ll regret it.”
“I know you’re strong.” Ingrid started to say.
“It’s not bravado, Ingrid.” I shook my head. “They spent three years conducting every test they could think of on me, trying to make me stronger, so they could do the same to themselves. What they didn’t realize was...they succeeded. They filled me to the brim with nanites, gave me the chance to upgrade my systems massively, and it was only because I buried myself inside that they couldn’t see the full effect. If they had? They’d have killed me already.”
“Can they? I mean, I know there’s immortal and immortal, but…?” she asked me slowly and I nodded.
“They could, if they tried hard enough, and if I wasn’t fighting back. I can kill them easily, though, as they’ll know by now. I killed at least three of them on the way out, and if they do come back? They’ll be a hell of a lot weaker. I think we’ve probably gained some room while they panic and try to decide what to do.”
“Hans told me about some of his past,” she whispered, “because he’s not really a member of the group. He’s kept on the outside, and after their treatment of you.”
“Yeah?”
“I think he was trying to get the other side, the Blessed, to intervene.”
“How?”
“I don’t know, but he dropped hints that he was close to something, to getting you free somehow, and to just hold on.”
“Well, we’re free now,” I said firmly, my head full of half-formed plans. “And if they come for me again? I’ll rip Athena’s head off and shit down her neck.”
“How did they do it?” she asked me.
I froze, feeling sick again as I shook my head.
“It’s not...good. Fuck, it’s so wrong it’s insane. They knew that they grew in strength with age, and they apparently realized that it’s something to do with being human.”
“So?”
My teeth clenched against the need to vomit. “So they liquified people and fed them to me over and over. I spent three years, or at least a lot of the time when I wasn’t being tortured to death, being force-fed people. I’m a cannibal, and an unwilling one.”
“Oh my god,” she whispered, stepping back and staring at me in horror.
“Yeah, I’m even more of a monster now than I was before.” I grimaced. “The worst thing is, if they realized that the only reason I wasn’t massively overpowered was because I hadn’t integrated the nanites fully? They’d probably start on a massive feeding frenzy.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. I mean, I can only guess, but maybe they realized that the vampires get stronger by feeding on people? Fuck knows, but they were on the right path,” I muttered to her, looking out of the window, searching for any signals or anything to suggest they were tracking us.
“It’s the nanites that the vampires feed on, isn’t it?”
“I think so. Hell, this is all guesswork on my part, but the only reason nobody’s realized they’re nanites so far is because they don’t look like it. I mean, they’re alien versions, and they’ve been in us forever. A small fraction are active, learning, and adjusting to keep us free of disease and so on. They’ve probably been identified as something, named, and ignored, when in reality, they’re alien micro-machinery in us all. Fucking hardly surprising it’s been missed.”
“Okay, right. We can worry about all of this later. We need food, a bath, and clothes,” Ingrid said after a long minute of silence. “We’re not going to get anywhere figuring things out in the next hour, but we need somewhere to sleep and food, so let’s sort that first.”
“Deal,” I said, sighing. “Okay, you get ready. There’s a bigger island about fifteen minutes to the northwest. We’ll stay close to the sea. Hopefully. if anyone sees us...well, we might pass for a boat, at a distance.”
“Rather than a dark angel,” Ingrid whispered, smiling and shaking her head as I blushed, my embarrassment hidden by my helm. “I mean it,” she whispered. “You’re my very own dark angel, sent from who-knows-where to clean up the world.”
“I’m not.” I started.
She shook her head. “There’s a lot of religious discussion in the servants quarters, mainly because how could there not be? We were serving immortals literally every day, and they’ve been around...well...forever. The upshot of it is that if you factor in the existence of your kind into the various religious documents, it reads differently through the lens that it’s about you all.”
“I really don’t think what happened to me was part of a god’s plan,” I said firmly.
“I know you don’t. Hell, neither do I. All I’m saying is that you have to consider it, if there was a divine plan? A force sent to even things out and fix the problems? You’d not be the modern interpretation of it, yeah, but the Old Testament and the older religions, they don’t speak about forgiveness as much as smiting and cleansing by the sword. These religions came from real events that people couldn’t make sense of, so...maybe you’re not the first?”
I froze.
I was all ready to tell her that I wasn’t some angel, that I was just a shitbag who liked kicking people’s teeth in, and that no god that was worth the title would let people like me exist, when that got through.
She wasn’t saying that I was some wonderful person; she was saying that others like me might have given rise to the stories in the past. They might be out there still, or they might have died long since. Or fuck, who knew, they might have moved on, or been why the facilities were trashed.
Either way, it was something to think about.
We’d walked back downstairs and out onto the cleared courtyard while we talked, and I took a deep breath as she stepped back, watching as the nanites swarmed up from my skin, coating me in armor.
When it was done, and my wings were unfurled, beating slowly, she stepped in, smiling nervously, as I picked her up in a princess carry.
“Ready?” I asked.
Ingrid took a deep breath and snuggled in as close as she could against my breastplate, ready for the cold but still grinning like a lunatic over what I was about to do.
I crouched, the gravity inverter activating as I leapt upwards, wings beating hard and sending us into the sky.
The air rushing past felt glorious, and I flipped over, extending my wings wide, gliding down as we approached the trees, then flashing out across the bay and out to sea.
I could feel the instability, the basically unskilled aspect of the flight, and hoped she couldn’t. The sad truth was that my wings were giving a boost to the power and direction of our flight, while the gravity invertor was keeping us up.
With the drain on the batteries, the massive power expenditure, I couldn’t keep this up for long, but...I could do it long enough to get us there, then I’d let the Power Cell recharge slightly before our next flight.
Then I really needed to learn to goddamn fly.
Ten minutes later, I was mentally cursing the damn world, as I saw just how many damn ships, boats, and fuck knew what else lay in the channel and harbor around the town I’d been planning on hitting.
There was no way we could get close enough, not without flying miles and miles out of the way, and then walking in...or waiting until tonight, maybe?
But then the damn shops would all be closed, and we were back to square one, unless...
I started paying more attention to the ships, and the bigger boats. I looked down at Ingrid. She was freezing—well, she was clearly damn cold. The breeze at the speed we were flying was enough to do that, let alone the fact that she was malnourished, exhausted, and more.
That, however, gave me a brilliant idea, and one that might let us get ahead of any pursuit.
I altered course, wincing as I closed on a large luxury yacht, one that had nobody alive aboard.
“Hold on!” I called to her, barely able to be heard above the scream of the wind as I pulled up, frantically beating my wings and pushing back hard with the gravity invertor.
The water all around us...well, we stopped. For about a quarter of a second.
I’d not considered the power of the inverter and the wings combined, not really.
We shot upwards, a massive blast of water rising behind us as the overpressure cratered the back of the yacht. It looked like the fist of an angry god had hit it, and it was starting to sink even as we rocketed upwards, like seriously up!
I saw a jet liner half a mile ahead twist to try and avoid us. The speed, the sudden appearance, and all the rest?
We must have looked like a missile, judging from the way they were frantically turning. I flipped over, beating my wings in the opposite direction, going from vertical to horizontal, even as we passed over the island, still increasing in speed.
Ingrid huddled in closer, shaking, and I knew I couldn’t keep this up, not for long, and certainly not for her. Hell, she’d go into shock soon. She was already having trouble breathing with the speed we were going and the lower oxygen content, so I started to glide lower, cutting the power to the inverter gradually and using my wings more and more as I focused on the islands ahead, zooming in and scouring them for what I needed. It was late in the season, fortunately, which meant the tourists were mostly gone, and a lot of the idle rich, like Lars, had moored their boats up for the winter.
While it took a few more minutes to spot what I needed, it was still there.




Chapter Two



I dipped us down, holding Ingrid close as she shivered, and I called that we were nearly there.
A few minutes later, I tried it again, having located the best candidate that I could. I swooped in from the sun, dipping low to skim above the water, slowly building the inverter’s effect until...
I pulled up, wings beating gently, then furled them, dropping onto the stern of the ship, causing it to dip and roll before the stabilizers caught the motion and corrected.
I carried her to the small door quickly, and half tore it off the hinges in my efforts to open it for her, even as she stumbled forwards from my arms, shaking and coughing.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
She nodded, despite shaking like she was going into shock.
I pulled back my armor as much as I could and wrapped my arms around her, wincing as I felt her icy cold flesh and seeing the blue tinge to her lips.
“Shit!” I cursed before dipping and picking her up, carrying her back out into the sun and down to the lowest part of the deck. “We need to warm you up,” I told her.
She nodded, arms still tight around herself, as I knelt by the edge of the water. “It’s the Med, so it’s warm. Are you ready?” I asked her, and she nodded again silently.
I took one hand and lowered her gently into the water, unwilling to trust to her to swim, and I was right to, considering how desperately she clung to me.
“S-s-s-s-so c-c-c-cold,” she stuttered.
“I’m sorry, I’m still learning,” I explained. “I pushed too hard, and well...we were over the island before I knew it. I needed to find us somewhere to stop before we dropped.”
“I...I...I...know,” she whispered. “Is...okay.”
She was shaking still, but less so, thankfully. We’d only been in the real cold for a few minutes, and she was recovering quickly, but still, I felt terrible.
I pulled her out after a minute and carried her back inside, closing the door and wrapping her in some towels I found in a cupboard.
“I...I thought...we…” she started to say.
I nodded, moving around the small central cabin, pulling open doors and more before finding the galley and ducking inside, making coffee as I called back to her in response.
“I know; I’m sorry. I didn’t think you could hear me, and rather than land to discuss it, I took the first chance I could see. Basically, the other yacht was a better target than this, but still, there were too many boats and people around the last town. The others I could see were all either too big or too small for our needs.” I gathered up everything I’d need, quickly raiding the cupboards and bringing it all back to her. She fell on the biscuits and chocolate, eating quickly as I passed her a full-sugar can of soda before I vanished back to the galley for more and to pour the coffee.
“You were right that what we needed, ideally, was food, clothes, and to get a shower. Everything else is much more achievable once we have those addressed, and yachts have everything we need, I figured.”
“Yeah, as long as the owners don’t come back,” she whispered, wrapping her fingers around the steaming cup of coffee I handed her, closing her eyes and breathing in the warmth and aroma.
“If they do, I can get us out of here,” I assured her, crouching down in front of her and putting my hands on her thighs and rubbing gently, drying her as she drank her coffee and smiled at me.
“I’m fine,” she whispered, leaning down and kissing my visor. “But I’ll be a lot happier when I can get you out of that armor!”
“Yeah, baby…” I said automatically.
She laughed, reaching up and flicking my visor. “You wish!” she scolded. “You’re getting nowhere near me like that until we’ve both had a shower, and I’ve had a chance to tidy myself up. I’m a mess, I smell, and I’ve not had a razor in months, let alone nice clothes.”
“I don’t care about any of that,” I started to say, and she smiled, reaching out to put a hand over the front of my visor.
“I do,” she said honestly. “Seriously, a little self-care makes a hell of a difference, and we have the rest of our lives to play. I need a shower and a change of clothes.”
“Go on.” I gestured down the steps towards the main cabin. “There’s a shower in there at least, so probably some clothes. I’ll keep watch.”
I didn’t have to tell her twice, and she was up and moving past me, pausing in the doorway to look back at me hesitantly.
“You’ll be here when I come out?” she asked.
“I will,” I confirmed, grinning inside my helm, even though she couldn’t see it. “I could—”
“Nope! You stay out here and watch for anyone coming back. I don’t need an audience!”
“Shame.” I muttered, catching the hint of a smile as she closed the door firmly.
I moved up and looked around, making sure nobody was incoming, then I started to work, hacking the boat’s systems. I found a small alarm that I’d triggered when I broke the door, and that had started the cameras up, but the system they were connected to, that should have then broadcast it all...was dead.
The daft fuckers hadn’t charged it in who knew how long, and I couldn’t help but grin at our luck. I’d been too concerned over Ingrid to worry about it, simply making sure it wasn’t electrically active when we landed and that there were no life signs aboard.
I paused, examining that thought.
Life signs...
I’d known there weren’t any.
I searched through the helm’s inbuilt capacities, finding that, at some point, it’d been added, though I had no clue how or when.
I had dozens of notifications waiting. Picking up Ingrid’s half-drunk coffee and unwrapping a chocolate biscuit, I sat on the edge of a seat as I pulled the screens up. I managed to force the helm to slide back enough to expose my mouth.
The first few were dealing with status conditions, dozens of them, telling me about conditions that had been inflicted.
They were amalgamated from seemingly hundreds of other notifications, and they literally listed injuries in their thousands, from abrasions to lacerations to flaying, fractures, to having the bones literally ground to dust.
I couldn’t read them, not all of them; the vast list of damages done to me were horrific. It would take entire hours to read them all, and I remembered only fragments. It had been done originally to achieve a benchmark, to see how strong and resilient I was, as well as how I’d respond and how quickly I’d recover.
It was barbaric, but I could understand it, in the end. If we were truly immortal, then we’d recover, no matter what was done, provided they didn’t take the final steps that they’d identified as being lethal to all life, such as burning me to a literal crisp and grinding me to dust, et cetera.
The Council had stepped in when the original scientist had refused to continue, and Athena had allowed the second, much more vicious tests to begin.
I vaguely remembered them asking me for my confirmation that I accepted them doing this “for science,” all the while knowing that they damn well knew that Athena was threatening my friends.
They’d clearly felt bad enough about it that they’d attached the two-year limit, and that they couldn’t do things like deliberately expose me to things that would permanently destroy me, like gamma radiation.
Then they’d left me to deal with it.
Normally, I’d be putting those fuckers on “the list” and be planning on visiting them later to discuss it, but...they’d made sure that Ingrid and the others, Hans included, were safe, and they’d made sure that Hans was the one to report to them about her treatment, making it that much harder for Athena to fuck around.
The other reason I wasn’t doing that—well, that was the next prompt.
Congratulations!
Through excessive and prolonged exposure to numerous different methods, as well as torture identified to be capable of breaking your consciousness, you have gained the following increases:
	Body: 3.2




	Reactions: 1.9




	IQ: 2.3




	Nimbleness: 0.7




	Dexterity: 0.8




	Karmic Luck: 5.1




	Perception: 1.2




	Control: 0.1




	Cybernetics: 0




	Resonance: 0







I pulled up the stats screen and grunted as I read over the changes. Shit, it was like I was a whole different level of being, yet still, I was only a “Lambda” level of threat, or a rank eleven, as my mind automatically identified me.
 
	Identifier: Biological Weapon Variant # 113782491603


	Species: Human

	Nanites available: 62,943


	Threat Level: LAMBDA

	Corrupted Nanites: 128,211


	
	Weaponized Nanites: 1,500,000


	Stat

	Current points

	Description

	Effect

	Cost to Upgrade


	Body

	4.7

	Physical strength and capacity to absorb damage

	+37 resistance to damage

	470k


	Reactions

	3.9

	Mental and physical reactions

	Time Dilation= 3.9*3.2*10=124.8+50%= 187.2 seconds

	390k


	IQ

	3.8

	Intelligence and the capability to utilize it in the real world

	+28 to Assimilation of new technologies and capabilities

	380k


	Nimbleness

	2.0

	The capacity to utilize tools, weapons and small devices

	+10 to success with devices

	200k


	Dexterity

	2.6

	The ability to dodge and utilize larger items/devices

	+16 chance to dodge

	210k


	Karmic Luck

	6.4

	The likelihood of an action to spawn an adverse/positive reaction

	+54 chance to gain a favorable outcome in games of chance

	6.40m


	Perception

	3.2

	The ability to differentiate between details and spot threats at a distance

	+22 likelihood to spot concealed items, details or traps – see Reactions

	320k


	Control

	2

	The ability to control external systems

	
	200k


	Cybernetics

	3

	Integration of Cybernetic and Biogenetic augmentations and how likely they are to work.

	
	300k


	Resonance

	4

	The capacity to use and integrate devices that require elemental resonances

	
	400k


	
	
	
	
	
	



I’d leapt up ridiculously. Hell, that massive cockwomble Shamal had been an Epsilon threat, which I converted mentally to a Five, still not knowing how or why.
I’d basically leapt up the ranks from the level I’d been, in three years, to the point I’d actually have a chance against him. Yeah, I’d probably get my arse handed to me, but if I was to kill some of the lower-ranking dickbags first?
I could still leap up the ranks.
The real issue was that, when I’d leapt up the ranks as far as I had already? The costs had massively increased as well.
Hell, to increase my Control, which was a definite priority? Two hundred thousand points.
That was the same cost as my chest piece!
That was just Control, as well. Hell, my Karmic Luck? Nearly six and a half million.
That was more than I could physically store.
I shook myself, standing and looking around again, checking all the windows to make sure we were still secure before returning to the seat and sipping the coffee. Pulling up the next one, I shuddered at the memories of the damage it’d taken to get me to this level.
Quest Completed: Escape! Rescue, Kill
You have escaped from the secure fortress of Variant #30312603122, terminating several opposing BWVs with extreme prejudice, while exiting.
Bonus! On exiting the fortress, you did sufficient damage that it is now classed as “nonfunctional,” gaining 1 additional WAR point.
	+3 WAR points




	+1 Weapon Skill




	+ 100,000 Corrupted Nanites Gained







I checked, seeing that my nanites hadn’t gone up, so they must have been some of the ones I already had in my list.
Quest Completed: Rescue/Kill
You have rescued Support Variant #113162846249 from the secure fortress of Variant #30312603122, terminating several opposing BWVs with extreme prejudice, while exiting.
	+2 WAR point




	+1 SUPPORT Point







That was five damn WAR points and a single SUPPORT point, as well as a Weapon Point, whatever the hell that was, which unlocked an entire new tree, and what a goddamn tree it was.
Each of the three new options screamed that I needed them, as there were just so many possibilities, primarily because as a support tree? They weren’t bound to me.
The data that unlocked as I opened it let me know that I could use them to create things that others could use!
It was split down into Augmentation, Creation, and Repair, and they were both as simple and as wide-ranging as those names suggested.
I could create an item, like my armor, for Ingrid. I could take that armor and augment it, or something else, like this boat, or I could repair things.
That last one seemed less useful than the others at first glance, until you considered that the nanite system viewed us as biological machines. That meant that it wasn’t going to name it as my sensibilities directed, and that meant Repair translated as Healer.
There was a goddamn healing class.
That meant that I could...I selected it, dropping the point straight into it. Regardless of the rest, that was needed. I could literally save her life, and fuck anything else.
I’d not pick something daft then spend the rest of my life regretting not taking it when I could.
I confirmed the point, not even interested in the five WAR points I still had, not yet, and the world exploded.
Pain!
Pain racing down my nerves, through my brain, throughout my body as specialized ports were adjusted, as data unfurled, identifying all the creatures and mechanical systems I was likely to come into contact with, then adjusting for basic diagnostics and repair.
It seemed like forever before I was blinking again, looking down at the blood on the deck between my hands.
The world seemed to roll back in, sounds, the motion of the boat, the calls of...the calls of someone nearby.
I blinked and looked up. A pair of teenagers in a rubber dinghy were staring through the window at me and calling someone on the phone.
I reached out automatically, hacking the phone, cutting off the call just as they started to describe me and my armor, as well as deleting the photo they’d taken.
I killed the phone then, flicking across to the second one, a younger brunette companion to the first, checking their phone and deleting their photos of me as well. Then I killed the phone before staggering to my feet and retreating down to the cabin. I found Ingrid just leaving the shower, wrapped in a towel and covered in bruises, but looking stunning despite the mistreatment.
I saw the injuries, checking them over in a split second, characterizing them by severity, skin contusions, abrasions, mild malnutrition and more, all resulting in a 6.745 percent loss in productivity.
I blinked, shaking my head, knowing I could heal her in less than a minute, and nodding to myself.
“What’s happened?” she asked, midway through toweling her hair dry as she paused.
“We’ve got two kids in a dinghy outside,” I explained.
“Oh shit. Wait, I thought you were watching—”
“I was, then I activated a nanite upgrade, and the data download fried my brain. I just came to and they were there. I cut their calls off and killed the cell phones. Now, we just need to escape.”
“It’s that easy?” she asked.
I shrugged. “It comes down to manageable risk. I can literally tear the roof off this tin can and fly us away, no difficulty, or...”
“I like or.”
“We can start the boat up and flee out to sea a bit. That gives you the chance to finish getting dressed, then we remove any evidence and fly away.”
“I’m getting dressed regardless,” she said firmly. “I am not flashing the entirety of Greece as we fly over it.”
“Spoilsport.” I grinned, and she pointed to the door behind me.
“Out, go on, no pausing for a sneaky ogle at my tits. Go!”
“I wasn’t planning on being sneaky,” I complained, grinning at her. “I was just going to stand and admire, maybe a little play.”
“GO!”
“You’re no fun.”
I strode back up and reached out, my nanites flowing over the pool of blood then across the rest of the room like a crawling blanket, stripping any DNA they found away as I examined the boat’s controls.
It was simple enough. Twin engines, a rudder, forward and back, speed indicators, engine temperature, and more.
“Fuck it,” I muttered, spreading the nanites across the windows so they couldn’t see in, while I could still see out.
I started the engine and glanced out at them, seeing the shock on their faces and the way that one of them looked at the keys in her hand.
I grinned, not needing them as I gunned the engines, pulling away slowly, then building speed as they tried to follow in the small rubber craft.
It wasn’t fast enough. Hell, it wasn’t rated for the waves that our passage tossed up. They quickly fell behind as Ingrid came up a few minutes later, blinking in the darkness of the cabin.
“Steve?” she called hesitantly.
“Sorry,” I said, pulling the nanites back and making her blink in the suddenly revealed sun. “I didn’t want them to realize what I was doing until it was too late.”
“Okay, so what’s the plan?” she asked.
I couldn’t help but smile. “Well, two things. We’ll get a little farther out, then once nobody can see us, we’ll fly, so get a coat or whatever and take over here for a minute, okay? I’ll go and remove any DNA down there.”
“Okay, and?”
“Well, the data dump I endured, it was so that I had access to a specific set of sub-systems.”
“Right?”
“I can heal,” I said simply, not really knowing what else I should say.
“Right? Well, I’ve seen you heal yourself—”
“I mean I can heal you.”
“I don’t understand?”
“Your bruises, all of it? I can heal it all. Get you back to a hundred percent. Can I do it?” I asked.
She hesitated, before nodding, slowly.
“It’s safe, I promise,” I said.
She sat in the nearby seat, looking up at me, before quirking her lips in a small smile. “If this is where you tell me I just have to suck your cock to get the magic healing juice out.”
“Ha!” I barked, shaking my head. “No, it’s fine.” Then, unable to help myself, I went on. “You just need to strip off and bend over.”
“Yeah, I bet! Then you ask me if I can feel your finger, and you hold up both hands shouting, ‘look, no hands.’” She held her hands up and did a jazz-hands wave, grinning at me, and we both laughed.
“Seriously, though,” I said after a second. “I’ll understand if you don’t want me to.”
“I trust you,” she said, offering her hand. I examined it, seeing the aches she must have been putting up with from a half-healed, half-crooked break, one that was around six months old.
I sensed it and more, the inherent weaknesses on the muscles that surrounded it, then the damage that overcompensating had wrought on the wrist and forearm muscles. I focused, and a small stream of nanites flowed up from my skin, and then across to hers, sections breaking off as they grouped here and there, before spreading onwards.
More and more nanites spread out, grouping over her body in a hundred places as the diagnostic continued. I grew increasingly concerned seeing the massive list of issues that sprang up.
I started going through them one-by-one and let out a long sigh of relief.
“What’s wrong?” she asked, looking down at all the nanites pooling around her body.
“I got it wrong,” I admitted.
“That’s really not something a girl wants to hear when you’re about to drive a billion tiny machines into her!” she pointed out in as even as voice as she could.
“I know, sorry. I meant I gave them orders to examine and assess your body for issues, and this is what they found.” I pulled a tablet that was sat on the side over and connected to it, overriding it easily and showing what I could see.
Her body filled the screen, allowing her to zoom in to any detail she wanted, or out, and select the various issues.
There was everything on there, and I mean everything.
She’d apparently caught herself with the razor when getting rid of hair, and that was mentioned along with a dozen other things of that nature, utterly minor things that neither I, nor anyone else would ever have noticed: a scratch here, an ache there.
A small area on the inside of her left arm where a mole always caught if she wore something tight, a damn eyelash that was at a slightly uncomfortable angle...
The nanites had searched for any errors from her genetic ideal, not knowing I expected the bruises to be the target, because subconsciously, I just wanted her to be perfectly healthy.
Then we both saw the flashing red details at the same time.
A small nest of cancerous cells, deep in the fatty tissue beneath her left breast, close to the base, and deep enough that, despite my most ardent of attentions, I’d probably have missed feeling it.
I tagged that, and she nodded, taking control and skimming through a dozen things, cutting some from the list, and approving others. A tiny scar on her left eyebrow was kept; a mole under her lip went. I saw her picking up speed, working through the list, as I checked the surrounding area, making sure we were far enough from any witnesses, before asking if she wanted to finish this later.
“No, I want to do it now, before I lose my nerve,” she said quickly, then nodded. “Okay, do it.”
“It’ll hurt,” I warned her. “But once it’s done, it’ll all be better.”
“I know. I’m ready.”
I nodded, making sure we were going straight, then left the controls, moving to her side and reaching out approving the list she’d done, and giving the go command.
I had split second in which I realized I’d forgotten to mention a really important detail, and then she was screaming as the nanites burrowed their way into her, stripping out cells and rebuilding with the speed of a drunken rhino.
I’d told her that the damn thing was going to hurt like a bitch, but there was a massive difference between knowing and knowing. The damn nanites had no concept of pain, and while I’d gotten used to that, poor Ingrid had never had to know, or understand it, until now.
I crouched down, holding her, stroking her brow and whispering to her that it was going to be okay, as long minutes passed while she screamed herself hoarse.
It was less than five minutes before it was all over, but it had felt like far longer. Hearing the woman that I loved screaming as my nanites tore her apart and rebuilt her? That was something that would stay with me forever.
When the spasms, the screaming, and gods help me, the blood, had all finished filling the air, Ingrid lay there, wild-eyed, blinking tears away and shaking in remembered pain.
“No,” she whispered slowly shaking her head. “No, I’m not goddamn ready!”
“I know—”
“No, you don’t! That was horrible! Never, never do that again. I don’t care if I’m dying. Please, never do that again!” she whispered, her fingers clutching at her arms as she searched for damage, coming away bloody but intact, even as she frowned in disbelief. “It’s not possible,” she whispered, and I held her to me.
“I’m sorry,” I said into her hair, feeling the heavy silken texture of it as I closed my eyes, as well as the sticky blood that had just rendered the entire point of us using this yacht moot. We both needed fresh showers again. Goddamn it. “I’m sorry, but I’ll not promise that. Stop for a second. Ignore what just happened and concentrate on how you feel right now.”
“I—I.”
“Stop. Focus on me, on my words and my breathing. Come on, in...and out. In...and out.”
We spent another minute like that, just breathing as she calmed down and got control again, before she finally pushed free of me and clambered onto the nearest bench seat. I stayed sat cross-legged on the floor as she sat on the edge of the seat, knees pressed together, hunched forwards, with her fingers interlaced as she held onto her legs and let her hair fall forward to cover her face, breathing deeply and getting control of herself again.
“I could feel them,” she said after another minute. “The nanites. I could feel then tearing through me, and I felt...something...in me respond to them. It was like there was a wall, and they were outside, and for a half-second, I thought it was going to be okay, and the nanites would stop. Then the wall dissolved, and they were everywhere. I couldn’t stop them. I had no control over them at all, and...and—” She broke off, shaking her head. “It was horrible.”
“I know,” I started to say, and she lifted her head to glare at me.
“No! No, you don’t. You were in control; I wasn’t!” she snapped, and I forced a wry smile.
“Not the first time, I wasn’t,” I reminded her. “For about a day and a half, I was held in place by a collection of straps as the medical systems stripped me to the bones and rebuilt. When I said that I’d not want you to go through what I did? How long do you think that took? To you, I mean?”
“An hour, two?” she replied slowly, her right hand coming up to cover her mouth as she realized what I’d gone through.
“Four minutes, forty-three seconds,” I told her sadly. “And I’d never had done so much, if not for the cancerous cells.”
“The...did you get them?” she asked, her eyes flying wide at the memory of what I’d found.
“Yeah,” I confirmed with a faint smile. “Look, I know you’re hesitant right now, but try standing.” I stood, glancing out of the front window and seeing the empty ocean ahead, before turning back to her and offering my hand.
She took it and stood carefully, moving slowly as she tested her body, looking for the aches and pains, the bruises, the damage, and the general little twinges that come as you grow up.
After a minute, she was doing squats and lunges, her eyes wide in shock, and a smile playing at the edges of her lips.
“I feel...amazing,” she admitted.
“Good! Okay, we need to leave here. They’ll be looking for the yacht soon. I’ll strip the DNA and evidence we were here from the room. You want to go and take another shower?”
“I...yeah. Yeah I’m going to do that,” she said after a glare at the state of her clothes. “One question. The nanites you used on...in me?
“Yeah?” I asked, moving to the controls and looking out of the windows, making sure there was nobody in sight, or at least nobody close by.
“What happened to them?”
“They...I don’t know,” I admitted, turning back to her and examining her. “You...you’ve gained a few thousand more nanites, all Attuned, so they’re working to keep you healthy, rather than the corrupted ones that basically just float around and do fuck all, but nowhere near enough to count for the amount I lost. Maybe ten percent or so you’ve kept?” I guessed. “I think they were broken down in you to fuel the repairs.”
“Okay, because not knowing? That’s kinda freaking me out right now,” she said.
“Okay, come here,” I said, frowning and stepping close, then using the diagnostic capacity, searching her body and quickly locating a few of the more injured places, finding the that the nanites had essentially converted themselves into the required forms to repair her, replacing the damaged sections with perfect replicas.
“They’re in you,” I said after a minute. “They broke themselves down and became the new cells you needed. That’s it. They’re no longer nanites; now they’re literally flesh and blood. Part of you.”
“You’re sure?”
“Very,” I confirmed, nodding, before dismissing the data and smiling at her. “Seriously, I know it’s a little freaky, thinking about them inside you, but they’ve always been there in everyone.”
“Thanks,” she whispered, stepping up and kissing my half-exposed cheek. “I...thank you for everything.”
“Anytime,” I said, reaching out and wrapping one arm around her shoulders and pulling her in close, kissing the top of her head.
“Right, I’m showering and getting changed, again. God, I’m glad the woman who used the main cabin is near my size,” she said with a little laugh before breaking free and heading from sight.
I nodded, already returning to watching the sea and pulling up maps of the area as I spread nanites out in a wave over the walls and floor, consuming the DNA, the blood, everything.
It cost me another four thousand and change, but it was worth it, as the other option was to sink the boat, and that seemed like a bit of a shitty thing to do, considering we’d already stolen enough from them, after all.
By the time I finished the main areas, Ingrid was walking back up onto the main deck, dressed this time in designer jeans, a simple black silk top, and knee-length boots.
She was also carrying a long coat and had a jumper and slouch hat in her hands, clearly planning on wrapping up tight before we took off.
“Do you want me to watch over while you clean the rest?” she asked.
I nodded, unable to shake the smile at the sight of her.
She was suffering from malnourishment still. Her hair was wet and uncut, clearly having been most recently hacked off with a blade rather than designer hair dressers. She was haggard and tired-looking, not to mention more than a little in shock over everything that had happened to her. Her skin was the pale that suggested she was exhausted, rather than her normal, healthy Nordic pale.
Despite all of it, she was without a doubt the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.
She put the “plastic fantastic” crew to shame with her genuine smile and beauty and all the rest by far with her intelligence and integrity.
She’d given up three years of her life to follow me after only knowing me a few weeks, if that, and I couldn’t decide if I thought she was insane and should have moved on...or if I should be on my knees offering thanks to every god I’d ever heard of.
I stepped back, letting her take my place, then pointed out the controls and the boats that I’d picked out in the distance.
“Okay, I’ve got this,” she said firmly, standing straight and giving the controls an experimental wiggle.
“Angle us around slowly to the south. We were last seen heading east by southeast. I know it won’t gain us much time, but they’ll not be able to find us by any signals from here, so it’s all down to radar, and that gives us a chance.”
I paused, then muttered “fuck it” under my breath, and stepped back in, wrapping my arms around her from behind and leaning down.
I was still clad in my armor. Hell, because I couldn’t retract the chest, helm or backpiece currently, I’d actually resummoned the rest, but I banished the arms, wanting to feel the realness of her as I held her.
I rested the side of my helm against her head and closed my eyes, just holding her for long seconds until she turned and clung to me.
I focused and sent a long stream of nanites down and into the room below, searching it and stripping the DNA she’d left behind, even as I clung to her, enjoying the peace and privacy.
“Do you like the boat?” I asked her after a while, and she sniffed and nodded.
“Yeah. Yeah, I do. It feels safe, even though I know it isn’t,” she admitted.
“Do you want one?”
“Yeah. Yeah, I do.”
“Then let’s go fuck up a casino or two,” I suggested with a wink, getting a smile and a nod as I retracted the tentacle from the now-cleansed room, and I straightened. “Better get dressed, then.” I nodded at the clothes. “I’ve managed to store up enough power for about two hours of flight time, and that’s enough to get us to a little town called Milies...I think.”
“What’s there?” she asked as I opened the doors and stepped out onto the rear deck.
“Bugger all, really,” I replied, “but on the way to it, we’ll pass over a half dozen little towns and villages. We can hit the cash points, then continue. By the time we make it to Milies, I’ll have completed enough of the change that I should be able to retract the armor fully. Then we go to the town’s railway and book tickets to civilization.”
“Because we won’t stand out coming in from a tiny town in the middle of nowhere.” Ingrid gave a thoughtful nod.
“Yes, but also, it gives us some time to think, to plan, and well...I always wanted to do one of those long journeys across the continent by train, seeing all the different sights.”
“You mean the Orient Express?” she asked, frowning. “Have you ever used the trains in Greece?”
“No, why?”
“Let’s just say the experience you’re thinking of and the one you’re going to get? Yeah…” She laughed.
“This isn’t going to be luxury, is it?”
“Nope.”




Chapter Three



Three hours later, my ass bouncing on the uncomfortable wooden seats of the “Night Express” while Ingrid stretched out, head in my lap, I was bitterly cursing my stupidity.
When the train had been there on our arrival, I’d been overjoyed, paying the fee as the confused late-night attendant shrugged and waved us aboard, neither asking for nor receiving any kind of explanation or ID.
Once I’d gotten inside, though, my heart dropped.
The train that was used for this late-night service was clearly the boneshaker, the train that was kept running only because they might as well get some more money out of it until it died, but when it did?
The service would be axed.
The seats were literally wooden panels, the cushions worn away sometime in the last seventy years, and the rest of it? The walls looked to be held together by a combination of bubblegum, hot glue, and posters proclaiming that “now was the time to act to save the train.” Judging from the design of the posters, the most recent “now” was in the mid-eighties.
I literally bounced my way to a numb ass, cursing myself again. They might not have paid us much attention, but the sudden vanishing of the only two idiot foreigners on the train would certainly make us more memorable.
I checked to make sure there was nobody about to notice, then I lifted Ingrid gently and summoned the back half of my leg and waist armor then lowered her again. I managed not to wake her as the numb sensation of the wooden bench pounding my arse like a sailor on leave vanished abruptly.
I looked out of the window, watching as the occasional glimpse of the starlit sky showed through the concealing canopy of the trees and the tiny villages and towns flew by.
I managed to hold out for two hours of the six that it was going to take, but eventually I gave in and pulled up my screens, letting myself be distracted from the beauty in my lap, the heat and humidity, and the occasional little bastard mosquito that tried its luck.
After the first three bites, I’d summoned the rest of my armor. This compartment literally was just the two of us after all, and I amused myself with the mental image of the little sods trying to hammer their noses straight after trying to bite through my armor.
I also, admittedly, was looking at the screens to distract from other more carnal thoughts. It’d been a while, after all, and we were the only ones in the compartment...and Ingrid had her head literally in my lap as we bounded along.
Considering the bouncing we were already doing, it’d be an absolute-minimum-effort thing as well; we could literally slip it in and bounce along in time to the train’s motion.
But...I needed to not think with the little head. She’d been through a terrible situation. Hell, I’d been tortured to death a hundred times, and she’d had to watch that happen.
I read the first notes again and nodded in satisfaction at the new quest I’d received, one that I’d not even noticed arrive.
Quest Uncovered!
Evolving Quest discovered: Do No Harm level 1
The local Support Class is deteriorating due to mismanagement and poor quality control on their systems. Repair 10 Biological Support Variants to receive the following Reward:
	+1 SUPPORT Point




	+1 ESPIONAGE Point




	+Access to level 2 of the Evolving Quest







I read it slowly, considering the possibilities, thinking about the various things I’d sensed in the Support class. Another point in the right area in there could allow me to construct external structures, or change them at least, and...
I almost facepalmed myself as a sudden realization filled my mind. Hospitals.
I could use my nanites in a damn hospital and save people. I could literally power-level this skill in a hospital. Yeah, okay, admittedly, I had a limited number of nanites, and healing Ingrid had cost me more than ten thousand, but...I could impose a “tax” on those I saved, couldn’t I? Offset the cost by draining them of some of...
No. That way they would know too much, and they’d talk, even with the best will in the world.
But Athens was the nearest city, and it was a big one.
Big cities had to have a lot of crime, and especially when the unemployment was as bad as it was there.
I could play the part of a healer. Hell, with the big wings and shit, I could probably prey on the religious beliefs here, and the recently dead? Their nanites might be active long enough to drain.
It was macabre, but hey, shit happened and it wasn’t like I was planning on...liquifying them and feeding on it.
Damn, that still freaked me out.
I swallowed and moved on. I needed to gain points to spend on upgrades to be able to keep Ingrid and I safe, and to do that, I needed quests.
I’d thought that my quests were all based around combat, but this new one proved that I could get them other ways, so...
It was time for Ingrid and me to have a little downtime in a major city. I grinned at that thought, knowing that, with their determination to keep hidden, nobody would dare attack us out in the open. And hell, maybe I could find a way to passively cloak us both?
Before I could lose myself in fantasies of walking the streets of Athens with the woman I loved, pizza dates and gelato, not to mention fantastically dirty sex, screwing atop the Acropolis and so on, I made myself pull up the upgrade options.
I had five WAR points to spend, after all, and it was time to go shopping.
If I was to survive, under the radar, in Athens, then the way I’d been living so far wasn’t going to cut it.
I needed to blend in, to be unremarkable. Well, as much as a seven-foot-tall brick shithouse of a guy could be with a stunning blonde girlfriend.
I needed to be able to disappear, and I needed to be able to use my HACK skills more effectively.
That meant, as much as I’d rather be investing in the ASSAULT tree, planning for when I ran into Athena and the rest, right now, I needed to invest in either ASSASSIN or THIEF.
I looked over both trees slowly, my mind open to the weird little hints and feelings I always got from the system as I went.
I toyed with a few in the ASSASSIN tree, notably the armor upgrades, the CONCEAL tree, and...ELIMINATE.
I pulled the details up for ELIMINATE, cursing myself when I realized I’d probably wasted the point that I invested in there oh so long ago.
It was a death blow. Yeah, Trauma Burst wasn’t exactly a friendly fucking name to start with, and it caused me to leave a thin smearing of nanites inside my victim that would then detonate, doing a horrific amount of damage, but since I’d evolved as far as I had, it seemed pointless.
Worse, it seemed wasteful. Not just the point I’d left there, but the damn loss of the nanites, both the ones I had to trigger for the burst, and the damn victim’s nanites, because unless I had plenty of time to recover them from, let’s face it, the walls and fuckin’ ceiling, if I set a bomb off in them, it was a sheer waste.
I pulled back from that, even though I knew there were more options to specialize with further down the path.
No, what I needed for now was an entirely different way to play the game.
I remembered discussions around the best builds between the ex and her mates for games like the old Scrolls series and more. Terms like “glass cannon” suddenly made more sense, and “jack of all trades.” I sighed.
The way to massive, overwhelming power was undoubtably the glass cannon path, but that wasn’t me.
I was too scatterbrained, too determined to do it all, and besides, without a damn team behind me, I had to be able to do it all, so fuck it. I sank another point into Conceal, knowing it made me even harder to detect for anyone and everything. Then I took my remaining four points and opened the tree I’d barely looked at so far, all the while wanting to spend the points elsewhere.
I needed SUPPORT or HACK points, but without those available? Well. It was time to make the most of the synergistic talents instead.
Taking THIEF meant I was greeted with three choices, in what seemed to be the standard layout. ASSESS was simple enough, ranging from casing the joint and searching for weak points of entry, to how valuable something was, and all the way to...to identifying secured areas.
“Bingo,” I whispered, knowing damn well that would massively speed up my HACK and various Command and Control sessions with enemy tech, or hell, bank systems. I chose that one straight away, then moved back to the other two.
ESCAPE basically did what it said on the tin, with three paths available under it. Overdrive was an adrenaline shot, or more accurately, a pint of espresso made using amphetamines instead of sugar and an energy drink instead of water. It’d give me a ten-second boost in which I could move like greased lightning.
I was tempted by that. Seriously so, especially because it didn’t have to be used to run. If I was in my slowed time state, I could activate that and become a seriously lethal motherfucker.
The second path was a flashbang and smokescreen mix. Literally, it’d upgrade my armor. No idea what the option would have been if I didn’t have the armor, but hey, it’d upgrade it to release a powerful blast of smoke, light, and noise, in the levels that would cause permanent damage to a human who was too close.
The final option was a slightly different take on the distraction tactics in that it would focus on a disposable illusion made of nanites that I could trigger.
I mean, at this level it was crap. It would literally stand wherever I ordered it constructed and would crumble once it was touched, costing me fifty thousand nanites a time as well, but...
But it could be good further on.
I had the impression of the avatar being recoverable, and even being able to be upgraded to a level that the bugger could fight and perform complex tasks later.
It could be a literal lifesaver.
Plunder, the third option under THIEF, was a different story entirely.
It seemed to be the more traditional thieving skill tree, in that it helped with larceny in every form. It’d massively improve my dexterity in sleight of hand, making pickpocketing much easier, improve my speed in secure systems. And, with my massively increased Karmic Luck, it would help me to, basically, be a lucky fuck when I was thieving.
I had no idea how that would actually manifest, but fuck it, it sounded usable.
I had two points to spend, and as always, I wanted everything.
I took a few seconds to think, not least because I needed to have a plan for the future, and that changed every time I had a damn nap these days.
I was tempted to go back to ASSESS; taking the first point in it would have opened further specialization options. But PLUNDER was calling my name, and I decided to go on instinct there.
I had a split second where I wondered what I’d have become by now if I went all-out with just the ASSASSIN class, or going down the ASSAULT line.
I had a mental image of a ghost that could come and go at will, strolling through the world unseen, appearing to tear the life from my targets then vanishing again, making dictators explode in gouts of blood in their live addresses, and actually forcing the politicians to make the world a better place.
They’d already proven they’d not make the hard choices if it affected their profit margin, but if they believed there was a ghost of the planet’s vengeance that would punish them if they didn’t?
Maybe they’d grow up.
Then I shook myself. Maybe I’d grow up at some point. After all, I already had one damn impossible task: surviving when I’d basically just gone nuclear on one of the main immortal factions.
I didn’t need to go fantasizing about a second impossible job, especially not when I’d basically be a glorified murderer, and I’d have to leave the world notes to explain why I’d done them, so I’d be like a more psychotic version of the Phantom of the Opera.
I have sent you several notes of the most amiable nature...so stop fucking around, unless you want to act the clown, in which case, you can be a mime. I’ll tear your leg off and beat you to death with it while invisible, and the applause will be astounding.
I enjoyed a few seconds of imagining the reactions of the politicians. Then I shook myself and got back to work.
I had a point in CONCEAL, one in ASSESS, one in PLUNDER...then I sighed and went back to ASSESS, pulling up the new options it offered.
Weaknesses was obvious; hell, all the sub-sections were for THIEF, but this was a bit overt, even for me. Weak spots simply highlighted the weakest areas. In this sense, it was clearly intended in a sense of security, as the impression I got was of finding the back door unlocked or the upper windows, while the front door was guarded.
The secondary sensations, though, were considerably more complex.
I knew it would aid me in all sorts of other areas, probably without me ever being aware, as it highlighted prospective weak spots in an enemy’s armor, in security systems, drawing my attention to doors.
I nodded and moved on, seeing that Valuation was literally as I assumed it would be, guiding me to the most valuable item in the room or the best chance of a win in gambling—or the best path to take for success.
God, I loved synergistic talents. It literally would make it slightly easier to find the value in anything. That could as easily be a conversation as a gemstone.
Last, but certainly not least, was Secure Storage.
Secure Storage was a two-sided notation. Basically, it was how to locate and assess Secure Storage, and by extension, how to create and protect my own.
It was something that I thought was probably less immediately valuable and useful than Valuation or Weaknesses, but...it was one of those situations where if I found one of these Secure Storage sites—in a computer system I was hacking, for example—then there was something immediately important there.
Well, probably.
It might just be the owner’s porn stash, one that maybe included someone they shouldn’t, such as the wife’s sister, and all the headaches that would create if the wife found it, but at least there would be a way to distract everyone from me being in the system when I mailed the pics to their wife for shits and giggles.
I took Secure Storage.
It was a hard choice, mainly because all of them were useful, but I’d spent the last few hours, both in flight and on the train, thinking about the next steps. Gaining the healing quest had basically crystallized those thoughts entirely now.
We needed to stay as low-profile as possible, that was a given, but what I needed more than anything else right now was to grow. I needed to train, to learn how the hell I could best use my skills, and now that I knew that the quests I could get weren’t just handed out for enormous events, like escaping from the pit with the scary fuckers?
That was massive.
It was time for a full-on “Eye of the Tiger” training montage.
I triggered the choices and gritted my teeth, shaking inside my armor as I tried to stay as still as possible for Ingrid. Needless to say, I failed miserably, and she woke up to find me encased in my armor, shaking like I had a three-phase power lead up my arse.
“Steve? STEVE!” She jumped up, panicking, and grabbed onto me. I forced the armor to retract, letting her see my face and hear my voice properly.
She took my hands in hers as I managed to grind out from between clenched teeth, “Upgrade...don’t...worry.”
Then the world went black, and I was unconscious.
An hour or so later, when she managed to wake me, shaking me and calling my name, it was to a blinding headache as the data settled, the potential and new capabilities sending tiny ripples through my mind and body.
It was weird in that, when I unlocked a new tree, I had a massive download of data, most of which meant nothing to me. I could feel it all there, integrating, but it was like the building blocks of the tree, the massive yet minor skills that, until I consciously thought about it, I’d never noticed.
Things like, since taking Assassin, I’d been able to kill much easier. Blades were lighter and more accurate. Hell, I bet I’d be an amazing butcher, should I want to go down that route.
A sudden curious thought made me realize that there would be BUTCHER skill trees. Hell, if I was truly immortal? I could spend my centuries levelling every skill, and becoming a true god.
After all, an assassin multi-skilled with a master-tier butcher? Hell, I’d be able to click my fingers and cause my enemies to collapse into perfectly deboned steaks.
I shook myself, the random scatterbrain settling down as I blinked up at Ingrid, registering the fear on her face.
“I’m okay,” I managed.
“Oh thank god,” she whispered back, head sinking to my chest. “You nearly gave me a heart attack!”
“Sorry. I was assigning some of the upgrades, and the data dump was...well, it was a lot, and there were muscle changes I didn’t expect.” I rolled my fingers as I looked at them, sitting up, the pair of us climbing to sit on the uncomfortable bench seats again.
“What’s it like?” she asked.
“Weird,” I said, dipping a hand into my pocket and pulling out one of the euro coins we’d gotten in change when we bought the tickets.
I flipped it up, watching it somersault over and over in the air, before catching it and sending it rolling across my knuckles. I’d learned to do this in school, and I’d been crap at it, the coin falling more than rolling. I’d given up when I realized that practicing it to look cool actually made me look like a bit of a nob.
Now, though?
It was fluid, easy, and I added another, making the coins flow past and over each other.
It looked like magic, it really did, but all it entailed was moving my hand and letting momentum do the rest.
It was child’s play, truly, yet a few hours ago, there was no chance I could have done it. It was like typing. I typed two-fingered, click-clack one at a time, while most people I knew? Their fingers fairly danced across the keys.
I’d just never had any aptitude for that kinda shit. Until now, I guessed. I focused inwards, feeling the skills that I’d taken settling. I was stealthier than I had been, massively. I was more efficient at stealing data. Hell, stealing at all. I’d be an amazing pickpocket now, I realized, not that it was an attractive job to me.
To be good at that, you needed to blend in, rather than tower over everyone like I did now.
No, I was built for fighting, and for fucking, I decided, and those two would always be the priorities in my life. In order to be able to really enjoy the second one, what I needed was to make sure I was great at the first.
That required me growing, both in skills and wealth. We needed to sort somewhere safe to use as a base, and the best place that I could think of so far?
One of those insanely expensive yachts, augmented by the kind of tech that only I had access to.
To get the yacht, we needed money. Hence casinos and criminals, something I was hoping that Athens had in plenty.
“I’ve done some thinking.”
Ingrid took a seat next to me and held my other hand in hers as I started to explain.
“What do we do after we’ve been here for a bit, then?” she asked when I finished my explanation. “And do you really think we can get enough to buy a yacht from a few casinos?”
“Not a few. To be honest, we hit a couple here, and then we’ll be marked as big winners, and we’ll either get invites to private games where they really use all the tricks to beat us, or we’ll just get banned outright.”
“Can they do that?”
“Yeah, they’ll use all sorts of explanations, but basically? If you win too much, you’re not welcome. An old friend of mine, Ken, is a magician. He’s banned from every casino he’s ever been near. He wins like nothing else, but that’s because card tricks are how he makes money, so when he beats them at their own game? They don’t like it.”
“So...there won’t be enough for us to buy a yacht, then,” she said slowly.
“Not a decent one, no, but there’ll be enough between that and the other business for us to make some decent money, I bet.”
“The ‘other’ business?”
“I’m thinking that the criminal fraternity preys on the people of the city...and I prey on them. I’m betting there’s one or two near the top that own yachts,” I suggested, winking at her.
“I don’t like it,” she said, shaking her head and wincing. “You’re talking about taking on crime families.”
“I’m immortal,” I pointed out.
“I’m not.”
“Okay, yeah, you’re not, and we both stand out, so that’s why I wanted to talk to you about it. But, if I can get more nanites and heal more people? I’ll get more points to upgrade my capabilities. It’s a weird system, but basically, once I can level a few more times from healing? I should be able to make physical structure changes much cheaper. Like I did with the drone, but to a yacht.”
“You.” She paused, thinking hard. “What kind of changes could you make?”
“I’ve no idea.” I shrugged. “Just about anything you can think of, but starting with making it invisible to radar. Then, as we get more and more nanites, I’ll be able to add in camouflage like I have in my armor.”
“So could we, for example, buy a trawler rather than a yacht?”
“A...well, yeah, I guess, but why?”
“It’d be cheaper, less likely to get attention between us getting it and being ready to upgrade it fully, it’d be more stable in bad seas, and there’d be a lot more room.”
“Yeah,” I said slowly.
“You want a luxury yacht, don’t you?” she asked. I nodded dumbly. “You’re such a child!” She laughed.
“I’m not!” I complained, then paused, realizing exactly how that made me sound. “Okay, but we’re getting a decent one, not a goddamn mess that reeks of fish.”
“Trust me, if it’s going to become our little mobile home, it’s not going to reek of fish,” Ingrid said firmly.
“So...what do you think we need the room for?” I asked, looking at her appraisingly. I’d been planning on a small to medium yacht, not too big, but not too small either, room for the pair of us to live aboard comfortably, but with clothes most definitely optional.
Outside of port, anyway.
It made sense—to have a yacht, I mean—considering that the Med was massively overrun with ancient ruins. There was more than enough to explore here, and with a little boat, hell, we could go anywhere. All we needed was some decent fake IDs, or hell, real ones, if I thought about it. No need for fakes, after all. Why not just hack the system and make some real ones?
I knew it was more complicated than that, but I had to think that, once I was in the system, there would be fewer issues printing up some passports and so on than getting into the bank and adding a hundred zeroes to a bank account.
Besides.
Robbing casinos sounded more fun, and I deserved some of that in my life.
“We need the room for the rest of the team, as well as the facilities I’ll need,” she said firmly, and my brain stuttered to a halt.
I’d been thinking sex swings, sunbathing on the forward deck, cocktails and blowjobs...and all of that went up in a cloud of smoke at the word team.
“Uh.” I started.
She smiled, standing and moving to the window, looking out at the distant twinkling lights of Athens as we descended the hill towards our destination.
“You’ve spent three years being tortured, drugged, and experimented on and worse. I’ve spent it planning. Do you want to hear what I came up with?” she asked, half mixed hope and nervousness. “Because if we’re going to make this work”—she gestured to me and back at herself as she went on—“then there’s plenty of changes that need to be made, because I’m neither a fuck toy nor a homemaker, Steve. You’re immortal now. Good for you. I’m not.” She stepped over, and rather than sitting next to me, she moved to sit across from me, watching me as she spoke.
“At first, I was just utterly over the moon to have you back, and I am, seriously, you’ve no idea how much that means to me...but for the future? I need a life, not an existence, and I’m sorry, sex kitten and pampered girlfriend isn’t an option.”
“Okay,” I agreed, sitting forward and listening as she went on.
“You’re going to live forever, so you have time to do whatever you want. I’m not, and while I was happy to take some time out and basically relax with you? That never happened, and I lost three years of my life as a slave.” She held up a hand as I started to speak. “Not your fault, not at all, and I don’t blame you for it. Honestly, I don’t, Steve.
“But I need to make the most of the next few years, okay? We need a plan, an aim for the future, and we have an opportunity. We have Lars. He knows something happened; his questions made that clear, but nothing more. He got a visit from some of his family to make him stop investigating after he started digging too much. The last Athena was saying about him? He was on a watch list for the entire faction. He’s also protected by the faction members in his family, as a sort of pet.
“He’s smart enough that they’re probably going to offer him a place amongst them, according to Hans, and you know that’s a possible painful death, but it means he’s got time. If we could figure out how to contact him safely? He’d be incredibly helpful, especially considering he will have spent the last three years on the projects we started before.”
“Okay,” I agreed. “I like and I trust Lars, so hell yeah, I’d be all right with him joining us, but.”
“But?”
“But what about his wife?”
“She and the kids are used to him being, well, him. We can figure something out. What we need is a secure way to contact him, and to communicate.”
“That’s easy enough,” I said with a grin. “We just get a couple of laptops or phones, and I’ll encrypt them, send him one.”
“It’s not that simple. They’ll have people watching him.”
“We’ll see. They won’t be able to beat my encryption, don’t worry about that. And yeah, they’ll have bugged his place, no doubt, but that doesn’t mean we can’t get around it, maybe hack their network? Fuck it, I’ll figure it out,” I promised. “So, a team?” I prompted.
“Yeah, we need more than just Lars. We need people we can rely on, I’m not saying we do anything right now, because we need to be very, very careful about who we bring in after all, but let’s face it. We need help.”
I got up, moving across to the window as I thought about it, now we were out of the trees and gullies, and looked down on the sleeping city, a few hours from daylight and bedecked in neon and streetlights.
“Maybe,” I mumbled, not liking the idea, but it was reasonable. Hell, that was why the factions had their teams after all, and why the hell shouldn’t I? Money wasn’t hard to come by, not really for me, anyway, and it certainly wouldn’t be, should I start hitting the casinos as I planned, or the criminal gangs.
“What kind of teams?” I asked her absently, mind racing ahead.
“Simple ones,” she replied. “A tech-based one, because let’s face it, you have access to serious tech, you develop it? Research it? That’s a game-changer. There has to be something in the ship’s systems that could be used to fix some of the world’s problems.”
“That’s not simple,” I said firmly. “And it sure as shit won’t be quiet. We start fixing the world’s problems, and we won’t be able to hide in the background. Some dickhead journalist will make sure of that.”
“They will, but that’s why we set up a team. We make someone like Lars into the front man. We have him and his easy smile and family contacts do it, and that’s just the tech side. We need it as much as the world does. I mean, what if you could figure out how to replicate the nanites? Make them make more in a vat or something? Or unlock all the upgrades?”
“It’d kill me.” I snorted.
“Maybe, or maybe, I don’t know, maybe it’d make you into a god.”
“A god.”
“A real one,” she said slowly. I cocked an eyebrow at her in question. “I mean it. If you could make yourself into a god, or at least as far as its physically possible to be? Make your skin harder than diamond? Make it so you can control all technology, and you’re invincible? You could make people listen, you could lead them, you could fix all this...this shit!” She gestured around.
I smiled, stepping forwards and pulling her in close, kissing the top of her head as she wrapped her arms around me.
“You could make people stop being shits,” she whispered. “You could make them just be nice to each other.” And I heard the unshed tears in her voice. “Three years, and so much of that time I was beaten, spat on, abused because I love you.”
“I’m so sorry,” I started, and she pushed back, dashing tears away with the back of a hand and glaring up at me.
“No!” she snapped. “No, you don’t apologize. Not for what Athena did to me. They did what they did because she encouraged it, and that’s what needs to change—that bitches like that can do what they want—I want the tech side because…”
“Because we might figure a way to upgrade you as well,” I finished. She nodded, looking away as if ashamed.
“I can’t go through that again, certainly not like you did,” she admitted. “The healing you did on me was bad enough, but.” She took a deep breath, then went on. “But I want to be like you. I want to be immortal, I want to be stronger, and I want to kick that bitch Athena’s teeth in!”
“I think that might be a tall order,” I admitted, reaching up and rubbing my chin in thought. “I mean, I might, and I mean might be able to strip her of her nanites, leave her human. Maybe.” I thought about it, about maybe pinning her down and sucking the nanites out of an arm or something?
“No, she’s a goddess as she is. She told me and the others that enough times, that we were insects beneath her heels. I want to beat her as she is.”
“I...” I paused. I had no clue what to say to that. Ingrid was wonderful, truly wonderful, but she was an archeologist, and a thinker. A good person, not a bastard like me or Athena.
I knew what Ingrid was thinking. She wanted a grand duel where she kicked Athena’s ass then made her be a good person and make up for all the harm she’d done in her life. That was the kind of thing a “good person” did.
I didn’t want that.
Fuck, I’d settle for stabbing Athena in the back and draining her while she slept, if I could. I didn’t need any of that noble warrior or conscience shit getting in the way. I wanted her nanites, and I wanted her gone. If I thought poison would work? Make her shit herself to death on the porcelain throne? Pass me the bottle.
I looked down at Ingrid and smiled, both proud and sad for her, knowing that I could teach her to fight—hell, anyone could learn that—but I couldn’t instill in her the killing instinct. Not the way it was in Athena.
That meant there was no way I’d ever want her to get close enough to try fighting her, not under any circumstances. If she died, I’d never forgive myself, and if she won?
Once she realized that the only way to deal with some people was a knife in the back and a few feet of soil? Something precious would be gone forever, and I’d have to do my best not to have that happen. Not on my watch.
I know that made me sound like a misogynistic prick, but it wasn’t true.
It wasn’t about her being a woman, nor about her being the one I was in love with.
It was about the difference between a warrior and a civilian. Call them by a million different names: soldiers, citizens, whatever. Killing someone, having them at your mercy and knowing that you had them down, that they were neutralized, and that you could release them or arrest them or whatever, and seeing that look in their eyes?
Knowing that, no matter what you did, if they went to prison or whatever, they’d spend all their time working to get free, and once they did?
They’d go straight back to what they had done.
They’d kill, they’d murder, they’d rape, maim, and mutilate, and it’d be all your fault, because you could have stopped it.
No, I’d made a conscious choice when I’d picked this path. I’d be the one who finished the fights. I’d kill those that were a risk, and that meant that people, good, honest, ordinary people didn’t have to.
It meant that Ingrid could be pissed at me, she could hate me even, because she’d be alive.
I forced a smile as I looked down at her, and I nodded, lying to her with everything I had, as I silently vowed that I’d do whatever I had to if it would keep her safe. I’d train her so that, if the shit hit the fan, she’d survive, but I’d do everything I could to make sure she never had to kill.
“So, if you’re to beat her, you’ll need to learn to fight.”
She nodded.
“I’ve done some martial arts as a girl,” she said, and I waited. “I did.” She proceeded to list a few, and with every single one, I tried my best not to wince.
Two she’d done for a few months with her friends, one she did for a year and a half, because she wanted to learn to “look after herself, just in case.”
And all three were ego trips.
They were better than nothing, just because they promoted healthy workouts and learning to block, punch, and kick, but I hated them. They were the martial arts kiddies’ versions.
They taught you to break free, to defend, and to believe you could beat the other person, without ever going too far.
I subscribed to the American “shock and awe” level of martial arts instead. If three people attacked me, and I broke the first one’s arm and leg, leaving bones jutting out, blood spraying, and screams in the air?
The other two were either running, apologizing, or going to the A&E department as well.
Leave it with the lower level? You could be beaten down, then because you’d “hurt their pride” you’d get more than a kicking, sometimes life-altering, life-limiting, or even life-ending injuries.
No, if someone stepped up with me, I made damn sure they were no threat, not ever again.
I was going to have to break her of those hundreds of hours of wasted training first, and that was going to be a nightmare.
“Okay, we’ll talk about the training later, then, but we can do something with that,” I promised. “So, if we’re having a tech team, what else?”
“Security,” she said. “We need security, both for when we’re out and about, and if you’re still thinking we need to hunt and kill the creatures?”
“Definitely.”
“Then we hire some ex-soldiers, train them to deal with them, use them as your backup, arm them with weapons that the tech team can develop. Then you field test them, build and train the teams, and we start using them to clean out the locations. They can keep people safe, they can guard artifacts, and having a small private army? It means we can go places nobody else can. We can go into the desert and find tombs that have been lost forever.”
“A private army?” I asked, eyes wide as I started to laugh. “You don’t think small!”
“We need to win this,” she said firmly. “If the Awakened teams come after us again? They’ll have at least some of the Arisen with them, and you can handle them, but if they have others? Ones like they did before who surround me and Lars and make you go with them, for fear of us getting hurt? No. Next time they try that, I want five people to every one of theirs, armed to the teeth and trained to fight.”
“You...you’ve thought about this a lot,” I said slowly, watching her.
“Three years,” she said grimly. “I had three years to think about what I’d do once you were free of that evil witch’s clutches, and this is only the beginning. We set up a new faction. Hans would join us in an instant, and that you met him as you did? That suggests there’s others out there, others who must be like him: stuck, sidelined, and wanting to make a difference. You recruit them, and you do what the Blessed are supposed to do.
“You fix the world. You stop the wars, you kill the warlords. You bring order to—”
“The galaxy?” I suggested in a deep voice, holding one fist out and shaking it, then winking.
She snorted. “Okay, maybe that’s a bit over the top, but you know what I mean! You said that you think if you have the capability to fix things, to save people, you have the responsibility. Well, here you go. This is how you do it. We hire security forces, we hire archeologists, scientists, engineers—hell, all we need are advanced 3D printers in the ship, and we can make anything, especially with your nanites, right?
“You get enough of the raw materials ready, make nanites that can break things down into the raw form, and the printers, and we have a trawler that can build the yacht you want, then you can use the completed framework to layer the nanites across? It’d be a fraction of the numbers needed, and the cost.”
“Shit,” I muttered, eyes wide, as I imagined the things we could make.
“Exactly. Add to that, we need a team. We need people to cook and clean. Yes, we can do it ourselves, but think about how much time and effort would be lost. That’s why we stayed in the hotel, so the food, the drink, the cleaning, all of it was taken care of. We need all of it. A full team, yes, but if we start with a handful of soldiers, a scientist, and an engineer? Lars can find us people we can trust.”
I found myself nodding along with her.
It made sense. Hell, it made perfect sense. That was why the Blessed did it as well—had teams, I mean—because they couldn’t do everything themselves, even if they wanted to.
I could definitely see an advantage to a full team, especially when I was planning on taking the Facility.
There had to be a way to block the pain, to make the upgrades and allow people access to their nanites without literally gutting and flaying them.
If I was to hire a team, I could then raise them up, make them new Arisen, and in my faction. Hell, if I could recruit and trust Hans and others?
I could wipe the fucking asshole Arisen out, set up a new détente, and get the kind of time I needed.
Then, I could do what was really important. I could lounge about on my fucking superyacht and bang the shit out of Ingrid all day in the Caribbean.
There might be a lot of wrongs in the world I could right, and I would. But I was a simple man, and I needed a simple goal. One I could chase with all my heart. And seeing Ingrid walking buck naked across the deck of our own superyacht, safe as can be, relaxed and happy?
That was it for me.




Chapter Four



We pulled into the train station not long after that, the conductor moving from carriage to carriage and more likely checking to see if the passengers had survived than waking them from any real sleep.
I opened the old rickety door and stepped down, holding my hand out to Ingrid, firmly keeping my fingers entwined in hers and smiling back at her as followed.
The concourse was small. Well, it was long as hell, but there were only a few actual rows. Far too few for a major city, I thought straight away, but even now the sun was at least an hour away, and the few people who were moving around on the train concourse were instead waiting for the metro. I couldn’t help but grin.
There were four cameras I could sense nearby. Two were in different direction from where we were headed. One was, well, I hacked it, thinking we might get picked up by it, and I snorted, leaving it alone.
It was the most pathetic resolution I’d ever seen.
Looking at the people ahead of us on the concourse that should be in its range? I couldn’t make a single one of them out; they were just blurs.
I moved on, catching the one decent camera we’d pass under, and I looped it, taking the last ten minutes and laying that over the next, before letting it go back to normal.
It was done in seconds, and with a bare minimum of my attention. All the while, I was listening as Ingrid looked around and commented on the layout of the city, reading off the map we had stopped next to.
“We need a copy of this,” she muttered.
I nodded, making one in my mind. “I’ve got one,” I said. “We need to get a decent tablet or phone for you. Then I can link it in.”
“Yeah, I need that capability,” she admitted. “What...what’s it like?”
“The way everything is for me now?” I asked. “It’s...well, it’s weird.”
I glanced about, seeing the things I just took for granted now.
The world was as it always had been, I explained, but I now had overlapping fields of electromagnetism, radio waves, Bluetooth, and more, all of it filtered automatically for the set patterns I’d identified. Mainly, encrypted data packets, video compression algorithms, and high data traffic.
I looked around, explaining the things I could see, the things that were added as I selected upgrades, the assassin’s attention to all life forms, the way I could see fifteen rats, just standing where I was, and she could see none. The details from HACK, the outlines of encrypted data stores, the simple generations of phones and more all around, checking the internet, reporting in on locations, and checking for updates.
I could see ambush points, warning sections, here and there amongst the people, fifteen or so in total. I had marks flashing, warning of suspected weapons, of data broadcasts from their phones and watches, the bulge in a jacket that was almost certainly something innocuous, but that might be a switchblade—or any one of a hundred potential weapons.
I saw it all, and almost none of it was consciously assessed.
I filtered it through the nanites and my hindbrain, my subconscious knowing that it was unlikely as hell that the case one tired worker lugged up the stairs was carrying a sniper rifle, disassembled, but memories of a movie that used that exact shade of silver reinforced case to hide one meant it was flagged as a possibility.
The man carrying it was examined, assessed, the dirty hands, the exhaustion, the construction clothes he wore. I frowned, curious, accessing his phone, finding that he was in town for a job all right, the third day of it, but it wasn’t a hit. He was repairing a power substation. He had been staying in a hotel nearby, cheap, quiet, but his time was up. Tonight, he was heading home again, hence the case.
All of that, including the assessment, up to the hacking of his phone and translating, was done at a level that was almost entirely subconscious, and as I turned to Ingrid, she was staring at me wide-eyed.
“What?” I asked.
“You have no idea what you just said,” she whispered, shaking her head. “Come on, where’s his hotel? If it was cheap and quiet, maybe we can snag a room.”
“They’re small, according to his photos,” I said. “Probably no night porter, so fuck it, how about we have a little luxury?”
“I’m interested.” She raised one eyebrow.
“I’m thinking that the bigger hotels will want passport details and so on, buuuut...” I grinned.
“But?”
“Well, I’m thinking I can probably find a way around that, as well as the cameras. Want to try?”
“For a luxurious and safe room? Yes,” she said adamantly. “I want another shower, then food. Gods, I want real food, and then.”
“Yeah?”
“It’s been three years since you last paid me some serious attention. I think I deserve some, don’t you?”
“Fuck yes,” I agreed, beaming.
It took about thirty minutes to reach the hotel, the Grande, a “boutique luxury” hotel, complete with a dozen cameras on the ground floor alone, a rooftop exclusive restaurant, and an insane level of marble on everything.
It screamed luxury as well as class and was the kind of place that would never have let me in the door in a million years.
As soon as we entered, the world outside dropped away, the sounds of the late night—or early morning—traffic vanishing as instead our shoes touched down on thick mats then pristine marble.
The ceiling looked like it was high enough to house an entire songbird colony, and that only the most refined would be permitted in. The walls were covered in murals, gold-edged mirrors, paintings by people that even I’d probably heard of, while small tables were dotted around, comfortable seats and coffee services ready to go at a second’s notice.
I marched the pair of us right up and in the front, watching as the pair on the night desk stiffened at the sight of us, and the almost inevitable sneers appeared.
I strode across to them and smiled widely, even as I felt Ingrid’s hackles rise at the readiness they were showing to kick us out before even speaking.
“We have a reservation, the penthouse,” I said firmly. the pair of them froze before exchanging a quick glance.
“Of course, sir, madame. The name, please?”
“Atherton,” I snapped. “Yes, I know your procedures; you want ID for checking in. Well, as you can see, we’ve been mugged while touring your bloody country, so we’ve got none. We were here three weeks ago, though, and you made copies of our IDs then. We also booked with our passports, so check and you’ll find them.” I rattled off to the first one, his mouth starting to open then snapping shut as I gestured to his computer.
“While you do that, my partner and I will need food and drinks arranging.”
“Ah, the kitchen is closed,” the second man started to say, before snapping his mouth shut as I pulled out the roll of cash we’d emptied a cashpoint of several hours ago.
“Yes, well, here,” I snapped, peeling off five hundred in euros. “I’m sure a chef can be woken early for a reasonable tip!”
“Ah...yes, I’m sure we can sort that for you, sir. Our apologies for your terrible experience,” the first man said quickly, reaching over and sliding the notes his way.
I glanced down, seeing both mine and Ingrid’s faces on his screen, along with the details for the Athertons.
“Excellent. Obviously, we’ve no baggage, so a steak for me, large fillet, bloody rare, and a garlic cream sauce, full spread of vegetables. Make it two, actually. Steaks, I mean. It’s been a long day,” I said, peeling off another hundred and adding it to the pile. “What about you, darling?”
“Sea bass,” Ingrid said quickly. “The one on the special menu there, please.” She pointed a finger at the menu that had been set up off to one side, and the man nodded, smiling.
“Of course, of course! I shall escort you to your room, and my assistant will arrange the food,” the first man said quickly, pocketing the entire pile, and unsubtly kicking his “assistant.”
“Good.” I sighed, then gestured to the elevators, as if too tired for their shit.
Ingrid kept up the act as well as we moved across the foyer, striding along as if we owned the place and barely speaking on the trip up, despite the pair of us having never been so much as let in the damn door of somewhere like this before.
Well, I assumed Ingrid must have in Egypt when travelling with Lars, but I sure as shit hadn’t been anywhere like this.
The ride up was short. The elevator was fast and smooth, and as the doors opened, I couldn’t help but stifle a grin.
There weren’t a million rooms up here, oh no.
There were four, and the man with us had needed to put his key in to get us up to it.
Private access.
The walk from the elevator to the door was short, stopping at a pair of double doors that screamed expensive oak.
When he opened them, I nodded as if this was acceptable, barely. The penthouse suite wasn’t just a fucking name; it was huge!
Walking in, I stopped him, passing him another hundred and asking him to hurry the food along, before shooing him out.
As soon as he was gone, and I’d checked the screen by the door to make sure—a hotel with a goddamn camera for the door—I turned to Ingrid and grinned.
“So, do I deliver or do I deliver?” I asked her, and she grinned back.
“How the hell did you do this?” she asked, shaking her head and looking around. “Can we afford this?”
“Easily,” I said simply. “I approved the expense from the hotel company’s head office as being an apology for a mistake, including a copied letter from some bigwig that we were to be left alone as much as possible and given everything we ask for.”
“So wait, it’s free?”
“Yeah,” I said, grinning at her. “I used the details of some couple that stayed in a medium-range room a few weeks back to book it, copied a photo of us over the passports they had stored. It was enough for them to verify, and combined with that letter.”
“Well, whatever you had to do, it’s worth it!” she said quickly to me, shaking her head in amazement.
The penthouse was a collection of rooms. Two large, seriously nice bedrooms on either side of a massive lounge and dining area, with a large main bathroom and an en-suite bathroom for each bedroom.
Outside, there was a private balcony, complete with a second dining area and a private pool.
Hell to the yes.
“You sure they won’t catch on with this?” she asked me after a minute of looking around, and starting to get overwhelmed.
“They’d have to be amazingly lucky to manage it, considering it was an email from one of the top dogs in the company, a multi-billionaire, and I set a little worm in, so until I remove it, any communication from here to him, or about us and this room? All goes to me.”
“You’re not all bad to have around, you know that?” she said to me, standing on her tiptoes for a kiss.
“Glad to hear it,” I replied, kissing her back and wrapping my arms around her. “You know, that food might be a while yet.” I started to say, grinning and she grinned back, kissing me one last time, before pushing free.
“Then you’ve time for a proper shower, then!” she ordered me, making me sigh.
“Point,” I grumbled, before wandering into the main bedroom, and from there, our en-suite.
The marble tub was seriously nice-looking. Hell, we could have a little party in that damn thing, along with a handful of others. The damn thing was that big. But honestly, I only had eyes for the shower.
As much as seconds before, I’d been thinking about jumping on Ingrid? Just getting into the shower and giving myself a damn good scrub and some attention was what was needed.
I wasn’t one of those “trim every hair in case there is a modeling shoot offered” guys; I was much more rough and ready, but after three damn years, I needed to tidy myself up, trim, and shape the beard a little more from the crap style whoever had been doing it had done, and...
I stripped, grabbed the various bits and bobs about the bathroom, and strode in, getting wet and getting clean.
It seemed like no time at all before the door to the shower opened, and I blinked up at Ingrid standing there in the doorway, a dressing gown on and a bottle of good champagne in one hand, a pair of glasses held easily by the stem in the other as she smiled down at me.
Clouds of steam billowed out around her and through the open door as she smiled down at me, where I was slumped, having sat “for a minute” and zoned out, relaxing under the high-pressure pounding.
“I’ve got champagne, food, and rum. Get out here, handsome,” she said, smiling down at me.
I snorted, getting to my feet and stepping out, catching the towel she tossed in my direction as she left the room.
“Hurry up, or I’ll eat everything!” she called back.
I grinned, roughly toweling myself off and following, grabbing a dressing gown from the peg by the door and wrapping it around me as best I could. It was clearly made for smaller frames than mine.
The food was spread out across the table, cutlery arranged just so, glasses on coasters. Hell, there was even a small bucket of ice. Two, actually, one just full of slivers, the other proper chunks.
There was also a note, and Ingrid was reading it as I sat across from her.
“Everything okay?” I asked.
“It’s from the suite’s butler,” she said, shaking her head in amazement. “He apologizes for not being here to greet us, and promises to ensure the rest of our stay is ‘perfect in every way.’ Apparently the number at the bottom is his personal one, and he’s on the floor below us. Your comments about leaving us alone kept him away for the night, but he’ll be outside the room in the morning. Whatever time we need him.”
“Good. He can help us get some clothes and the basics sorted. Basically, bugger us going out for the next day. We can relax in here, enjoy it, and get things planned out a bit.”
“Can we do that? Isn’t it a bit demeaning to ask him to sort stuff for us?”
“I don’t think so. He’s literally a butler, it’s his job to...buttle? Buggered if I know. As far as they all know, we’re clients that they really want to impress, so we can ask them for anything, I guess?” I shrugged, cutting into my steak and pausing, watching the juices spill free, then biting down and closing my eyes.
“Is it okay?” she asked me, and I nodded slowly, unable to speak.
“It’s the best steak I’ve ever had in my damn life,” I admitted when I’d finished nearly half of it, glancing at her as she powered through the sea bass. “You?”
“Mmmm-hmmmm!” she agreed, not stopping.
We plowed through the food, drank the champagne and the rum, and went to bed. Too full, exhausted, and sated in other ways to even try anything, I just wrapped us both in the massive blanket and passed out, arms around her protectively.
We slept like the dead, hours passing in the blink of an eye, before finally, as the early afternoon had the shine worn off it, I stirred.
I’d had a few little “nudges” over the morning, as movement occurred close to the boundary of the room: the butler turning up, cleaning staff arriving and being shooed away, a couple of bloody stupid pigeons landing on the balcony, that kind of thing, but that was it. As I woke, blinking slowly, all of it slid back into my mind, having been handled by my subconscious.
I looked around slowly, then climbed out of bed, moving as carefully as I could, not wanting to disturb Ingrid, who was still flat out.
Once I was upright, and she was tucked back in, I took care of nature’s needs, found a dressing gown that sort of fit, and made sure the door to our room was closed before going into the reception room and opening the door to invite the butler in.
He was all smiles, and professionalisms, expressing “joy” at our visit and swearing to make up for whatever issues we’d had previously, et cetera.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said simply. “Look, what’s your name?”
“James, sir.”
“Okay, James, call me Steve. No sir and all that bullshit needed. I need your help, okay?”
“Of course, Steve, it’s what I’m here for.” He smiled.
“Okay. I’d rather leave as little chance for anyone to get snaps of Ingrid or I as possible, but there’s some things we need. Could you arrange that?”
“Certainly!”
“Okay, I need two tablet computers, the latest models, the same with phones. New ones, top memory, top capacity, and so on. Clothes for the pair of us.” I stood and gestured at myself and snorted a low laugh.
“That might be a tailor job, though, as I doubt you get many my size around here.”
“We have people we use regularly, si—Steve. Don’t concern yourself. Any wardrobe can be replaced. And improved upon,” he said with a smile.
“Excellent. Also, we need toiletries. Molton Brown for preference, a full set, and the usual things. Basically, we were mugged, cases stolen, everything that you’d normally need on holiday? All the usual things? Gone.”
“A mugger that took you on was either fantastically brave, or insane, sir,” he said simply, looking me up and down, and I snorted.
“Well, yeah. Best not to risk it though, eh?” I agreed, thinking I’d rather he thought I was sensible, or even a coward, as that kept me more off the radar than making up something else.
“So, technology, and a full set of travelling luggage, clothes. Anything else?”
“Not really. Actually, yeah, some more champagne, decent rum—Appleton for preference—and a hairdresser and fingers and all that shit for Ingrid? Oh, and maybe a trim for me? Hell, Ingrid is going to need underwear and so on. I’m easy, XL boxers. I’m pretty straightforward, but—”
“Not an issue Steve, ah...I don’t suppose you have an image of her, or sizes so that I can field the appropriate company? Ladies sizes are significantly different to men’s after all, and—”
“Tall, slim, and busty. She’s an archaeologist, but could be a model or porn star,” I told him simply, and I was quick enough to see the quirk of the lips as he suppressed a smile at the straightforward description.
“I think I know the right kind of store, then. I’ll have them bring whatever they will need in a variety of colors and sizes. Ah, one last question, slightly more awkward.”
“I’ll put the bill on the room, and sort it out on checkout,” I said firmly, and he nodded, smiling his thanks, before leaving quickly, promising to have the first people here in two hours.
I nodded, escorted him out, closed and locked the door, then returned to the bedroom, finding Ingrid flat out still.
I was seriously tempted to wake her up. Hell, normally I would have, and I desperately wanted to, but after three years...I didn’t want the first time to be me waking her up with a willy-copter or yelling at her to brace herself.
I closed the door as silently as possible and moved out onto the private balcony, discarding the robe and standing there, uncaring if people in the surrounding buildings could see me or not, as I let the sun wash over me. Then I dove into the pool.
It was sodding magnificent. Not too warm, not too cold, just cool, and with the sun overhead, it was exactly what I needed.
I let myself float for a few minutes, then slid beneath the surface, my heavier build making me sink fast, as I’d needed to use my nanites to keep afloat.
When my ass hit the bottom of the pool though, the sounds of the surrounding city fading, washed away by the water, as was most of the overlapping electrobabble, it was glorious.
I stretched out, letting my limbs shift gently as I settled at the bottom, and the world just...did its thing.
I didn’t know how long I was there for, but it was the distant sound of Ingrid calling my name that roused me, slowly.
I blinked my eyes open, slowly, as the water above me was disturbed, and she slid in, sinking down to float over me, reaching out.
I reached up and caught her hand, drawing her down and staring into her eyes, her hair blooming out above her, creating a fan that filtered the sunlight, turning her into a golden angel.
I pulled her down to me, and our lips met, arms entangling, then legs, and the kiss became more savage, before breaking off as she kicked off, heading back up to the surface for air.
I pushed off and followed her, bobbing to the surface behind her and wrapping my arms around her as she rested against the side of the pool.
I kissed her neck, pulling the hair back, and stroking my right hand down her right side, then up, cupping her breast and feeling the firm bud of flesh that stood proud, even as she arched her back and half-turned, kissing me deeply.
She’d dived in naked, as had I, and by the look on her face and the way she reached for me, twisting around and wrapping her legs around my waist, she’d woken up very ready to renew our physical relationship.
Sometime later, I felt the intrusion at just the worst point, with Ingrid braced against the side of the pool, holding on tight, climaxing, just as James approached the reception room’s outer door with a half dozen other people, then after a few more minutes pressing the doorbell and shocking Ingrid out of the building wave of her second orgasm.
“What...?!” she grunted.
“The door,” I growled in her ear, not stopping.
“Is it...locked?” she gasped.
“Yeah.”
“They...can wait!” she agreed, the water splashing around us. “Faster!”
She groaned, and I grinned, happy to.
We finished soon after, both satisfied but not, wanting more and capable of it, but with the worst of our hunger for each other temporarily sated at least. I swam a quick length of the pool, while Ingrid clambered out, staggering slightly, before heading for our bathroom to clean up.
I climbed out of the pool, deciding that I’d cleaned up enough in the swim, and walking towards the door, sweeping up the single pair of boxers I currently owned and stepping into them, even as my nanites completed shearing the water from me.
I strode through to the reception area, hearing a muffled conversation on the far side in which James was assuring the now-larger group that they’d be paid for the time lost waiting and reminding them about the non-disclosure contracts they’d signed.
I opened the door and smiled as the entire group took an unconscious step back, looking up at me.
I was a hell of a sight now, just under seven feet tall, significantly muscled and toned. The tattoos were fading slightly, but as I caught a glimpse of myself in a mirror on one side, I made a mental note to have them redone.
“Good afternoon!” I boomed, and James stepped forwards, smiling as he nodded to me.
“Good afternoon, Steve. As requested, I’ve brought some assistance,” he offered, waving the room full of people forwards. They rushed past me, setting up at his request.
They left our bedroom alone, but a dozen ladies with boxes as high as they were on wheels, took over the second bedroom, while others set up in the dining area and spread out.
I was quickly banished to the balcony with a far smaller group of assistants as Ingrid stepped out of our room in a dressing gown, looking nervous and flushed. Then the room was overtaken by a whirlwind of random people.
I spent as much time in the cyberworld as the real, checking on the phones and kit of the people around me, finding two had recording devices running, a pair of girls who asked me constantly about my plans while I was in the city and what I did, despite being shut down twice by James when he heard them.
I waited until they had finished polishing my nails and trimming my hair and beard before nodding James over and pointing to a concealed cable on one girl’s belt leading to a small recorder and microphone.
I’d already hit her phone, and that of her friend, finding that they weren’t working for anyone besides their normal employer. They were basically just nosy fuckers collecting recordings for the future “just in case.” But the look on James’s face, the way he went from calm to white with rage, and his lips vanished into a thin blue line?
The pair were marched out at speed, lawyers summoned, as well as security, and their employer appeared with amazing haste, groveling and apologizing.
I hit her phone as she swore her innocence, the data flashing past at an almost insane speed as I raided it, finding the first “secure data” storage flashing up.
I stood there, a tailor on either side measuring me, an assistant from the local tech shop waiting for his turn, kit unboxed and ready to be set up, James on one side, and the girl’s employer swearing her innocence, as I listened with half an ear.
The data was secure, by comparison with most phones and so on, requiring a biometric and a password to allow access, but as both of those details were stored on the phone? Ready to be used if the face match worked?
Simple.
I was in, searching the data, finding a small network of contacts, a dozen men and women, thirty or so videos, a few hundred pictures.
“Prostitutes,” I said unthinkingly as it all clicked together.
“I—what?” She broke off, eyes wide.
“That’s why you’re familiar,” I said slowly, plucking a name out of the secure list of her clients. “Robert said he uses you to provide ‘horizontal refreshment’ when he visits the city.”
“I—I can assure you, sir.” She floundered, and I shook my head.
“You sent those two girls in here not knowing what they were doing, that’s fine,” I said. “Your own setup is much more professional. You’d not have been so easily compromised. I believe you.”
“I-I.” she stuttered, unsure of what she should say in response. If she agreed, she had what she wanted and wasn’t held responsible for what the girls had done, and as such wouldn’t lose one of the most prestigious and profitable contracts she had, but she’d also be confessing to being a professional madame.
“I’ll let you deal with this ‘in house,’ on one condition,” I suggested.
“Yes?” she replied after a few seconds.
“You remember that you owe me a favor, and if I need it in the future, you’ll provide an introduction.”
“An introduction to whom?”
“We’ll discuss it later,” I said firmly.
She nodded, clearly accepting it. I had no plans for the contact, nor for making use of her “employees” and so on. As a professional madam, she had to know the more criminal underside of the city, which could be useful.
“Very well, thank you. Obviously, I have no idea what you mean, a simple case of mistaken identity, but I will certainly honor whatever introduction I’m capable of arranging,” she said.
“Fine, fine.” I waved one hand. “I assume the girls who are in with my partner are.”
“They have my full confidence,” she said quickly. “But I will make sure they haven’t made a similar judgmental lapse.”
“Thank you.”
With that, she left, hurrying over to the other girls that were in with Ingrid, the first two still standing out in the reception area, flanked by a pair of hotel security.
“My apologies—” James started to say to me, glancing off after the madam.
“It’s fine, not your fault. The others here are fine, but if you could make sure those inside...?” I suggested, and he set off quickly.
“Ah, if you don’t mind, sir?” the tech salesman suggested, pointing to the pile of tablets, phones, and accessories.
“Yes, all good,” I said, nodding.
“Ah...which?” he asked after a second, and I gestured to the pile.
“All of it. The bill is on the room. Ah, ask Ingrid, my partner, if she prefers the PC or the other. Take away whatever she doesn’t want, but the tablets, phones, and so on? We’ll keep them all.”
He nodded, clearly seeing his bonus climbing, and asked if I needed them setting up.
“No, I’ll do that myself. Just the laptop to choose.” He vanished with the small pile of machines for her to choose from and left me with the pair of tailors.
They asked seemingly random questions, had me crouch, lunge, stretch, and more, compared fabrics, discussed weird terms I’d never heard, and measured me in ways that barely stopped short of being more invasive than my military medicals, as they didn’t actually grip the boys and ask me to turn my head and cough.
Beyond that, though?
I was left with the impression they could tell me what I’d eaten for breakfast, my top speed, and my chances in a race, not to mention the Olympics.
When they were done, I was left with an “evening suit” made of light fabric, two pairs of boxers and socks, formal and relaxed shoes, and a handful of normal clothes, a light T-shirt, and pants.
All in all, it was more than I’d expected to get out of the entire experience, so when they handed it all over and promised that the rest would be ready in the next three days, with the “proper” suit ready in five days, I was amazed.
I thanked them, dressing in the suit and looking in the mirror, shaking my head.
I’d never looked so damn good in my life, like never.
Not even goddamn close. I’d bought a six-hundred-pound suit a year before my life hit the toilet. I bought it when I thought that “content” was the best I’d ever get, and I’d bought it for a wedding, thinking it was an investment, like my body wouldn’t change anytime soon.
Damn fool that I was.
I’d looked all right, and my girlfriend at the time certainly liked it, as had others, but damn.
The difference between that and this?
It was like I’d turned up to a wedding after working in a garage in my overalls for a week in comparison.
If I’d turned up as I was now? The bride would have dumped the groom at the altar with the slightest hint I was interested, and no bugger would have blamed her.
James rejoined me on the balcony, wheeling out a small coffee set and making me one with a smile before assuring me the others would be done “presently” and vanishing again.
I made the most of the time, spreading out the tech on a larger table and setting them all up at once, a small stream of nanites sinking into them one by one, adjusting them and developing a truly secure setup, creating a parasite network that was locked to me.
There were four phones, three tablets, various little odds and sods, tracking tags, and so on, I erased them all from their current networks and the various privacy settings on them, as well as the well-hidden reporting and tracking software they all came with these days.
Then I rebuilt them all.
Three hours later, I was done.
I’d literally done everything I could think of with the kit. They were at the kind of level that, if I gave the entire FBI cyberwarfare team a year and a dozen hints, they’d still never be able to find anything, let alone hack them. Yet still, Ingrid wasn’t done.
I’d started to reach out a dozen times, bringing up the phones and tech that people had in the rooms, ready to activate cameras and more, and each time I stopped myself, just.
I’d imagined everything I could, telling myself that maybe she was getting this or that done, or...
The sliding doors from the balcony to the main room opened, and James stepped through, holding the curtains back as Ingrid stepped out.
I’d imagined everything, from the most stunningly beautiful woman I’d ever seen on a movie, to a catwalk, to the red carpet numbers, and hell, because we were interrupted halfway through earlier, barely after round one was done, I’d even run through all my favorite porn stars, and nothing came close to the reality.
James said something, then seeing he was being ignored, he smiled and left, leaving us to stare at each other.
I could never describe her beauty, not even close.
The rest of the evening, the sun having already started to sink behind the horizon, was spent quietly as we ate, drank, and basically sat and admired each other.
It was a surreal night, and when we finally went to bed, we were still both in shock, neither of us believing that we were with the other, both thinking that it was a dream, a wonderful dream that could be snatched away at any point.




Chapter Five



The following morning, despite a fairly full night of entertaining, we both woke early. Me first, again, slipping from our bed and moving through the suite to make the coffee, Ingrid summoned from the grave by the mystical magic beans a bare quarter of an hour later as the heavenly scent permeated through to her.
We sat out on the balcony together, watching the city waking up, the gentle hum of traffic, the distant call of voices, and the cry of the birds, loving the quiet and privacy.
“I wish this could be our lives,” Ingrid whispered, sipping her coffee. The thick, white toweling robe she’d worn yesterday had been replaced with a pristine white silk number that was both more concealing and erotic than I’d ever believed possible in combination.
“Me, too,” I agreed, sipping the coffee and sighing. “It could be, you know? I mean, a little work, some digital diving, and I could probably make this work. I mean, there’s all those criminals out there with offshore bank accounts. All I need to do is hit a few, clean them out, and—”
“And then they’d come looking.”
“They’d never find us,” I said firmly. “I could hide the traces, I’m sure.”
“And who would they find instead?” she asked. “They wouldn’t just shrug and go away.”
“Point,” I agreed, deflating.
“So...if we have to get back to the real world, where do we start?” she asked.
“This was nice. Hell, it’s just what we both need, but—”
“But we need to work,” she agreed.
“Okay.” I headed inside, then returned with a handful of boxes, putting them on the table between us. “Tech first. Tablets and phones, ear pieces and the rest, all on a private network, untraceable.”
I spread them out, and Ingrid picked the first phone up, looking at it and smiling as she went through the basic setup.
“Anything you want on there? Treat it like a normal phone. You want music, et cetera, ‘buy’ it. The account its linked to is a dummy, but it’s set to approve anything, and it’ll take a day or two to flag up any issues on their end.”
“And when it does?”
“The account refreshes,” I said with a grin. “It’s a ghost account. Whatever you buy stays active, but the purchasing account wipes and resets each night at midnight. No traces, no hints.”
“Nice, okay, and we can call each other...what about Lars?”
“One of these is for him,” I agreed, pointing to the other phones.
“And the other two, one for you and.”
“I thought you might like to call your parents,” I said with a shrug. “I know it’s a risk, genuinely I do, but if we’re to live like this? We need to take some.”
“How do we manage it?” she asked, her voice suddenly hoarse.
“The risk?” I asked.
She gave a tight nod.
“We lessen it as much as possible. Sending it through the post would be suspicious as all hell, and I bet there’s someone intercepting it all anyway. No, we take Lars’s phone to him directly, get it to him via someone we can trust, like Val , and get Lars to take the phone to your parents. Anywhere there’s a chance for a third party to be involved, we remove it. That’s the easiest counter, to be honest.”
“How do we get to them, though?”
“Well, that’s when it gets more complicated, and where we need at least another week to sort things. We have food, clothes, and a base of operations for now, so the next step is money, and the quest.”
“Healing,” she said with a shiver.
“Yeah,” I agreed. “Look, there’s two ways I can do this that I can think of, and that leave no witnesses. First, I hit the criminal networks. It sounds easier than it will be, but basically, I go find a gang, fuck them up, and climb the chain. Eventually, they’ll lead me to a leader. In their position, there’s always injuries, and they’re not the kind of thing you can go to the local hospital for. They’ll have their own doctors, dodgy ones that are both highly skilled and know to ask no questions. I go to them, heal all their clients, boom.”
“You’ll be healing the people that you just hurt, then giving them a reason to hate you even more when they feel...that,” she pointed out, and I nodded.
“True. It’s not my favorite plan, I’ll admit, but it’s one that will stay reasonably under the radar. Also, there’s the potential to make serious money, as they’ll essentially be open to a deal where they take a cut and arrange the clients, and I heal them. Think mob bosses with cancer, drug dealers who are dying, that kinda thing.”
“They’d pay a lot, but…”
“But do we really want to be saving those people?” I asked.
She shook her head. “Exactly. Look, I’m sure their families would disagree, but if the option is to save an innocent mother with terminal cancer or a drug kingpin, I don’t see any issue with letting the drug lord die.” Ingrid bit her lip. “God, that sounds awful when I say it aloud.”
“True, though. Okay, so we need money, and I need to heal people. The problem is the cost, in nanites, and the pain, frankly.”
“Yeah, because the people you heal are going to scream their hearts out.”
“Exactly,” I said. “However, there’s a possibility that I like.”
“Oh?”
“It’s going to sound awful, but bear with me.”
“Go on.”
“We hit a morgue. I drain the bodies of their nanites, any that are still active anyway, then we hit a hospice, break in, drug them, and heal them with the stolen nanites.”
“That...that sounds terrible!” she said after a second. “I mean, it’s better than letting them just die, but—”
“But it sounds awful,” I agreed, grinning. “I know.”
“It does mean you don’t have to kill anyone, though, so that’s nice?”
I shrugged.
“It is, but.”
“But you like it?” she asked with a wince.
“Honestly, I’m not going to lie. At times, yeah, I do, weird and wrong as that sounds. But no, I meant what I said before about having the power meaning I have the responsibility to do something with it.”
“And you think that hunting down the criminal gangs is the way to do it?”
“Partially, yeah, I do. Plus, they’re not going to run to the press when they lose things, and if things get too bloody, well, nobody misses them.”
“Well, when I was getting my hair done, I asked a few questions,” she said, smiling and sipping her coffee. “Thank you for that, by the way. Arranging all of that was a wonderful surprise, even if they did interrupt at the worst time!”
“You’re telling me. I had to rush!” I said, shaking my head.
“I’m the one with the bruises, believe me, I know!” She laughed.
“Sorry.” I winced.
“Don’t be daft, they’re the fun kind, and I’m certainly not complaining, put it that way! Anyway, I asked around, dropped a few hints that I like true crime and that kind of thing. Turns out there’s a gang that’s operating in the area, hitting the idle rich.”
“Boo-hoo,” I muttered, eyeing her and thinking about the bruises.
“Pay attention! And remember, we’re the idle rich now as well, as far as anyone knows.” I grunted, and she went on. “So...there’s a scam going where a lot of the idle rich have been hit. Some were robbed at gunpoint on the southern harbor, past the airport. Others were sold yachts that didn’t exist, or that weren’t for sale, or their rooms were robbed when they were on tours they’d ‘won,’ and the police were shrugging and telling people they were being stupid.”
“Any common details?”
“They all seemed to be the newly rich and newly arrived. Nobody who owned a yacht already, and all younger people.”
“Give me a minute,” I said, settling back and closing my eyes as I sank into the data streams. Riding the hotel network and out into the city, my mind spread out, a hundred thousand voices all singing a million songs, data packets flying as I searched, spreading my mind out.
I started to struggle, and I pulled up my helm, then swore under my breath and stood, moving inside and lying on the floor, summoning the entire armor set and the additional distributed neuron thread, then sinking back into the network, picking up where I’d been before.
It didn’t take long to find the first secure node. Or the tenth. Hell, they were everywhere, once I started to look, but they were almost all wrong. They were corporate, and while I knew they’d have something juicy, they weren’t what I needed.
Predictably, when I found the network I’d been looking for, it was low-end, barely secure, and far less so than anyone would like to admit.
The police datanet was cracked in seconds, the hexagonal frame of encryption barely slowing me as I attacked it from all sides at once, overwhelming it in a flash. Then I sank inside, smothering the alarms that started, then erasing the hunter-killer programs that came looking for the suspected breach.
With them taken down, I had as long as I needed and sank in deeper, reaching out a hand and syncing the tablet I’d brought inside with me with the reports I’d identified.
I copied thirty or forty gigs of them, several years of dry reports, covering everything from pickpockets and cup-and-ball games to rape and murder, and I dumped them all to the tablet, then told the system that the wall was up, that it’d always been up, and that mistakes were on the part of the user.
Then I slid back out, barely stopping short of adding the acronym my ex had always used.
PEBKAS: Problem Exists Between Keyboard and Seat.
It was the short and mostly polite way that IT nerds could call people idiots and get away with it: “Ah, this looks like a PEBKAS issue, don’t worry,” similar to the ID-10-T issues.
It still amused the shit out of me when I heard people repeat it, though.
I sat up, shaking myself and dismissing my armor, blinking in the glare of the sun at the sound of Ingrid talking to someone in the next room and cursed myself, having not even considered that someone could see me “changing.”
I stood and moved through, finding the doors closed. I’d apparently ignored the proximity warnings I’d set up to warn me of any arrivals when raiding the police site.
The voice died away, and the outer door clicked shut as I pulled the inner open. Ingrid was shaking her head at the pile of boxes set aside in the reception room, as well as the coffee service.
“Did you get what you were looking for?” she asked.
“I think so. I stripped a copy of the police records for the last few years. All the reports, so they’re on that tablet, but we still need to search them.”
“Fair enough. Well, I asked James about a hospice in the area. Apparently there’s a few, all on the outskirts of the city. He thinks we’re looking at making a donation, so it’d be useful if you could get us a bank account?”
“Yeah, that’s definitely on the list,” I agreed. “First things first, we need that coffee in here, because I don’t know how the hell he does it, but the coffee he made yesterday was sodding magical.”
“I agree,” Ingrid said firmly, wheeling it through. “Do you think we could recruit James?”
“What?”
“The butler. James. Could we recruit him?”
“Are you serious?”
“Probably not, but can you imagine if we could?” she asked, nodding to the coffee and making me sigh.
“Gods, yes. Can you imagine the efficiency?” I shook my head. “He’d probably take over the world. He’s too good.”
“Probably.” Ingrid sighed, starting to pour the coffee and sitting again. We sat outside in the sun, enjoying the coffee as we drew up the jobs we needed to do. Ingrid would search for common details on the assaults and hits on the rich; there were too many too recently for it to be a coincidence, and that meant a gang, most likely.
A gang that preyed on the rich was likely to have everything we needed, after all, so simply moving in and taking it over seemed like the best method for now. While she did that, I was going to sort new IDs out and actual real bank accounts ready to transfer money to.
The next few hours were long, hard and boring, unfortunately.
I’d been damn lucky of late with my HACK hits, but I’d also hit systems that either weren’t hardened or that weren’t monitored well, public buildings that had their cyber protection provided by the minimum bidder were massively different from the much harder job I had now, which was hitting the British Embassy.
The embassy wasn’t massively more secure than anywhere else, thanks to the level of tech I was using, but it was more complex, and much, much more paranoid.
That meant that the usual solution of loading a search query and overpowering everything wasn’t the way to go.
I had to creep around, searching a billion locations, going from machine to connection, from camera to email server, searching the old-fashioned way.
It took forever, even with my armor back on and being able to do a dozen locations at the same time. But eventually, I reached the right system and slid in, depositing our details as if we’d always been there.
It was a pain in the arse, but then any back door that was designed by the British government to generate fake passports for their agents was never going to be easy to use.
An hour after finding the system, the passports were being printed, all the approvals were passed, and the routing details were set up correctly to identify the bearers as “nobodies” on the lower systems and as “top VIP” on the security systems, just in case.
The passports were set to be bound and checked, then delivered to the front desk where we could collect them later today as “replacements for stolen ID.”
Another hour down, and the local branch of an international bank was happily printing us bank cards as Steve and Ingrid Atherton. Using the passport details the embassy had set up, and some fairly complex spoofing, we even had overdrafts and perfect credit reports, according to the bank.
Our photos on the passports were just this side of “us” and doubt, clearly taken a few years ago. I had no beard and blond hair on mine; Ingrid had short, black hair in a pixie bob, a nose ring, and glasses.
They were the kind of photos that would trigger no alarms, but also were close enough that anyone looking at them would nod and assume that as everyone does, we’d changed our style and grown since they were taken.
It was the safest way, as near as I could figure. After all, I had to assume the Blessed and the Awakened would both be hunting us still.
With both of those done, I sat up, banishing my armor and moving back outside. Ingrid was lying on a lounger by the pool, wearing a sun hat as she sipped on a fruit cocktail and read on the tablet.
I paused in the door and just stood, admiring the view for a while, before she turned and looked at me.
“I can practically feel your eyes on me,” she commented.
“Shouldn’t lie there like that, then!” I quipped, and she looked down at the bikini she wore.
“I’m decent,” she pointed out, although a hint of a smile said she damn well knew it was only just.
“Yeah, well, I’ve been in there working hard, and I step out and see that.”
“Well?” she asked shifting around and smiling invitingly. “What do you think?”
“Honestly?”
“Always.”
“Well, the first thought was definitely ‘lunch’!”
“You want to go for lunch?”
“No, I know what I’m planning on eating!”
“You’re terrible!”
“You asked.”
“I did, and we can play later. But first, did you get everything sorted?”
“I did,” I said, slipping back into work mode as I moved out, stripping off entirely and sliding into the pool with a groan. “We are now Steve and Ingrid Atherton, as far as the British government cares. Passports are being printed up, as are replacement bank cards. We just need to collect them.”
“And I never even got a proposal,” she whispered, half-joking, and half...wistful?
“Play your cards right, and you might one day,” I said without thinking, then tensed as I realized what I’d just said.
“You better put more effort in first, mister!” Ingrid quipped after a few seconds, before straightening and going on. “Okay, so there’s a few common details I’ve found here, and hell, either the police really don’t care, or there’s something dodgy going on there, as literally, a little cross-referencing and it’s blatant.”
“After seeing their systems, frankly, it’s a miracle that they manage anything,” I said with a smirk. “The filing system doesn’t put things together in sensible ways, so it’s most likely that nobody’s seen it. The various crimes are lumped together, like all the assaults are stored under ‘violent robbery.’ Fair enough, sort of makes sense, but they don’t then have a set area, like the harbor, also showing other crimes.”
“That’s what I found,” she agreed. “There’re three sites that have a seriously big percentage of all the crimes in the last two years happening, and I mean over thirty percent of all crimes are in these three sites. That might not sound like much, but if you spread all the crimes out across the city, it’s fairly well spread. You know, financial crimes in this district, drunken assaults and fights here, smuggling in the harbor. Logical, but it means that there’s crime everywhere. Then you have these three sites.”
Ingrid showed me it on a map, and I saw what she meant straight away. Literally, these three areas were glowing like fallen stars where the rest of the city was the night sky, a billion tiny pinpricks of red light, each a crime committed.
The three, though? One was in the edge of the industrial estate; it covered the intersection of two streets and...three location codes. Checking a dozen of the reports at random, I found they were all different, showing several streets in the same general neighborhood, and a system error had clagged them all together.
I explained that to Ingrid, and she grunted as we spread them out, finding a slightly higher than normal concentration once that was done, but...little else.
Moving on, the remaining two—a harbor at the very south end of the city, and the bar in the middle of it—and a section of town next to the Acropolis both stood out.
Both were linked together as well when viewed like this, the Acropolis mentioned in almost all the reports as somewhere that things had happened, or where people had visited earlier that day.
And we split up the reports, reading through and comparing notes.
By the time the sun was setting and an alarm I’d set earlier just in case went off, we had it.
“The majority of the victims are approached at the Acropolis, sold tickets for everything from parties to private yacht cruises, then when they attempt to redeem them, they either get hit then, find out the tickets are bogus, or their hotels get hit while they’re out to sea,” Ingrid muttered
“It’s a good scam,” I admitted, looking the details over. “The yacht exists. So, as far as the police coming looking see, the yacht isn’t part of it and the poor owners never knew about it.”
“You think they’re in on it?”
“Probably,” I said, pursing my lips. “Guess we’ll find out.”
“We going fishing?”
“Tomorrow.”
“I can’t wait to see the Acropolis,” Ingrid whispered, looking across the distance from our balcony at the glowing ancient stonework in the distance.
I flashed a smile. “Me too, actually.”
“You just want to kick someone’s ass.”
“I do enjoy that, I’ll admit, but not just that.” I shrugged. “I kinda like seeing these things, too, and I love seeing you enjoying the sights as well.”
“Well, tomorrow, we’ll get both no doubt,” she said, before turning to me and sighing. “What about the...healing?”
“I’m going to start tonight,” I said after a few seconds. “I know it’s not nice, that it’s horrifically painful, but.”
“But?”
“But these people will live,” I said after a few seconds. “They’re dying now. I should have gone to them already.”
“We needed to do this as well—” Ingrid started to say before letting out a sigh. “But I know, and yeah, I agree. It’s just the thought of what happened, and how painful it was.”
“I know.”
“Can you really drug them enough that they don’t know?”
“Probably not,” I admitted. “The worst will be borderline. If they’re hopped up enough they don’t feel it, they’ll be damn close to death.”
“What if you’re seen?”
“I’ve been thinking about that.” I grinned and summoned my helm again. I stepped back into the apartment and turned the lights off, letting the glow that I’d made on the outside of my helm show. “How does it look?”
“Like a demon’s eyes,” she whispered, shivering.
“Okay, and now?”
“Better, much better,” she assured me. “Why did you try red first rather than the gold?”
“I’ll use the red eyes when I kick ass and the gold when healing. If I summon the wings, too, any reports should be dismissed as religious hysteria, or as an ‘angel healing the dying’ rather than the truth.”
“‘Truth is stranger than fiction,’” Ingrid quoted.
I dismissed the helm, turning the lights on as we went inside to arrange a meal in the exclusive rooftop restaurant on the far side of the hotel through James.
We dressed carefully, looking sodding amazing, frankly, and went for dinner and drinks.
Hell, we even danced, having a wonderful time, as James moved around, the perfect assistant.
Hours passed, and eventually, as Ingrid’s head swam, the alcohol too much for her merely human physiology, I carried her back to our room, laying her in the bed to sleep it off and thanking James as he took up station in the reception area, happy to help by watching over the rooms as I went out to “meet an old friend.”
I didn’t know what James thought I was really going to do, but I would have put money on it not being what it really was.
I was redressed in jeans, trainers, and a simple black top as I rode the elevator down, the cameras of the hotel glitching as I subconsciously shunted them from record to loop as I passed, then returning them again as I jogged down the street. I hailed a cab, then rode off into the night.




Chapter Six



The taxi ride was short, but it still used most of the cash I had left, dropping me near the largest hospital in the area. I strode around the outside, checking it as I accessed the cameras, finding people still moving everywhere throughout the night.
I stopped off, raiding a cashpoint for a thousand euros and hitting it almost absently, killing the camera and making it seem like someone had used a crossbar on it before running away, leaving the machine disturbed, then moved to the far side of the hospital.
It covered an entire block.  The buildings, as usual, had grown into each other over the years, rather than the complex being custom built as one. That lost a huge amount of possible space, but meant that there were a thousand blind zones and alleys, trees, and sneaky little smoking areas that people were using, creeping out to relax, despite the damage that did to their healing.
I hit a small shop, buying an energy drink and a packet of cigarettes, as well as a dozen lighters, knowing how many people asked for them on a daily basis, then I moved into the gardens and waited.
It didn’t take long before the first pair came out, a short, stressed, and terminally exhausted doctor, hands shaking from the terrible sights they’d seen, the emotional hammering they’d suffered today already, and the older nurse who was trying to calm him down.
A few minutes after that, another pair, and I strode over as one of them started muttering about losing his lighter.
I passed mine over wordlessly, then the cigarettes to the first man, muttering that he needed them more than me, and that it’d be all right.
Then I was past them, striding inside. A few looked after me in confusion but accepted the friendly stranger who knew where he was going as just another of the massively over-worked and underpaid healthcare professionals.
It was an old dodge, but it worked more often than it should by any consideration. Once I was inside, stealing a doctor’s white coat and pulling it on, deliberately making eye contact with people occasionally and nodding tiredly, saluting them with the energy drink? Nobody cared anymore.
I translated the signs, pulling the map up as I went, double checking and taking the turns confidently, passing people with a nod, a smile, or a sigh. By the time I approached the morgue, the hallways had gone silent again, the few staff that worked in this most depressing corner of the hospital all gone for the night.
I slipped inside, the lights blinking on as I arrived. The cold storage lay ahead of me, and I sensed the slowly deteriorating treasure they contained.
The first was the hardest, popping the latch on the door and sliding the tray out. It held the cold, empty husk of an older woman laid upon it, eyes closed as if in sleep.
I lifted the Harvest Blade, forming it into a thin needle, and slid it into the cold...meat.
I forced myself to think of her that way. There was no other way I could do this and not hate myself. I was literally robbing the dead of their most precious commodity, the nanites that ensured they would remain as they had been for a little longer, each body sagging as decomposition took them faster without that protective addition.
All told, of the hundred storage racks, fifty-seven were in use, and I managed to strip a hundred and seventeen thousand nanites. I left the morgue quickly, my stomach leaden as I ran the calculations in my mind.
I had almost a hundred and ninety thousand attuned, and a fresh influx of corrupted that now sat at a hundred and seventeen and change.
I’d used eleven thousand or so on Ingrid when I’d healed her, and that was of a load of bruises and minor issues. Hell, it’d cost more to repair the input and exit wounds than it had to fix the actual cancer and injuries.
If people were on their last legs, it could cost a horrific amount to heal even one of them, but it was all I could do.
I found the nearest elevator, heading up to the roof, planning on changing my form and flying to the nearest hospice, until I walked out onto the silent roof and froze.
The doctor from below.
The one I’d given the cigarettes to.
He was standing on the edge of the roof, on the far side of the barrier, looking down at the goddamn carpark.
“Don’t!” I called, unthinkingly.
He jerked in surprise, almost falling, and frantically caught himself, then paused, clearly thinking about jumping before I could interfere further.
“Fuck’s sake, man, stop there!” I snapped, not knowing what I was saying until I was moving jogging forwards, jumping over the barriers and slowing as I approached him.
“Don’t!” he snapped at me, his accent local, Greek. I saw his eyes for the first time clearly, the weird condition that gave two different colors in either iris clear, and yet not the thing that stood out.
It was the bloodshot state of them that did that.
“What the hell happened to you?” I asked him, and he shook his head.
“Don’t. Just don’t, please? Just forget you saw me.”
“Fuck no, you lunatic,” I replied without thinking, scanning him. “What’s wrong? You’re healthy enough, just, yeah, a bit fucking broken.”
“Broken...yeah,” he admitted, and I frowned. “Look, just go. You didn’t see me, and this fixes it, okay?”
“Fixes what? Fuck’s sake, look, you don’t know me, and you’re gonna jump anyway, so spare a minute and explain at least.”
“I broke my promise, and now she’s dying, and her parents...oh god, her poor parents.”
“What happened?” I ground out at him, glaring.
“Organ transplant,” he explained slowly, more tears flowing from ducts that were already inflamed. “A little girl needs a new heart. She’s waited and waited, top of the list, and we found a heart—”
“But?”
“But by the time she got here? The heart wasn’t stored properly. I opened the transport container and...and I couldn’t.”
“Explain. Quickly.”
“The heart is too far gone. It’d at best gain her weeks, but the chance of that is...it’s too small. It’d never work, and then because she’d been given a heart and it has failed, even though it’s not her fault? She’d be passed over in the future.”
“Okay, so now she’s back where she was, she just waits, and there’s a chance.”
“No!” he snapped. “I looked at it quickly. I was tired, stressed and.” He sagged, and my brain caught up with the scent I’d been smelling but hadn’t identified, and the chemical markers in him made more sense suddenly.
“And you’ve been drinking,” I finished for him.
“It’s my first early finish in three weeks!” he snapped. “I had two drinks on the way home, maybe three, then they rang me. Nobody else is close enough, or answered. It was me or nobody.”
“So you went back. It was only a few drinks, and at least it was a chance for her, rather than none.” I nodded, agreeing that it was a shitty deal, but better some chance than none.
“Yeah, but we opened her up,” he admitted, the tears coming again. “They’re keeping her alive now while we try and find a solution, a plan, if we close her up without the new heart? She’s so weak, she’ll almost certainly die, if we put the new heart in? At best it’s weeks, then she’ll die as it fails. At worst? She dies on the table, or it rots inside her, failing in a day or two.”
“You need a new heart,” I said slowly, nodding to myself, as he laughed bitterly.
“Yeah, like they’re easy to find.”
“What happened to that heart? The one she was going to get?”
“It’s been disposed of.”
“Destroyed or binned?”
“It’s in the biological bins, ready for burning.”
“Then there’s still time!” I grinned manically, and I grabbed him by the arm, dragging him back onto the roof as he tried to pull free.
“No, wait. I—” He struggled.
I glared at him, looking around and making sure there were no other witnesses, before triggering my armor, and growing to my full size, eyes glowing bright as my wings flared upwards blocking the cloudy sky overhead.
“You want her to die?” I snapped.
He panicked, pulling back frantically against my grip as I glared down at him.
“N-no.”
“I CAN SAVE HER,” I barked at him, my voice low and rough, almost inhuman as I acted to the limits of my abilities. Then he was nodding, eyes wide. “GET ME THE HEART!”
I half threw, half shoved him towards the door.
He stumbled, fell, then scrambled to his feet, wrenching the door half off its hinges as he dashed through.
I followed, retracting the armor and meeting him two floors below, the tracker in his collar I’d copied from the random tech accessories and then remade in nanite form guiding me straight to him as he raced down the corridor to me. A simple plastic tub, more suited to Tupperware. Hell, it looked like that kind of thing that should have held a cheese savory salad or something, rather than the bloody lump of flesh he offered me, his eyes wide as he practically gibbered, asking if it was possible.
I reached out, taking the heart in my bare hand, ignoring his squeak of protest, and flooded it with nanites, mapping it and comparing it to the “ideal” version I had in my data.
It was deteriorated, degraded, whatever, but it wasn’t bad.
I scanned it, the nanites rebuilding it, strengthening it, adjusting the chambers slightly, and I looked at him.
“Take me to her,” I ordered him.
“You...you won’t hurt her?” he asked.
“Fuck no! I need to make sure it’s perfect!” I snapped at him, and he paused, before starting to nod.
“Yes, yes of course!” he agreed, turning and starting to run. “This way!”
I chased after him, the heart still held in my bare hand as he skidded through doors and decontamination areas, bursting into the operating theatre as the three inside looked up in shock, standing around the failing body of a twelve-year-old girl.
Questions were barked in Greek, and he frantically shook his head, pushing people back, answering in rapid fire that was too fast for me to translate, especially as busy as I was, examining her.
I saw the potential issues. This heart, strong and perfect as it was now, was too damn big!
She’d had issues for a long time, and the weaknesses that had engendered in her meant that her body was smaller than it should have been, frailer.
This heart was from a thirteen-year-old, close enough in size and age that it could work, but...they’d been healthy, fit!
“Here,” I snapped, dropping the now-perfect heart into a dish one of the nurses lunged forwards with, and I stepped over the girl, looking around the operating theatre, sensing the seconds of her life slipping away as the staff argued. One stepped forward, thinking to eject me from the room...then I changed.
I pulled my armor up, flashing my wings out to their full extension, sending lights flying, the cameras failing as the recording was wiped. The staff dove back, some screaming, others making various religious warding symbols, assuming I was sent by the devil or a vengeful god, as no angel of the light would be as bulky and clearly built for war as I was.
“SILENCE.” I growled, and instantly, they fell quiet, the only sounds the beeping of the failing heart in her chest, the hiss of the ventilator, and the crack and sizzle of a broken light.
“I will heal her. She is worthy,” I stated, having no clue if she was or not, but needing to say something, and damn well knowing it sounded right.
I extended one clawed hand over her small chest, and a thin spike of nanites flowed down, looking like a needle, glowing gently in the reflected light of the operating theatre.
The needle punched into the heart, and the nanites flooded out, covering it in a split second like a rainbow shimmer of oil atop the sea, but as they sank in, they left perfectly formed cells and vessels behind them, breaking down more and more as they went, and I felt the change beginning in her.
There was no pain, not for her, not like there had been for Ingrid. The girl was already deeply drugged, and in the seconds I had before even the nanites’ purging could remove that from her, I’d already started closing her up. The needle slid back up as I lifted the missing section of her ribcage back and settled it into place, the nanites sliding back out, repairing and rejoining the damaged sections, rebuilding them, even as two thousand more nanite clusters, all attuned, were pumped into her as a final donation.
I stepped back, done, as the machines went crazy, her heart taking over fully. The various clips that had been holding her blood free of the heart dissolved as the final connections were repaired.
The staff went into overdrive as I stepped back, checking their patient, seeing the thousand signs that said she was alive, even as I turned to leave the room.
“Don’t waste that,” I warned the nurse that had taken the now-spare heart, and she nodded frantically, promising it would be used.
I left the room, moving as quickly as I could, returning to the roof. But as I strode out onto it, I heard the racing flap of feet coming up the stairs, and the door banging open as the doctor I’d found about to throw himself off the edge collapsed, frantically trying to breathe enough to speak.
“What?” I asked him.
“What...are...you?” he managed to get out, and I shook my head, making it clear I wasn’t answering. “Wait!”
I paused, looking back at him, having started to walk away again. The noise of another pair of feet coming up the stairwell sounded in the distance, racing.
“What?” I asked him, anxious to be gone before anyone else could see me. I’d dropped my armor back inside when I’d left the operating theatre, but still.
“Help...us!” he said. “We’ve dozens...hundreds of children here! You...could save them!”
“I—” I started to refuse, then I paused. No, this was exactly what I needed, and it was true I could do it, but the fallout, the consequences...my mind raced, seeing the possibilities, the risks.
“Nobody can know!” I snapped. “I have another reason to be here, and I cannot heal them all!”
“Yes!” he agreed frantically, nodding and gesturing to the door. “We can...save them! We’ll hide it. Just save them!”
“It hurts,” I warned him. “They’ll need to be drugged.”
“We can do that,” a new voice called. The nurse who’d taken the heart. Having just left the stairwell, the door swung shut slowly behind her.
“And nobody can know about me,” I repeated.
“Fine!” they agreed, frantically nodding, as I hesitated, then gave in.
“Show me where they are,” I said, a sense of rising excitement and terror filling me as I let them lead me back inside.




Chapter Seven



I got back to the hotel just before lunchtime, finding an almost frantic Ingrid yanking the door open as I walked tiredly across the floor from the lift to our reception door, James standing ready outside.
“Do you never sleep?” I asked him tiredly. He smiled, murmuring that he was fine, but would “see about breakfast and coffee at once” before vanishing.
“Where the hell have you been?!” Ingrid half-gasped, half-wept, wrapping her arms around me.
“Healing,” I replied, stooping and picking her up with a groan, then kicking the door shut behind me and carrying her to the nearest sofa, where I sat down with her in my lap, the seat creaking ominously under our combined weight.
“I tried calling you, but it wouldn’t connect. I could see you were at the hospital...I nearly came to you a dozen times!”
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, closing my eyes and sagging back.
“Are you okay?” she asked me, the fear filling her voice until I nodded, letting out a tired sigh.
“I am, honestly, but.”
“But?”
“But I’m low on nanites.”
“Bad low? Like you’re in need?” she asked me, frowning. “Can you take some of mine?”
“No,” I said firmly, smiling despite myself. I opened my eyes and stared at her as I reached up, resting my hands on her arms as I spoke slowly. “I saved thirty-seven children who were dying,” I said as calmly as I could, the pride in my voice making it shake, even as tears pricked the corners of my eyes.
“How?”
“I met a doctor, one that was about to end it all, one who was broken by all that he’d seen,” I recounted. “He made a mistake. One that anyone could make, let alone after weeks of work without a break, far longer than he should ever have had to work. He made a simple, shitty mistake, and it was the final straw, the last tiny bit that broke him, and he was about to jump. If all I’d done last night was save a good man?” I whispered. “I’d have been damn proud of that.”
“And you should be,” she agreed, nodding slowly.
“I showed him what I was, and I offered to fix his mistake, to save a dying child.”
“And?”
“And he showed me more. Entire wards of dying kids, everything from disease to cancer to accidents...and I saved the worst of them.”
“The worst?”
“There are hundreds left in there, and I’m going to save them all,” I told her grimly, looking up at her in determination.
“How?”
“We’re going to find a way,” I said firmly. “I’m going to rest. Gods, I need to rest, then we’re going fishing.”
“For criminals?”
“For scum,” I agreed grimly. “There were kids in there, a pair of twins with hair like beaten gold, angelic-looking, four damn months old and beaten to within an inch of their life because they wouldn’t stop crying. The police can’t find the father...but I will. I’ll find them all, Ingrid. I’ve found my purpose, at last.
“I’ll save the children. I’ll save the innocent, and I’ll do it by breaking the guilty. The world has lost all respect for law, for consequences? The guilty laugh at the law, and those who try to uphold it? They think they can escape it, escape judgement?
“Fine.” I growled as she moved off me, staring up as I straightened to my full height. “They might be able to escape the judgement of their peers, but not me.
“I’ll be the judge, jury, and the executioner. As the gods are my witness, I’ll bring honor back to this fucking world, if I have to burn it to the ground first!” I vowed, overcome with fury, desperately tired and broken inside at the sights I’d seen.
“We’ll do it together,” Ingrid told me, reaching out and taking my hands in hers, making me look down at her. I nodded, loving the determination on her face. “We’ll need to be careful,” she warned.
I nodded again, overcome, exhausted, yet buoyed up by the sheer joy of what I’d managed to do. I’d not only saved some lives, I’d saved innocent lives.
It shouldn’t matter if the lives were the innocent or the guilty; it should be enough that I’d saved them. My long-forgotten upbringing said, society taught that we should hold all lives as valuable as another, but...
But they fucking well weren’t.
The lives of those two tiny golden-haired twins, barely a few months old, still having no concept of what they could become, as opposed to the life of the drug-addicted asshole they’d been taken from? Who’d beat them almost to death because they kept him awake when he was off his tits on drugs?
They weren’t even remotely similar in value; they were a ton of diamonds compared to a turd on the scales of balance, and I knew which would be of more value to the world.
I nodded as Ingrid guided me to our rooms, helping me to strip and climb into the shower, vanishing as I scrubbed myself. She recognized that I needed time to decompress, to think, and to make the internal changes in my worldview from all I saw last night.
Eventually, I left the shower, smelling like a god thanks to the wonderful soaps and shit that James had procured for us, and I found tailored clothes set aside for me.
I dressed quickly, the jeans and top fitting perfectly. I padded out onto the balcony to find Ingrid deep in conversation with James, who smiled and finished my coffee’s preparation as I stepped out.
He handed it over and vanished back inside as soon as I smiled my thanks to him. I was left to sip at the coffee and shake my head in amazement.
It was midday in Athens. A city in the middle of Greece, in the Mediterranean Sea, close by the equator, the sun beating down like a glowing orb of molten gold, the air hot enough that I should be seeking shade if I knew what was good for me, and yet...
James had made me the perfect cup of coffee, at just the right temperature that I could drink it comfortably without scalding my tastebuds or it being too cold, and despite the fact every instinct was screaming that I needed a bottle of cold lager, it was perfect.
“How does he do it?” I asked Ingrid.
She shook her head. “No idea, but seriously, we need to recruit him.”
“For the coffee?” I asked, my lips quirking in a smile. “Worth it if you just said yes.”
“It really would be, but no. Everything I’ve asked him about, from shipping to temperatures, to arranging finances, even archeological details for both the local area and the greater islands—he knows enough about all of them that he’d be an amazing asset. Add to that, he got to where he is now by damned hard work. Single, one grown-up son away at university, so no ties beyond the job.”
“You’re serious?”
“I really am,” she said firmly. “The more I think about it, the more I think we need him. He’s been all over the area, knows everyone. I mean, just think about how easy he made all of this happen?” She gestured around at the penthouse, and I nodded in agreement.
He’d basically taken the half-formed requests I’d made and done magic with them. Every time I needed anything, in the two days we’d been there, I’d just ask, and he’d arrange it, and it was done perfectly.
Admittedly, that was literally his job, but...if he could do that elsewhere? If he could make that happen for us aboard the ship? Hell, I was going to be too busy fighting and fuck-knows-what to plan shit most of the time. Ingrid was going to be dealing with the archaeology side of things, tracking and tracing things down, dealing with the various shitty sides of things. If we were then going to hire staff, specifically staff we could trust, yet were the kind of people we needed?
Hell, on the security side of things, I was going to need a handful of seriously lethal motherfuckers, and if one of them was the wrong person...
If I hired the wrong one, we were all fucked, gunfights-when-we-were-at-our-least-prepared style. At least, if I mis-hired on the butler, the results might be less catastrophic.
And I’d get my goddamn coffee on time and perfectly made.
“Okay, well let’s do a little digging into him, his background and more. See if we can find anything dodgy. I’ll hack his phones and so on. You keep testing him.”
“Okay, so.”
“Yes?”
“We were going to go and see if we could flush out some of the gangs? The ones that were preying on the rich. Do you still want to do that today?”
“Gods, yes!” I said fervently. “I need the nanites.”
“Okay. Remember, you can’t just kill them all,” she said carefully, recognizing the clear hunger in me.
“I won’t,” I said quickly, then paused, having heard the earnest toddler in my own voice. Honest, Mum, I won’t eat all the chocolate. “I won’t just kill for the sake of it,” I said more firmly. “I need nanites—I really do, to heal the kids and for our own projects—but I won’t become a monster.”
“I know you won’t,” she said quickly.
“No, but you’ve got a damn good point,” I said with a shake of my head. “I need to watch myself, and frankly, criminal scumbags will give me fuck all anyway. I’d have to kill dozens, literally. Last night cost me...well. I’d need to kill another forty average humans to make that back.”
“That’s—”
“Insane, I know,” I interrupted her. “It’ll take all night, and—”
“I was going to say horrific.”
“Oh.”
“We...Steve, you really need to think about this,” Ingrid said slowly. “I don’t think this is a good idea. Not today, not when you’re as raw inside as you are.”
“But—”
“Please, Steve, think about this. You could kill an innocent person who’s just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Yes, murderers, rapists, and more, I’ve no problem with you killing them, taking their nanites, and healing sick children. Gods, I’d...I’d hold them down,” she said firmly, the paleness of her cheeks giving the lie to her words. “But...as raw as you are right now? Anyone who crosses you, some asshole who’s having a bad day and tries to be a bully? You’ll gut him. Please...don’t.”
I stood for a long time. Inside, I was desperate to go, both in part just to do something, partially because my low-nanite condition was making me “itchy” in a way, like a drunk on his third day sober, and also...also because I wanted to help those kids.
I wanted to feel good about myself, and the person I’d become by helping some little kids, and forcing myself to face that?
I realized that, in part, it wasn’t about helping them.
It was about feeling good about not being that asshole I used to be, because I was helping kids now. But to help the kids? I was planning on going out and killing a fuck load of people.
Yeah, I really had some issues.
“Okay, how about a compromise?” I suggested.
She frowned but nodded for me to continue.
“There’re three places I wanted to go today. First, yeah, I wanted to check out the Acropolis and the ruins, and see if they’d come pick on us, try and set us up. Then, I wanted to look at the boats, the trawlers and so on, and finally.”
“Yeah?”
“The guy who beat his twins.”
“And what will you do if you find him?”
“I’ll kill him,” I said flatly. “So...how about this? We go to the Acropolis, have a look around and play the tourist. If they come to us, we set up for tomorrow. After all, they usually try and get their victims somewhere farther away right? Like the southern harbor? If they try and get us to go, we agree and arrange it, but don’t go straight away.”
“And the trawlers?”
“We can check them out when we go tomorrow, but we can have James do a bit of a search, see if there’s anything he can suggest, view it as an unofficial test?”
“Okay, and the father?”
“I’ll leave him be for today,” I said slowly. “But the gods better be watching out for him, because if I find him.”
“That’s fine,” she agreed, before turning and pressing the small call button for James on the intercom. Seconds later, he was there, all smiles and ready to help.
“Steve, Ingrid, what can I do for you?” he asked. Ingrid smiled, even as I unsubtly angled my coffee so he could see it was almost empty. He moved before I’d managed to make it too overt and was brewing more, while I sighed, thinking I could totally get used to this.
“Steve, do you want to start?” she asked me. I frowned, as she nodded to him.
“Uh...yeah, okay,” I agreed. “We’ve got a few things to do while we’re here, James, but, well, what do you know about us?”
“I’m not sure what you mean?” James asked carefully, even as I reached out, interfacing with his phone.
“I mean, what do you think we do for a living, James?” I asked him, nodding to Ingrid as I settled back, scouring his phone.
A dozen files on various clients, mainly their likes, dislikes, one of the clients on a watch list, some contact with Interpol...Interpol.
I dug deeper into that, scouring along, finding he’d been approached by Interpol on two occasions. Once, he’d told them to get stuffed. Once, he’d agreed to help them, and once...once he’d reached out to them. Evidence he’d seen and made available to them.
A trafficking ring. Drugs, it looked like.
I was having to piece it together on the fly, from broken hints, pictures that weren’t clear, manifests, numbers that linked to computer systems rather than mobile phones, redirecting to restricted accounts.
I’d fallen quiet, and Ingrid and James looked at me before she took over.
“We’re...problem solvers, James,” Ingrid said carefully. “We basically deal with issues that a lot of people don’t like to. Sort of like independent contractors.”
“And we need a ship,” I told him. “We need a decent-sized ship to help with that.”
“I...see.”
“We’d like a little help to find a ship, James,” Ingrid said firmly. “Not too old, but not too recent. It’ll need to be strong and sturdy, decent-sized, at least a dozen berths. Probably a trawler, as it’ll be rebuilt, and a yacht. Well, it needs to be sturdy.”
“A trawler conversion would be stronger than most yachts,” James agreed. “Is it for working in the Med, or out in greater seas?”
“Both,” I answered. “We’re looking like being in the Med for a while, but will be elsewhere from time to time.”
“Okay, and what kind of ship conversion are you looking at? I have several contacts in the industry, but it could be a very different team depending on the usage.”
“Mixed,” I said firmly. “As you know, Ingrid is an archeologist, and another member of our team is as well. Think along the lines of archeology in very dangerous waters. There’ll be a heavily armed team joining us eventually.”
“And you expect to be at risk?”
“Very much so.”
“Pirates?”
“On occasion,” I agreed.
“So a mobile platform for archaeological exploration, heavily armed, anything else?”
“Well, we’ll need room aboard for the teams to work and train, a small engineering and science team...then a ship’s crew,” I said slowly.
“Engineering and science...can you expand on that?” James asked, handing me my coffee after he’d passed Ingrid hers.
“I need engineers for some experiments I’m working on, scientists too, and a medical team.”
“With respect, that’s a very wide set of fields, biomedical sciences? Orbital mechanics? Deep sea geology? Can you be more specific?” James asked.
I gestured for him to get a coffee and join us.
“The sciences will be varied, mainly around nanotechnology and biomedical, with the engineering having a little crossover into nanotech, but being mainly involved in replacing and upgrading the ship as we go.”
“And the medical teams, experimentation or dealing with injuries?”
“You’re asking if we’re setting up a mobile barge that we can do nasty experiments with away from prying eyes,” I realized. “No, no experiments on regular people at all. Think along the lines of the kind of things that governments would claim in a heartbeat.”
“Legal or illegal?”
“Grey area,” I said honestly. “Nothing we do is wrong, although I’ve been attacked on occasion, and in self-defense.” I shrugged. “If someone attacks the ship, I’ll kill them. Officially, that’s wrong, but if we’re out at sea, and someone tries to kill me and my crew?”
“Well, you’re certainly intriguing,” James said with a forced smile. “So what do you need from me?”
“Basically, I need suggestions on ships, a company that can do the first fixes, get the ship turned around, seaworthy, and with a damn good coffee setup,” I suggested lifting my cup and getting a nod.
“I can do that, anything else?”
“Yeah, we know its late in the day, but could you arrange a taxi? We’re going to go and visit the Acropolis,” Ingrid added.
He smiled, getting to his feet. “Of course. When are you looking to leave, and is there an area you’d like to visit first?”
“An old friend suggested we start at the Ugly Duckling and head from there northeast across the hill and into the Acropolis.” I saw the wince on his face.
“It...it might be better to choose a different path,” he suggested carefully. “There have been rumors of...well, you have already encountered a small criminal element, recently. There are rumors that others like them are operating in that area, specifically targeting the wealthier of society.”
“We’ll be careful,” I said with a smile.
“We will be careful,” Ingrid said firmly to me, before looking at James. “Is ten minutes okay?”
“Of course. I’ll arrange it,” James said quickly, standing and moving off.
“You went very quiet when we were talking,” Ingrid said in a low voice.
“He’s working with Interpol,” I said, sitting forward, keeping my voice low. “Makes sense, I suppose. The kind of people he must see on a regular basis...but he occasionally passes them information on his clients.”
“So much for confidentiality,” she whispered, looking disappointed.
“Yes and no.” I shrugged. “Drugs and people traffickers are the ones I saw he reported. The others, he refused to help on one, and that’s just what I could see on a quick dive. I’ll do a deeper look over the next day or two, but for now, at least I’ve accessed his systems, so I can find them again.”
“And he did try to warn us off the dangerous areas,” she pointed out as we gathered socks, shoes, phones, and so on.
“We’ll need to hit the casino tonight, if you’re not going to let me raid the criminals.”
Ingrid grinned. “The casino sounds fun, and besides, I’ve got this beautiful dress, and nobody’s taken me anywhere to show it off yet.”
“I took you to dinner just last night!” I complained as we left the penthouse. Getting into the elevator, James took us down to the ground floor.
“Last night was forever ago,” she pointed out dramatically, making me laugh, before James interrupted apologetically.
“If I may, Steve, Ingrid?” he asked and we nodded. “Please be careful in that area of the ruins. There have been accidents and assaults.” He handed me a small taser, making a point of shifting around until the camera couldn’t see what he was doing. “I’d prefer it if you went elsewhere, possibly start further around the ruins? I can recommend—”
“We’ve got our reasons, but thank you, James,” I said with a smile, passing the taser to Ingrid, who slipped it into her bag.
“Well, if there’s anything I can do to help,” he offered, stepping back and pulling up a map on the tablet he’d taken from a pocket. “You’ll find that…”
While we waited for the taxi, he talked us through the local legends and the best sites to see, as well as recommending the best places to eat and walk, times to visit, and more.
By the time we entered the taxi, I felt like I’d a comprehensive breakdown of the last five thousand years, all in under five minutes.
“He’s good,” Ingrid said, zooming into the area on her own tablet. “He got most of the things I’d want to see on a first pass, and laid the route out well.”
I nodded, settling back and watching the traffic blur past, the taxi pulling out with only slightly less aggression than a frenzied great white shark. I’d visited New York once, and I’d never seen such aggression or skill in anything since seeing their cabs jostling for a fare, but Athens came close.
We wove in and out, horns occasionally blaring, until a few minutes later, we were dropped off on the edge of the park complex, the taxi vanishing in seconds again.
Ingrid and I moved to the cash point, standing waiting for our turn, then stepping in and stripping it of a thousand euros without a card. Ingrid stood to block anyone’s view of what I did, the spike of nanites that I’d slid into the machine making it quicker and easier than the remote HACK could be, but there was no concealing the thrum of the notes being counted, nor of the chucking noise the automated teller machine made as each thick wedge of cash was dispensed.
Several locals took notice of it, with two young men moving in, all wide smiles as they offered to show us the sights.
Ingrid got the smiles, anyway: slim, pretty, and smiling back at them, while I towered over everyone in sight, watching them stone-faced.
They were almost certainly too young to be involved in the more aggressive side of things, and the nervous way they backed away told me that if they were involved in the rest, well, it probably wasn’t enough to be on my radar for harvesting. I dismissed them, the pair of us dipping into the shop next door and getting drinks and a few odds and sods, including a baseball cap for me that proudly proclaimed “I love Greek men.”
I sighed as Ingrid picked it out, laughing as she settled it on my head and proclaimed it perfect, the shopkeeper laughing along as she rang the sale through.
A few minutes later we were off, climbing the hill, passing the bar we’d found mentioned in several of the reports as the starting position, watching the others making the ascent with us.
There were dozens of people, hell, hundreds in sight, meandering up the hill, pointing out the various fallen rocks and general ruins. Where I saw old rocks and too many people for comfort, Ingrid saw thousands of years of history and started to explain what we were surrounded by.
At first I was nodding along, more entranced by her beauty and enthusiasm, but as the minutes passed, I got more involved in the stories, and soon so did others around us.
An older German couple joined us, asking Ingrid occasional questions in broken English. She switched over flawlessly into German to answer, drawing several more of their tour group in close.
I smiled, focusing in and linking to the internet, then nodding to her that I was fine with the language change. She went on, slowly drawing a good dozen others in, their own guide amongst them.
For the next half an hour, she played tour guide, telling stories of the area, of the gods and more. I got to see her as she must have been in her museum, talking about the sections she loved.
She was an archeologist first and foremost, she’d always said, but she also loved the stories, the history, and the details, sharing them with the people who came to learn.
I fell in love with her all over again, seeing her laugh and smile, pointing out details and more, even as the uninterested tour guide that was supposed to be doing that job rather than her, stood at the back of the group and played on their phone.
By the time we reached the top of the hill, standing at the base of the Philopappos monument, the breeze was damn well appreciated. The group around us spread out, with the first couple who had joined us trying to give Ingrid a tip for her efforts.
She smiled, declining it, and explained that she was just a lover of history, thanking them for letting her share her passion.
We moved on, separating from the rest and standing together on one side, enjoying the breathtaking views across the city and down to the harbor as well as the steady breeze that flowed up, scented with rosemary and jasmine as much as city life.
“It’s beautiful,” I said.
“It really is, isn’t it,” she agreed, leaning into me, her arm around my waist, mine across her shoulders as I leaned down and kissed her. “Thank you for relaxing,” she said after a minute.
I was certainly feeling a lot more stable than I had earlier, the actual interaction with “normal” people having done wonders for me.
We moved on, the next hour passing quickly as we walked here and there in the park, before finally passing over the next road into the south areas of the main Acropolis and starting the climb all over again.
This side of the park was even more heavily covered in ruins, and much more stunning.
We wandered here and there, stopping at signs and more. Ingrid talked more quietly as she pointed things out to me, and we spoke of the things that must have happened in the past, as well as the things we now knew that most didn’t, like the creatures of legend being real.
We wondered about the “gods” and what they’d been, how the locals had lived, all of it and more, strolling here and there. We ignored those who called out about great deals and more, trying to get us to visit this restaurant or that guided tour, until at last, Ingrid stiffened, nudging me.
I’d been distracted, having used the link to the internet our phones gave us to scour for pictures of the Temple of Themis as it once had been. I had been overlaying it over the current ruins, and so I’d missed the offer the slimy little bastard had made.
“What?” I asked, glancing over, and seeing the man dressed as a tour guide, but notably without a group.
“Dear, he’s offered to show us the temple. Apparently there’s a private area inside?” Ingrid said to me with a sunny smile.
“Is there?”
“I’ve never heard of one,” she pointed out, which made me instantly suspicious.
“Oh yes, very few people know about it!” he enthused. “It’s being uncovered as we speak. The entrance is hidden around the corner, further down the hill.”
“Oh, so we wouldn’t be able to get in, then,” Ingrid said.
“Well, you can, but it’s not cheap. You see, the restoration is expensive, so they let a few people in a week, that’s all. They don’t want it to be damaged, and there’s no photography allowed.”
“Well, dear?” I asked her, glancing down at her. “Do you think we should arrange to come back?”
“No,” she said slowly. “I think we’ve time to see it, and you’re not as...stressed...as you were, are you?”
“Who, me?” I asked, smiling widely. “I’m fine.”
“Then let’s go,” she said decidedly, forcing a smile at the “tour guide,” who nodded.
“The fee is a hundred euros,” he said, and as I put my hand in my pocket, he went on quickly. “Each.”
“And where do we pay this fee?” I asked.
“Oh, I’ll take it.”
“That’s convenient,” Ingrid said with a smile.
“Very,” I agreed, peeling off a pair of hundred-euro notes and handing them over. They vanished into a pocket without even an attempt at a receipt, as he started leading us out of the temple and back down the road.
As we went, he started to tell us all about the history of the area, most of it inaccurate, as near as I could tell, judging from the difference from the descriptions that Ingrid had made and the way she asked increasingly sharp questions.
By the time we reached a small path marked as “Peripatos” with danger signs and warnings not to proceed, Ingrid was clearly annoyed.
“I thought we couldn’t go this way,” she asked. He smiled, indicating a small wooded area further round.
“It’s just there...unless, of course, you don’t want to go ahead? I’m sorry, but I can’t give refunds. It is a donation to the rebuilding efforts, after all.”
“Oh no, dear, I want to see what’s hidden ahead,” I said firmly, and Ingrid nodded after a few seconds.
“Okay, well remember, restraint!” she cautioned me, getting a nod in response.
I moved ahead of Ingrid, following our guide single-file along the broken and narrow trail, a dozen technological markers already flashing away to let me know that there were others waiting up ahead—smart watches, phones, tablets, all active to one degree or another.
Our “guide” led the way into the shade of the trees, then vanished as four others stepped out around us as we followed him into a small tree lined area.
“Welcome, friends,” one of the men said, stepping into my path and looking up at me, a cosh held loosely in his right hand. “Please don’t scream,” he warned us as the others closed in.
“Oh, we won’t,” I promised, taking Ingrid’s hand and drawing her to my left, where she stood with her back against the wall.
“Good. Now, your valuables, wallet, phones,” the first one demanded, before staggering back and falling onto the floor, stunned.
I’d punched him full in the face, hard enough to break his nose, right cheekbone, and dislocate his jaw, and as his three friends started to move, I was already in motion.
They were spread out in a semicircle, one ahead of me on the floor already, two to my right, and one ahead and to the left. Realistically, only that last one could reach Ingrid. But, just in case, I triggered my assault systems, filling the air with a blur of images that showed the possible movements they could make.
I stepped to the right, catching a blow from a club on my forearm, then grabbing the wielder by the front of his scruffy shirt and yanking him in close.
I head-butted him, then shoved him backwards, taking his friend down with him in a clatter of limbs, before jumping across the clearing and shoulder-charging the one who’d been closing on Ingrid into a tree, face-first.
It was a large tree, thick-branched, covered in rough bark, and it took a good layer of skin off him as he plowed into it.
I grabbed him by the back of the head and slammed him into it again for good measure before turning back...and finding the fight was totally over.
The others were scattering. The “tour guide” had vanished at the first sign of violence, and the only one left was the one I had ahold of.
I lifted him, his feet dangling, and glared at him. One side of his face was covered in grated skin with bark embedded in it, his eyes rolling, and his two front teeth obviously broken.
“Well, fuck.” I grunted, shaking him. “That was a bit pathetic.”
“And yet, if I’d let you come here when you first came back,” Ingrid pointed out, “you’d have killed them all.”
“Probably,” I agreed, shaking the one I had. “You awake in there?” I asked, peeling one eyelid back and hearing him start to cry and beg. “Fuck’s sake. I hear about you trying this shit again? I’ll kill you all, understand?” I asked him, getting a lot of nods and whimpers.
I dropped him. His legs folded up as he hit the ground, having not expected it, and seconds later, he was scrambling out of the copse of trees.
By the time we’d walked back out, there was no sign of any of them, and minutes later we were walking back up the hill.
“Dammit,” I muttered as we reached the top.
“What?”
“The tour guide,” I admitted. “He’s still got the money.”
“Well, if you see him again, you can get it back then.”
“Yeah, just makes me wonder about leaving them,” I admitted. “They weren’t worth killing, but...what if they get that nice old German couple next?”
“You can’t kill everyone for what they might do,” Ingrid chastised. “They were just kids. And I think they learned a valuable lesson.”
“Yeah, never pick on someone bigger than themselves.”
“You’re bigger than everyone,” she pointed out, looking up at me, and I couldn’t help it.
“That’s what she said.”




Chapter Eight



The rest of the afternoon and evening passed quickly. The view from the Acropolis was magnificent, but after an hour, well, we’d seen all we could, considering that some sections were closed for restoration and others were closed away to make sure that they weren’t damaged by idiotic tourists.
We’d returned to the hotel shortly after and spent some quality time chasing each other around the pool then the bedroom, before dressing up and getting James to get us a lift to the local British consulate, the bank, then the Mountain Casino.
The consulate was incredibly boring. Literally, we showed up, gave them the passwords that I’d put in earlier, and because the system was designed to be as unobtrusive as possible, we were essentially handed an envelope and hurried out of the door.
I was simultaneously pleased at the lack of fuss and horrified by how smooth it was and the hinted-at commonness of the event. Then, we grabbed our new bank cards from the bank across the street, flashing the new ID before getting back inside the car and setting off again, this time to the casino.
It took over an hour to get there, but James had outdone himself, arranging a limousine, which was frankly just freaking cool.
I scoured it as we entered, disconnecting over a dozen different devices, including three separate cameras, one of which was clearly positioned in the hope of catching us fooling around.
I was seriously tempted, to be fair, once I’d pointed it out to Ingrid and made sure she knew that there was no way anyone was seeing anything we didn’t want. We had an hour to kill, but apparently, as she’d just spent an hour getting ready, she wasn’t wasting the effort.
I sighed, and being the adult I am, was consoled with the promises of playing later. Being an adult was crap at times.
We spent the hour of travel talking, getting to know each other a bit more, and deliberately not talking about anything to do with the future or our plans.
It was time well-spent, considering how little time we’d actually had to spend like this. I realized that most of our “getting to know each other” conversations had taken place like this, on the road, travelling somewhere, or in bed afterwards.
In one respect, it made us seem incredibly shallow, but on the other...well, we were having a lot of fun, too.
By the time we pulled up to the casino, we were ready to get out and stretch our legs despite the room in the back, and getting out of a limo to stride into the front of a massive, opulent casino with a stunning woman on my arm, while wearing a tuxedo, no less?
Yeah, I felt like secret agent signs were flashing over my head at every step.
I loved it.
We strode through the crowds, people taking pictures here and there, and despite my best attempts, there was just no way I could catch them all.
After a few minutes, I gave up, murmuring under my breath to Ingrid about it and getting a nod of acceptance as we continued.
She’d warned me it’d be like this. The largest casino in the area, on a night which was, according to James, a special celebrity evening, meant that there were literally dozens of paparazzi camped around the place taking photos, and hundreds of fans.
The best I could do was strip the casino’s cameras, making sure that they, at least, weren’t recording, just showing the live picture.
Ingrid guided me to a small section off to one side, the VIP cash desk, and after showing our ID, we changed a thousand euros into chips.
It was nothing compared to the amounts others were changing, but then, we basically only needed seed money.
“Where first?” Ingrid asked me, and I nodded to the automated machines.
“Start there. Lose a little so we blend in, then I’ll HACK it,” I murmured to her, following along and sitting next to her, then sliding into the digital world.
Ingrid carried on a one-sided conversation, making it appear we were having a great time, while I leaned in close and poured myself into the systems.
It was an insane barrage of data, one that I’d automatically tamped down when we’d approached the building. But in order to make the most of it, I needed to immerse myself into it.
The world was suddenly a blinding cacophony of digital signals, encryption lockouts, security fallbacks, and more. I started stripping the signals back, searching for the most heavily encrypted and the least, comparing them as a new notification popped up, and I let it bloom.
Quest Uncovered!
Evolving Quest: Clear Out the Garbage: Level 1 has been unlocked
The local area has been overrun with external signals. Isolate, repurpose, and decrypt 10 encrypted signals to receive the following Reward:
	+1 HACK point




	+Access to level 2 of the Evolving Quest







I grinned, accepting the prompt, then started plucking the least complex from the mess all around me. I didn’t know why some things triggered a quest and others didn’t, but fuck it, I wasn’t going to complain.
The first two signals were simplistic beyond belief, literally six-sided cubes that had a keyhole almost as large as the overall side of the cube, but still, accessing them allowed me to find that one of the ladies nearby was so bored—while smiling encouragingly at her partner—that she was learning Mandarin Chinese through her earbuds, and another was listening to some seriously bad porn.
Like, bad. Not in the “whoa, that’s kinky shit” bad, but horrifically written.
I was almost ashamed for her. Then I realized that, if anyone wrote down the details of my sex life, I’d probably be embarrassed by how obsessed I was.
Then I looked at Ingrid and grinned. Fuck ’em.
The next few signals were much the same, men and women listening to various music, transmissions, and one was receiving reports on the players at a nearby table.
I turned slowly, as if I were just idly curious, and spotted him leaning against a table nearby. He was an older gentleman, white bushy moustache and lamb-chop sideburns, and he was carefully evaluating the players.
I focused in on the tablet he had in one hand, hacking into it and watching the details as he added.
The encryption was crap, barely better than his earphones, but once I was in, he was making a constant evaluation on the profit the two guys were making.
Once I’d spotted that and listened to the warnings and directions he was being given, I started to look elsewhere, searching not with my eyes, but for identical system signals and encryption.
Five minutes later, I had seventeen others scattered across the main floor of the casino doing the same, with identical equipment.
The quest was complete, but my mind was whirling. Were they staff? Were they evaluating the gambling to make sure that nobody was cheating? Hell, were they criminals hunting for victims?
I focused in, locking onto the signals they received, and working to translate them. They were transmitting information that identified the amount being placed on the bets, and adding notes on the players to a central system, the wins and losses were all coming from cameras hidden above the tables, and were being added into the same file.
They were coming from a location inside the security system of the casino, and while some sections were heavily encrypted, most weren’t, which kept me unsure.
“Steve?”
“Hmmm?” I answered, blinking free of the digital morass to find Ingrid looking at me in question. “What’s wrong?” I asked her.
“We’re down to the last hundred.”
“Already?” I asked, surprised.
“You told me to lose, so I’m playing on the highest winning bracket.”
I took a long look at the machine. It had a dozen possible “lines” that were activated depending on how much you paid per spin. Basically, it was a fancy version of the machines I was used to playing in the pubs, but instead of the usual hundred pounds maximum win—and the fifty-pence to two-pound-a-spin cost—this was a ten, twenty-five, fifty, and hundred-euro cost to play.
Mind you, at a hundred thousand top prize?
I nodded, approving.
“Give me a minute before you play,” I asked, pulling up the notifications.
Quest Complete!
You have successfully used your implanted systems to evaluate and take control of 10 of the signals enmeshed in the local area, and receive the following rewards:
	+1 HACK point




	+Access to level 2 of the Evolving Quest







Quest Updated!
Evolving Quest: Clear Out the Garbage: Level 2 has been unlocked
The local area has been overrun with external signals. Isolate, repurpose, and decrypt 25 encrypted signals to receive the following Reward:
	+1 HACK Point




	+Access to Level 3 of the Evolving Quest







I pulled up the details, quickly sorting through my HACK tree, slipping another point straight into my STEALTH choice, making it far harder for anything to tell I’d been there, just in case. Then, I reached out to the machine we were sat at.
It had three separate systems running. One was a very obvious anti-tamper bit of kit, literally securing the frame. If any section was pried open without a key being inserted into the back, alarms would go apeshit.
I ignored it, once I’d made sure of what it was and moved on.
Next was a nifty bit of reporting software, telling another system how many coins, notes, or cards had come into contact with the system and waiting for a signal to say it’d passed a magic point to allow it to start paying out. Until then, there was no chance at all.
The final system was a local one, and it managed the chance of payout, making sure that no one system was in charge of the payout, which was sneaky. The local one on the machine decided on the actual chance of the payout, and how much it would be, but it made it that much harder for anyone to spoof it.
I grinned and sent the signal that told the machine it was permitted to pay out, then changed a decimal point two places on the local machine.
Just like that, it went from a one percent chance of payout to a hundred, and the prize...well, it was one of three: ten thousand, eighty, or a hundred.
I let the machine run, seeing the eighty come up, and as soon as it locked in, I flicked the decimal point back, erasing any trace of my presence in the system as I left.
“We won!” Ingrid cried, jumping up and down and very nearly falling out of her dress as she wrapped her arms around me, laughing, her exuberance only partially feigned.
“How much?!” I asked, as if in shock, and she nodded, waving for a staff member to come over, as the signs all around us asked that we do.
A slim, pretty girl with dark hair stepped up, smiling and congratulating us as she pulled up a tablet and checked some details, before nodding and waving us over to the cash desk, printing a small token for us to hand in.
Then we were off, and I noticed another of the group of observers being detailed to watch us instead.
We got our chips, Ingrid insisting that we deposit half into our bank account, and paying the taxes on it as we did.
Then we were off, hitting another two machines and losing sixteen thousand in just over an hour.
In that time, while she played the part of gambling addict, and I the part of bored houseplant, partner, and bodyguard, I’d managed to complete the next level of the evolving quest and start the next, this time with fifty systems to hack. I was damn glad about the number of signals around me now when Ingrid hit the jackpot again, this time without any funny business from me, just sixteen thousand and change in steady work.
I blinked in shock as the alarms started going off on the machine, thinking I’d done something, when Ingrid started cheering again, doing a little exuberant dance in place as she knocked back the cocktail she’d just been given.
A hundred thousand more.
We’d just won a hundred thousand more in cash and made damn sure that we were on the casino’s radar now, as without asking, a new staff member popped up, verified the win, and guided us none too subtly away from the machines, suggesting that we’d enjoy the blackjack tables or roulette.
I did like the roulette, as it happened. I checked the system as I approached it, the none-too-subtle clicker and weighted ball trick obvious to me as I reached out, laying a ten-thousand chip down on number twenty-eight.
The croupier dropped the ball in, and it clattered around wildly, bouncing and falling as I kissed Ingrid and made damn sure the computer kept the number it’d already had picked out as the winning one.
Ten seconds later, and we were being “invited” to meet some of the staff off to one side, having just won three hundred and sixty thousand euros on a single bounce of the ball.
“That was a truly impressive run of luck,” one of the staff congratulated us as he guided us across to receive our payout.
“Thank you,” Ingrid said with a dazzling smile. “I think we’ll hit the blackjack tables next.”
“I think not,” he replied easily. “Players with such quick, consistent luck as yourselves are usually well-known, but if you can look up there?” He gestured, and we both looked up, finding a camera planted full on, ready for just this opportunity. “Thank you. Well, you’re now marked, and as such, and I’m sure you’re used to, you may no longer play in our casinos without specific invite.”
“That’s just rude!” Ingrid snapped. “Just because we were winning?”
“Basically,” he agreed. “My dear, if you’ve never come across this before, and this is honestly the first time this has happened, then I apologize, and you are fantastically fortunate, blessed by the god Tyche as well as Aphrodite.”
“Luck and love,” Ingrid said to me.
I quirked a half-smile. “He’s not wrong.”
“You’re a very lucky pair, and should we ever cross paths again elsewhere, for example in another casino, where I’m not responsible, I’ll buy you both drinks and enjoy your description of your abilities. However, until then, goodnight.”
Then that was it, and we were cashed out, the money handed over without issue, and we were escorted to our waiting limo for the trip back.
“I was really enjoying that,” Ingrid grumbled, sitting with me in the back.
“So was I,” I replied with a grin. “I managed to get two quests done, gained a few points in levelling my skills, and well, I got to look down the front of your dress all night.”
“Pervert,” she whispered, pretending to be appalled and pressing one hand to her cleavage.
“You know it,” I agreed, kissing her.
“So...are those cameras definitely off?” she asked me after a few seconds of kissing. I checked, sweeping the area again, finding that three systems, two cameras, and a microphone had been rebooted.
“They will be in a second,” I promised, reaching out and accessing them again. One was a simple system; it rebooted when the engine turned on, so that was fine. The microphone, I realized, was clearly set up so that we could speak to the driver if we wanted.
The other two though, both cameras and the way they were hidden and positioned...
I hacked them both, then accessed the storage, finding it was heavily encrypted and broadcasting from a tablet in the driver’s bag.
The tablet took a few seconds to hack, but once I was inside, there were dozens of security features, all set up to wipe the system should they detect any intrusion.
I dug deeper, carefully searching, while Ingrid, who’d clearly had something more carnal in mind than watching me sit there like a potato, sighed and pulled her phone free.
I scanned deeper and deeper, finding layers of encryption on file after file, and each of them biometric, but the deeper I went, the more complex it became as well.
The first levels were verification, each time making sure that I had the right to access the data, which as I was inside the machine, and yet not a part of it, was simple enough. I could copy the data for the thumbprint across, telling the scanner that it was supposed to check the print against the one here, not here.
Then though, it moved to authentication as well. That was a whole different level, as it meant the machine was asking not if I had the right to access this data generally, but did I have the right to access it right now?
The system evaluated its current location, clearly seeing the vehicle was on the move...and went nuclear.
It started overwriting in all directions, a virus that had to have been military in level spread out and started erasing the system at top speed.
I froze. I’d never had it fail like this before. Hell, until now, I’d basically been a god of systems, and I knew fuck all about them before the system knowledge had unfurled.
Now? I’d come up against a system that was designed with hackers in mind.
And hackers that were far more skilled than me.
I had split seconds before everything was lost, and I did the only think I could think of, locking in the pattern of encryption this system had used.
Encryption, when viewed from my side, could be weird.
Signals were unique, much in the way that snowflakes were, but the further back I pulled my scrutiny, the more alike they became, as details, such as the overall design, the capability, or the security system used became clear, taking up a fragment of the pattern broadcast.
It meant that similar signals, such as the observers’ back at the casino, that I was now sure worked there to find lucky fuckers like us, were easy to find. I could have drilled in closer to the systems, and I’d have found more and more differences, but from where I’d been?
Same models, same encryption algorithms, same signals going to and from them. I could have seen individual manufacturing codes, and the myriad little construction details that make things slightly different if I’d looked close enough, but there was no need. I’d seen them and recognized them.
That was my hope with this signal.
I might not be able to do anything with this one in the car right now. Hell, the driver probably had no clue his sneaky little unwilling porn-star setup was fucked, but it was massive overkill for trying to get a sneaky glimpse up Ingrid’s dress. I had to assume that this was part of something more.
I backed out of the system and told Ingrid what I’d found, as well as what the driver had, and my suspicions.
“We’re waiting ‘til we get back to the hotel,” she said after a minute, looking around the inside of the limo and grimacing.
“What’s wrong?”
“Ten minutes ago, I wanted to screw your brains out in here.”
“Yeah?” I asked, totally approving of the idea.
“And now all I can see is the probably hundreds of people who’ve done that in here,” she said firmly, looking around and noticing faint stains on the upholstery. “Oh god.”
“It’s probably chocolate,” I said after a few seconds of staring.
“You want to lick it and make sure?”
“Fuck no.”
“Exactly,” she said, climbing atop me.
“Hey, I thought you weren’t feeling...oh.” I stopped, realizing she was literally just refusing to sit on the seat any longer.
“Yeah, you can wait until we get back to the hotel and get a shower,” she told me, moving around and getting comfortable.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“I love this show,” she replied with a grin, pulling up a bakery program and its group of contestants.
“Fine.” I sighed, shifting slightly so I had a better view as the car rumbled on, the building rain outside setting up a staccato pattern on the sunroof overhead.




Chapter Nine



When we pulled up to the hotel, the driver dropped the privacy glass to wish us a good evening with a clearly strained smile. He received a glare from Ingrid as she hopped out, straightening her dress and storming up the steps into the hotel.
“Ah...is there a problem?” he asked.
I smiled, leaning forwards and dropping my voice. “She saw some stains on the cushions, mate. And she’s disgusted.”
“Ah. I’m so sorry. They’re cleaned daily,” he promised.
“That’s fine. I’m a bit less concerned, but still, you understand?” I asked, climbing out.
He gave me an assenting nod, then headed off, clearly thinking that was all there was to it. As the car pulled away, I jogged up the stairs and inside, finding Ingrid frowning impatiently by the elevator.
“What took so long?” she asked.
“I didn’t want him to know straight away we knew about the cameras,” I explained. “I mean, yeah, it’s going to be obvious. We get in and the cameras die, but still, I need a little time while they work things out before they shut their systems down. That was the first encryption I’ve come across that was hard, basically.”
“And you want to test yourself?” she asked, punching the rooftop restaurant in, rather than our private area.
“A little,” I admitted. “Mainly, I wanted to know what warranted such high grade software to protect it. After all, while I’m sure he’s trying to keep it quiet that he’s filming people fucking in the back of the limo, that’s also, well, it’s not that bad?”
“I don’t want a video of us out there,” Ingrid said with a shudder. “Gods...one of my exes shared some photos of me I’d let him take once.”
“What happened?” I asked, surprised by a sudden surge of anger.
“Lars happened. He asked the guy to take them down, and then paid a hacker to get rid of the pictures, bought the guy’s company, and publicly fired him when he refused. Fired him on the grounds of sharing obscene photos of a ‘staff member’ who was never identified. Buried his career, and then the police ‘found’ his computer...”
“I knew I liked Lars,” I said, grinning.
“He’s a good friend,” she agreed. “But for months afterwards, hell, years really, I was really paranoid. I still am. I mean, I trust you, but...”
“But once photos like that are out there, and it’s been done to you once...yeah, don’t worry. I understand, and if it’s any consolation?”
“Yeah?”
“We can hunt him down, and I’ll kill him and use his nanites to heal sick kids?”
“That’s sweet,” she said, patting one cheek and kissing me. “That’s possibly the sweetest and single most psychotic thing anyone has ever said to me.”
“I try,” I admitted, grinning down and kissing her back.
“Come on, let’s get dinner,” she said. “We got hustled out before I got to see what they had.”
“Yeah, but...”
“Yes?”
“We also made what, four hundred grand?”
“Four hundred and four after the expenses,” she agreed, smiling.
“Nice.”
The doors opened on the rooftop garden, and we strolled out, taking a seat at the bar. Getting a pair of cocktails from the smiling barman, we added the expense to the room before moving to a table while we waited for our food to be delivered.
“What are you going to do?” she asked me after a little general conversation.
“About?”
“The kids?” she asked, her voice soft. “I know it’s been on your mind all day.”
“I’m going to save those I can,” I said resolutely.
“And tonight?” she asked.
“I’m going to go back,” I replied. “I told the doctors I would, but that if I heard a single goddamn word about how it’d been done, beyond that they were working goddamn miracles themselves, then they’d never see me again.”
“How many nanites do you have?”
“Twenty-two and a half thousand.”
“And you need?”
“I need eight for the most basic functions and another twelve for my full suite of abilities.”
“Two and a half thousand,” she whispered. “Is that enough?”
“To heal someone else?” I asked. “No.”
“So.”
“I healed thirty-seven dying children last night. I accepted the next level quest, and I hit it as well. I didn’t want to make the decision on allocating the points this morning, not when I was on the ragged edge, and tonight, well, I was busy with the other side...so.”
“Go on.” She pulled her phone out. “I’ll get caught up on the bake-off.”
“Thanks, Ingrid.” I grinned. Then I pulled up the prompts.
Quest Complete!
You have successfully healed 10 of the local Support Class and receive the following rewards:
	+1 SUPPORT point




	+1 ESPIONAGE point




	+Access to level 2 of the Evolving Quest







Quest Updated!
Evolving Quest: Do No Harm: Level 2 has been unlocked
The local Support Class is deteriorating due to mismanagement and poor quality control on their systems. Repair 25 Biological Variants to receive the following Reward:
	+1 SUPPORT point




	+Access to level 3 of the Evolving Quest







Quest Complete!
You have successfully healed 25 of the local Support Class and receive the following rewards:
	+1 SUPPORT point




	+Access to level 3 of the Evolving Quest







Quest Updated!
Evolving Quest: Do No Harm: Level 3 has been unlocked
Heal 50 local Support Class Variants to receive the following Reward:
	+1 SUPPORT point




	+Access to level 4 of the Evolving Quest







I nodded to myself, pleased with that. Two points in the SUPPORT tree and one in ESPIONAGE, which I’d never had before.
I did the obvious thing and pulled up the ESPIONAGE tree, finding the usual three choices separated into two sets of three, each a mirror of another.
There was Internal and External, first of all, then in each there were either Counterterrorism and Terrorism, Cyber and Physical Espionage, and Espionage and Counter-Espionage. The six options were literally all different facets of the same subject, but...I could see the differences in attitude that focused the intent and the relevant skills.
Basically, and without getting too much into the massive barrage of pain I could sense should I choose one of the skills now, the differences between protecting a site—for example, a nuclear power plant—and assaulting the same location were light years apart.
Yes, they included some of the same details, but fuck me, the difference in approach would be insane.
Even just looking at the overview, which I had no clue why it shared as much as it did, gave me a splitting headache. I blinked it away, dismissing the screens and focusing on Ingrid, who looked at me, realizing what had happened.
“You made a choice?” she asked.
I carefully, slowly shook my head. “No, just looked at the options, and this is the result.”
“Damn, what were the choices?”
“Internal and External Security. Espionage,” I whispered, getting a frown as she puzzled through it, nodding.
“Which will you choose?”
“Not sure.” I rubbed at my eyes with my palms. “Honestly, I gave up as soon as the data packet started to unfurl. It’s a bitch, and that’s without choosing, either.”
“How bad?”
“You know migraines?”
“Yeah?”
“Imagine one building, the worst you’ve had, then stare into the sun and have a brass band playing, while someone dumps icy cold calculations into your brain, and you have a thousand generations of computer schematics examined in blueprint form, then injected into your frontal cortex.”
“That is not sounding like fun.”
“It’s not.”
“Heads up,” she said, abruptly sitting forward.
I turned, blinking as a trio of men moved across the open-air restaurant, one of them glaring at a waiter who’d gotten into his way. The other two moved close, stopping and standing over our table.
I blinked as if that would shunt the migraine away and stared up at them, searching automatically and finding that, while they had a slightly higher than usual level of nanites, they were nothing special.
The man who’d been delayed by a waiter arrived then, and standing with his friend, boxed our table in, while the one in the middle took a chair and made to sit down at our table.
“We’re not interested,” I said flatly, head pounding and in no mood for whatever this was.
“I don’t care,” he replied, pulling his chair in and looking from one of us to the other, his accent thick. Albanian, if I had to guess.
“Then fuck off,” I said, tone flat.
“You rode in a vehicle that belongs to my establishment. Now it is damaged. Security features are no longer working. I have come for an explanation.”
“You mean, we got in your rigged limo and spotted the cameras you have set up to try and catch rich kids getting their rocks off,” I replied, taking a drink from my rum and eyeing him.
“Security features that are not cheap, and yet were no longer working after you used our service,” he said coldly. “You were also made to leave the casino ahead of your plans, it seems, so at least you can afford to fix the issues.”
“Can and are willing to are totally different things,” I replied, setting my glass down and looking from one of his goons to the other.
“You won enough you were banned from the casino, Mr. Steven Atherton. Over four hundred thousand euros. Our fee is half.”
“No.”
“No?”
“As in hell no,” I replied, sitting forward and shifting to face him more fully. “I’m not giving you money to fix your own shitty setup that apparently broke while we were in the car. Tell me, did it break before we got in?”
“After.”
“So you’ll have a partial recording, then, one that shows us, doing what? Attacking your car with screwdrivers and pliers?”
“No.”
“So, what were we doing?”
“You think this is a negotiation?” he asked slowly. “You think that perhaps because you are a big man, you get to laugh and walk away? No. You will give us device you used to break property, and you will give us your money, then you leave Athens...or you never leave.”
“We’re staying right where we are, pal,” I said slowly, watching him, ready. “You’re not getting a single cent from us, and—”
“You have pretty wife.” He interrupted me.
I froze, then grinned, sliding into his phone, pulling up the encryption, ignoring most of the deeper secure systems and pulling up the photos he had in his favorites.
Most were random shit that meant nothing to me, but one, taken three weeks ago...
“As do you,” I said slowly, sitting forwards. “Dark hair, like your kids. Not a bad figure, either, especially in that black dress that she wore to your birthday party.”
The photos were all there, sitting on his phone. His thirty-sixth birthday, him laughing as his wife held a cake, the kids blowing the candles out, and I watched him as he stopped dead.
“You threaten me and mine, and I’ll threaten you and yours,” I whispered.
“You’re a dead man walking,” he replied, his voice low and full of venom.
“Sitting, actually,” I said, gesturing to my seat. “Listen, Yanni, I don’t give two fucks about you, beyond that you should go find a tree to apologize to for wasting its air, but you think you’re dangerous. You’re a petty criminal with delusions of grandeur, so let’s make our positions clear. Fuck off now, and I’ll forget about this meeting. Otherwise, I’ll kill you and everyone that you try to involve, tear your ‘gang’ down to the ground, and piss on your corpses.”
There was a long minute of silence, one in which even Ingrid was clearly shocked. I realized that maybe, just maybe, I wasn’t entirely over the incident with the kids last night, because I really, really wanted him to attack me right then.
“You will regret this.”
“Fuck off, Yanni.”
He stood, his face white with fury, and his two bodyguards stood on either side glaring at us. When I stared at them, they both looked away. Clearly when I’d not given in to the whole intimidation thing, I’d either marked myself as a player in the same game, and one higher than Yanni… or a psychotic motherfucker, and they didn’t want to make a mistake there.
Yanni stood over us, then reached out and picked up Ingrid’s cocktail, then tipped it over on the table.
“An accident. These things happen,” he said flatly before walking away. I started to push my chair back, only to have Ingrid grab my arm.
“Leave it,” she said, shifting back, so that the spilled cocktail didn’t drip on to her as the staff rushed forwards to clear the mess away.
“We’ll take the food in our room, please,” she said to the bar manager, who nodded quickly, giving orders and apologies in equal number.
I stood with Ingrid, the pair of us moving around the staff and heading for the elevator as the other patrons started talking again, everything having ground to a halt during our exchange.
By the time we reached the penthouse, James was waiting for us, the table set, and mixing a replacement cocktail for Ingrid.
“I swear you never sleep,” I said to him, shaking my head.
“I sleep, but I don’t need as much as I used to, I’ll admit,” he said with a smile, before stepping forwards and sighing. “I apologize on behalf of the hotel,” he started to say, and I waved him away.
“It’s not your fault,” Ingrid said, taking a deep breath, and shaking her head. “It’s that bloody limousine.”
“The limo?” he asked sharply.
“It had cameras in the back, a lot of them,” I said firmly.
He gave a slow, knowing nod. “Most do have some.”
“Not in the positions and recording quality that these were.”
“They’re the kind that make movies that end up online,” Ingrid said disgustedly.
“Ah,” James said, his face darkening. “My apologies indeed, then. I selected the service. It’s one we’ve used many times, and—” He shook himself. “I’ll bring it up with the hotel’s senior management.”
“Thanks, but that’s not your fault,” I said. “I don’t hold the hotel to blame for scumbags. Hell, at the minute, we’re on a fifty-fifty experience for great people and scumbags this holiday, aren’t we, dear?” I said to Ingrid with a laugh.
“Unfortunately,” she agreed, then rubbed her face tiredly. “I’m sorry, I’m not hungry anymore.”
“We can order something else?” I suggested.
She shook her head. “No, I just...I just want to go to bed, is that all right?”
“Of course.” I glanced to James then at the night sky outside the window, thinking.
“It’s fine. You said you’d go...just go and then come back, okay?” she said.
“I don’t want to leave you here in case they come back,” I started to say, before James stepped in.
“The hotel has several security staff available, and the floor is locked to keycard entry only. I’m happy to remain here if you need to run an errand, Steve. I can have two of the security team stationed outside, if that would help?”
“That’s fine,” Ingrid said, moving across and kissing my cheek. “Just don’t be long, okay?”
“Thank you, I’ll be quick,” I assured them both.
“I’ll arrange security now,” James said, already moving off. I followed Ingrid through to our bedroom, kissing her and talking softly as she got ready for bed.
She’d clearly made an effort with some particularly nice underwear, but after everything that had happened, the mood was just gone.
“Do you want to talk about it?” I asked her.
She shook her head. “Not really. I...wasn’t scared. If anything, I was feeling about the same as I think you were, contempt for him, mostly, but when you mentioned his wife and kids, it just—it reminded me that, when you’re around, I’m safe, literally. But without you? If you choose to move on?”
“I’m not going anywhere,” I assured her
Ingrid summoned a weak smile. “I know that. Don’t worry, it’s just...one day you will. And I don’t mean you’ll get bored and leave me, but I’m...I’m human, and mortal, and you’re not now. You’ll live forever, and I’ll get old. It’s just a bit of a shitty thought, that one day you’ll be like Hans, walking through the ruins of buildings that people like me are trying to figure out the uses for. And there you’ll be, remembering dates we went on in those buildings. It just...it made me realize how lonely he is, and that one day, you’ll be the same.”
“I won’t be alone,” I said firmly, and she smiled up at me sadly. “I mean you’ll be there with me,” I corrected myself quickly.
“We’ll see,” she said, before kissing me and giving me a light shove. “Now go on. I’m going to have a soak in the bath, just a little ‘me’ time, and listen to some music. You go take care of the kids.”
I nodded, kissed her back, and glanced around the room again, reminding myself that it was a penthouse apartment, with security guards on the way, and with keycard entry as James had pointed out.
Still...
“If you need me, you call me.” I pointed to the phone on the edge of her bed. “I’ll make sure I answer this time.”
“Okay. Now go on, go!” she said, kissing me and shooing me out of the door. “James will keep me safe. Just go!”
With that, the door shut behind me, and I was standing in the middle of the apartment again, more than a little convinced I shouldn’t be going anywhere, but...
I had a small amount of nanites left, and I’d promised I would go. Hell, I’d even picked out the most likely morgues in the area, which had been a grim enough search to carry out.
I knew that tossing it off and staying with Ingrid was the safer thing to do, but...but I could actively save lives. Children’s lives.
There were others there who had been close to death, and I’d told the staff to get them ready to be drugged so they’d be pain-free and healed.
But Ingrid and that asshole Yanni...
“Steve, the security team are on their way up, and I’ll remain here,” James said with a reassuring smile.
“I won’t be long,” I promised, moving past him and into the reception area, meeting the two big buggers that left the elevator. I nodded in greeting to them as they took up station on either side of the door, their smart, fitted suits making it clear they worked security for the wealthy, rather than on the doors.
“We’ll ensure you’re not interrupted again, sir,” one assured me.
“I’m going out to deal with something, so let me make it as clear as possible: if anything happens, and you have to use force? Use extremely excessive force, and I’ll cover it,” I said, looking from one to the other.
I got a grim nod of understanding and agreement from each, then I was past them and into the elevator, going down, feeling more and more that I was making a terrible mistake, but unable to do anything else.
I needed to find a damn team I could trust—and quickly.




Chapter Ten



The first morgue was a bust. Of seventeen bodies, three were in a state I was willing to take nanites from. The rest were, well, they were a mess, and the nanites showed as failing as much as corrupted.
I left them and moved on, hitting three more sites before finally launching myself back into the clear sky over Athens, powering up high, then flipping over to fly down as gracefully as I could, to land atop the hospital I’d first visited.
There were three of them on the roof, two healthcare assistants and the same doctor I’d saved. As soon as they saw me incoming, one of the assistants tore off to the entrance, while the other two stood nervously waiting.
“How many?” I asked, landing with a flurry of wings, looking from one to another.
“I...uh, forty-two,” the doctor managed to get out, eyes clearly bugging out at the fact that I’d returned and was real. I wondered what the hell he’d had to tell people. But, as he went on, he made it clear he’d carried out his end of the bargain. “I pulled children in from the surrounding area, those on the waiting list for transplants especially, or with complex cancers and tumors.”
“Lead the way,” I ordered him, giving myself a little shake as my armor pooled and flowed back inside of myself, and I was revealed to be a human, or at least human in appearance.
They did lead, the doctor practically yanking the fire door into the building off its hinges again in his desperation, cheap shoes clattering on the metal steps as we hurried down several floors.
The corridors here were full of doctors and nurses, healthcare assistants and janitors all ready and all silent. Dozens of beds filled the corridors around the little medical suite, all set up and ready to go with kids literally on rebreathing equipment waiting wide-eyed as I passed.
I saw parents in the rooms nearby, staring out at me, and I wondered what the hell the doctor had told people.
Then I considered what I’d do, and agree to, if I had kids in this condition, and the doctor called me when I’d lost all hope and offered a lifeline, on the condition of silence.
I nodded to them, moving into the operating theatre and meeting the first of them.
A ten-year-old boy, unconscious already, having been in a coma for weeks. A victim of a hit and run, with damage to his spinal column.
He was gently rolled over, and I reached out, having already made damn sure there were no recording devices active, and I extended a single spike of nanites.
I’d managed to gather up another hundred thousand nearly, but...I’d used more than that last night on fewer kids.
I pulled up the SUPPORT menu, seeing that now that I’d gained the Repair Systems Upgrade and had points to spend. I had the choice of Cellular or Cybernetics paths to choose from.
I gritted my teeth and selected Cellular, spending one of the recently gained points.
The data that flowed into me made me grunt, the systems I was already examining in the boy before me changing slightly as I gained new options.
I could heal him. Hell, I could fully repair him, as I had the others last night, but in doing so, the cost...his spinal tissue was badly damaged. It would need repairing from the back of the brain where it interfaced to halfway down the spine, and it’d need fully repairing, not a patch.
There were three options there.
I could fix it all in one go, spend the nanites, and hope that the others were less complex. The cost was roughly eleven thousand nanites, just over ten percent of the store I had.
I could straighten out the issues as they stood now, repair the worst of them, but leave some as they were. That was much cheaper, at around three and a half thousand, but...it’d leave him with some low-level nerve damage for his entire life, and he’d never live a life as easy or free of pain as many of his peers would.
Last of all, and the best option, if a slower one, was a hybrid approach.
I’d fix the worst of the damage now, at the three and a half thousand, then set another two thousand nanites to do a slow attune and rebuild...essentially gifting him some of my nanites, programmed to do slow repair and to increase his overall health.
The only issue with that was...
I needed to spend another point to be able to unlock that facility.
I needed to spend the points I’d gained, but the entire reason I needed the points was to unlock other aspects of the tree, so that I could make our goddamn ship!
I hesitated only a minute, hoping that I’d save enough points as I went on to still do this, but...
I reached back into the skill tree and took Cybernetic as well, gritting my teeth as a much, much bigger download unfurled, covering more details of nanotechnology.
I pulled up my helm, making sure nobody could see my face as the blood started to pour from my nose, thankfully caught by the face shield.
Now that my face was covered, I blinked and focused again, making sure of the details I’d picked out and the pattern I’d enforced.
He’d recover over the next week or so, waking up in an hour or two, and his body healing over several days.
I stepped back, the spike flowing back up and out of his body, before gesturing to the doctor to move him on.
“He’ll recover over the next week,” I said. “He should wake by morning. Next.”
And that was it. The doctor was nodding and making notes as another doctor wheeled the next bed in, a janitor helping as they moved it into position. The little figure on it was wracked with sweat and shaking, head twisting from side to side as I extended a hand. I gently touched his head, scanning.
Infection, a deep-seated one that had managed to avoid and survive all the usual counter measures. I checked, finding he had barely any active nanites. The corruption level was extreme; some form of issue in the replication program had rendered them practically useless.
I extended a small spike, feeling terrible as it stabbed into the tiny bugger, but I took his corrupted and failing nanites out, while injecting working ones, actually gaining a few dozen in number, even if they were currently useless, as they needed to be cleansed and repurposed.
“He’ll live,” I said withdrawing the needle. “A day, no more, and he’ll be recovered.”
He was already starting to calm, the frenzied shaking becoming less and less evident as the new nanites slowed his faltering heart rate and began the process of reconstruction.
I nodded in satisfaction, gesturing them to move on.
Two hours passed like this, the majority of the patients dealt with. Much to my surprise, the doctors and staff worked steadily, no questions, no harassment. Hell, nobody had even tried to get sneaky pictures, which was going a hell of a long way to restoring my faith in humanity in general, considering that a photo could make them millionaires if they pulled it off, but they’d been warned it would also mean me vanishing.
I was waiting as a new trolley bed was being wheeled in, when the connection to the hotel suddenly went live, the phone I’d left with Ingrid desperately screaming for attention.
I pulled up the signal, the screen projected in my vision as I opened my mouth, ready to ask what was wrong...when I heard the gunfire.
“Steve!” Ingrid screamed, pointing the phone at her face, and seeing an image of me on her phone. “Help!” she cried, twisting the phone around and showing three men storming into our bedroom, with two others in the main room outside, beating James on the floor.
“Ingrid!” I roared as my armor activated fully, covering me head to toe. I went into full attack mode, my claws digging into the ground as I spun, wings flaring, to run straight at a wall, the only one between me and the corridor.
I burst through the thin internal structure, dug my nails into the ground, leaving a carved section behind as I raced ahead, my systems bringing up a map as I raced down the corridor, wings folded as I tried to minimize the injuries to anyone in my path.
Screams rose as I lumbered through another wall, then dove forwards, smashing a window out and plunging into the night. Wings beating hard, I shoved power into the gravity inverter, sending myself rocketing upwards.
Even flying, and at this speed, the distance from the hospital to the hotel was significant. As I lifted into the air, beating hard, I saw the phone ripped from Ingrid’s hand, one of the thugs glaring down at it before throwing it at the floor and stamping down hard on it.
Then he was dragging her away as she shouted out descriptions of them.
“He’s got a tattoo of a mermaid with ‘Ahlana my love,’” she shouted, before being backhanded to shut her up.
“Silence, whore!” he snarled. I heard her laugh as she was dragged away, the phone mic’s gain ratcheting up in response to my desire to hear every word she said.
“You’re so dead,” she told them, utter certainty in her voice, before the sound of a second blow rang out, and someone called in an eastern European accent to “move out.”
I snarled, my wings beating harder and harder. The buildings blurred past as I hissed in fury, pushing more power into the gravity inverter and increasing the feeling of falling, just not downwards.
I hurtled across the sky, weaving between buildings, ducking under signs, then lifting over others. Ancient buildings flashed past, and in the distance I saw the hotel, the signal from the phone and tablets calling to me like a beacon.
I flipped over, slamming my wings forwards, beating them furiously even as I tried to reverse the gravity field. Landing hard, my claws dug into the marble, leaving deep gouges across the rooftop until I slammed into the double doors that led in from the balcony and tore them free of their housing.
I ran three steps inside, wings beating as I finally managed to stop, finding our rooms a mess. Broken crockery, glass wear, bullet damage.
The doors to our bedroom were open, and I ran in, finding a broken martini glass, the jewelry stand that the few things she’d picked that she liked had fit on, laid on the floor, and her phone there, too.
Everything else, the only thing in the entire place that mattered to me, Ingrid, was gone.
They’d taken her jewelry, and as I strode out, holding her phone in one hand, trying not to crush it further as emotions raged through me, I saw the sad figures of the two guards by the elevator—and James.
The older man was laid on the floor in a pool of blood, a serrated steak knife sticking out of his chest, thin lines of blood coating the area around him, making it clear just how much he’d fought to stop them getting to our bedroom.
I knelt next to him, finding him gone, the body still warm, blood still pooling...and I was almost shocked by the animalistic sound that finding him like that tore from me.
“No!” I roared, ripping the knife free and throwing it aside to slam into the wall, as I slapped my hand down over his heart and pumped nanites into him, activating Hack at the same time, even as I flung out two tentacles of nanites, burrowing into the dead guards by the entrance, stripping them of their own.
I didn’t have the time I needed, nor the stores to give him all that he needed, but he had plenty, especially for a human.
His nanite controllers swam before me, multiple angles on shapes that were only loosely called geometric, and more likely atomic in design. Hell, cellular in their shapes and changing dimensions. I brute-forced them, attacking them from all sides at once, hurling myself at the problem, twisting, turning, and hammering the nanites into submission.
It took long minutes, time I didn’t have to spare, but as my own nanites tore into him, rebuilding him, restarting his heart, dragging blood backwards and into his body, the first outer walls fell before my assault.
I was nowhere near being able to unlock them, not the data, or their real capabilities, but the one thing I could do?
I could activate the first ring, the outermost basic systems, then they’d take care of the rest.
I did it, his body shaking and spasming. A spike ran directly from my right palm straight down and into his heart, sending powerful pulses of electrical energy into it, rebuilding, repairing, and forcing the damn thing to work, to bring him back from death’s grey plains of oblivion and back into the world of life.
He coughed, spasming, and his eyes shot open as the blood erupted from between his lips. Hands reaching, scrabbling on my armor, he slapped ineffectually, trying to get a handhold, to stop me...
“James!” I roared into his face, my helm flowing back, exposing my face. “Stop!”
“S-St-Steve?” he wheezed, shaking at seeing me, then twisting and staring at the doors to our room. “I-Ingrid?”
“Gone,” I snarled. “Who took her?!”
“Gone,” he whispered, head sagging back as tears filled his eyes. “I’m so...so sorry.”
“No time!” I snapped. “Who, James?! Who took her!”
“Al-Albanian Mafia. Only ones who...would.”
“That dickhead I met? The limo?” I asked him and he shook his head.
“Don’t...know.”
“Motherfuckers!” I snarled, laying him back gently as I saw the stunned look on his face as he stared up at me, seeing me in full armor. “I’m sorry, James. We lied to you. we’re not the Athertons,” I said, forcing a smile that dropped as I straightened up. “And those fuckers have no idea what they’ve done.”
“Save her,” he managed.
“I will. Thank you, James. I know you tried to protect her.” I said, my faceplate flowing closed again like quicksilver as he watched.
I turned and ran for the balcony, jumping up and onto the surrounding railing, then vaulting upwards, wings snapping downwards with a boom that shook the city like the thunder of Zeus.
I flew up, getting high and flipping over, looking down at the mass of signals below.
I had three leads, and that was all. I’d stripped the recording facility from the hotel, thinking I was protecting us and the nearby buildings as well, so that was lost to me, and I was already cursing it, but...
I knew what that fucker Yanni looked like. I knew what the encryption his limo had used looked and felt like, and what the assholes who’d broken into our penthouse looked like.
I searched quickly, finding a low mountain a mile and a half north, the highest point in the area, and I beat my wings in that direction, landing minutes later atop the belltower and crouching there, sweeping the area.
I needed to be able to lose myself in the search, and I couldn’t keep myself aloft at the same time.
I pulled up the Espionage options, selecting Internal and sinking my free point into that, unlocking more capabilities. While yeah, again, I was multi-classing, going even deeper into the master-of-none category...
I didn’t give two shits.
There was one thing in this world I cared about right then, and that was Ingrid.
The pain ratcheted up to an insane level, and I coughed, blood pouring from my mouth, my nose, my ears, as entire sections of long-term memory were rewritten. Data, machine code, and more were overlaid across my previous meat-based structures making me hiss in pain as icy needles of knowledge ripped into the most secure sections of my mind.
Long minutes passed, but when I could see again, I knew it’d been worth it.
Some part of me, even through all of that, had continued to stay functional, had continued to search, and now I had a dozen targets in the city.
Some were closer than others. Some moved, making me think they were other limousines. Others were still; still more were widely distributed, a dozen small, repeating versions all close together.
I searched, tracking them and finding three that were close to the hotel when I got there.
I didn’t know which was which, but I was going to goddamn find out.
A sound echoed behind as a young couple staggered up the steps, laughing, the girl shoving her paramour ahead of her as she took a swig from the bottle. He turned back, laughing and reaching for her, when she stopped dead.
“What’s wrong?” he asked her in Greek, twisting around to follow the line of her sight and stumbling backwards, making religious signs across his chest as they both saw me.
I stood, a figure all clad in deepest shadow, only the occasional flash of light in the distance as someone let off a random firework bathing me in light. Beyond that, I appeared to be a hole in the night.
Until my eyes glowed bright, and I slammed my wings down hard, soaring upwards and away.
I arched into the night, eclipsing the occasional stars as I searched, the three signals standing out in vivid red against the golden white of the city.
There.
The nearest was a half-mile away on a main road.
I winged over it, locking it down, making goddamn sure of my target and searching it, activating the cameras, finding an older woman and a young man, clearly a professional, enjoying “quality time” in the back of the limo. As it drew to a halt at the traffic lights, I struck.
I flipped over, diving hard before righting myself at the last second, feet landing with an echoing boom atop the bonnet. I sank my claws into the limo’s roof and peeled it like an orange, tearing the front open and reaching in. My first victim’s mistake in choosing not to wear his seatbelt made my capture even easier.
I slammed my wings down again, sending the pair of us up and away, even as the car that had been sitting at the traffic lights next to us frantically dropped into reverse and pulled away, wanting to be anywhere but around what was clearly an avenging dark angel.
I took him up a mile, then stopped, holding him there, wings beating as his eyes bugged out of his head.
“WHERE IS SHE?!” I screamed at him, getting a thrashing, panicked series of kicks and slaps as my only response.
I shook him hard, snarling as I realized he might have no clue what was going on.
“Your people took her!” I shook him again. “Where?! Where would they take her!”
He clung to my arm with one hand and frantically pulled a knife free with the other, then stabbed me.
Or he tried to, anyway, the pathetic little blade skittering across the armor. I grabbed his wrist, yanking it sideways and snapping his forearm.
He opened his mouth, screaming in pain, and I closed my fist tighter around his throat, choking off his scream.
“Your employers. Who. Are. They?” I listened carefully to the few words he managed to get out.
“Albanian Mafia. Good.” I grunted. “Where?”
He gave me a location, one that my map flashed up as a warehouse district, not far from where I was. I twisted, wings beating as we headed in that direction.
It didn’t take long. The building was large and old, but well-maintained. A handful of small taxis were parked up in the fenced-in yard, several other cars and bikes scattered about, and a strong signal that matched the one in his vehicle pulsing away below us.
“One chance,” I said to him slowly as my helm retracted, showing my face. “How many are—”
I never got to finish my sentence as he spat at me, my armor a split second too slow in closing to prevent the blood spittle from spattering across my cheek.
“FINE,” I said as he kicked and tried to laugh, his voice hoarse, until he realized we were going higher.
I beat my wings hard, lifting up and up, dragging him with me. Fury and fear filling me as I tried to imagine what the hell they were doing to Ingrid while I wasted time with these dickheads.
I flipped over, orienting on the warehouse, and beat my wings hard, then again and again, building speed as I dove.
The thug in my grip slapped and kicked at me, trying to grab on, trying to get a decent grip...and failed.
I let go of him, flipping over and beating my wings hard to slow my descent, even as he screamed and shot forwards, hitting the skylight and tearing through without pausing. The entire building was encrypted, and heavily, preventing me from checking for Ingrid inside. But I’d been able to see that the middle of the building was empty, and now it wasn’t.
He flew forwards, screaming, then hit the floor face-first, arms frantically reaching out as if to stop his flight.
They failed, too.
He virtually detonated in the middle of the room, a bag of blood that exploded in all directions, coating the walls, floor, and ceiling, his former workmates and their ill-gotten gains filling the room with cries of shock and horror. Those cries multiplied as I followed him in, flipping over and landing atop a parked car they’d been busily packing heroin into.
The roof dented downwards. The man inside who’d just stuck his head out of an opened window screamed as the roof pinned him in place, then my Harvest Blade stabbed out, driving into the top of his skull and killing him instantly.
“WHERE IS SHE?!” I screamed at the room.
A dozen men and women scrambled to their feet, guns and knives, metal posts and knuckle dusters brandished as I leaped down and ran at them.
The first of them swung a metal pole—a pipe of some kind, three feet long and angled over at the end—at my face. I slapped it aside and drove the Harvest Blade into his heart, lifting him from his feet with a wet sound like a steak being dropped onto a pavement.
His eyes flew open as all strength fled his body, but I was already moving, pulling him in close, then throwing him backwards, taking out a running man behind him. A second came in from the left, leaping over a small table, landing and jumping again, twisting and kicking out at my face.
I let it come, the kick connecting, then I grabbed his knee and ripped downwards, his ankle catching on my shoulder. The knee dislocated as the middle bent backwards, the lower half staying high...then the Harvest Blade sank into the inside of his thigh. I tore it upwards, cutting him from mid-thigh to stomach, and dropping him screaming, eviscerated to the floor.
Two more ran in, with a third jumping up on the car behind me, a shotgun in his hands as he pointed it at the back of my head. The first, on the right, ran in, head down, knives in both hands, and tried to take me in the stomach.
I blocked. My left hand grabbed him by the top of the head as I dropped to one knee, right hand rising, dipping under and then rising up from underneath. I drove my blade into his heart, then lifted, flipping him into the barrel of the shotgun as it lined up, and he pulled the trigger.
The man with the shotgun blanched, seeing his friend coming towards him. Blood and guts flew as he emptied both barrels into him at point-blank range.
I grabbed him by the ankle, the Harvest Blade taking the form of a whip. It curled around and locked tight, letting me yank him forwards to me as the third of the little group hit me with a baseball bat wrapped in barbed wire.
I paused. Still-falling glass from the skylight tinkled, the echoing of the twin shotgun blasts returning with a sudden whisper from the bat-wielder.
“Oh shit.”
I twisted around and grabbed the fucker by the face, then squeezed hard, twisting to the side in one sharp motion, snapping his neck, then pulled the shotgun wielder fully off the car and tore the gun from his grip, ignoring the others in the room.
“You took something from me,” I growled, staring down into the terrified face below me, releasing the whip and sucking it back in. I closed one hand around his throat and lifted even as I grabbed his left arm and snapped it. “Tell me WHERE SHE IS!”
He started to scream, babbling incoherently, as I pulled him in close then threw him a dozen feet through the air, twisting around just in time to catch a trio of shots from a handgun to the chest, each one ricocheting off and doing little more than pissing me off.
I strode forwards, lifting both gauntlets and extruding my claws, slowly.
There were four of them left. One turned and ran straight for a room at the far end of the warehouse. The others...opened fire.
I staggered as the one with the assault rifle locked onto me, the bullets hitting hard, sending pain through me. It twisted a wing around, bullets hitting with a hard staccato before the mag was empty and the handgun as well. The third was holding a high-powered rifle, and she waited until I pulled my wings back before firing.
I staggered, pain blooming on my left side. Warnings filled my vision, damaged sections of armor highlighted as she ran the charging lever and aimed, firing again, aiming for the same section.
This time, I triggered the Assault systems, slowing my perception of time. The bullet flew forwards as the one with the Assault rifle dropped the empty magazine, lifting a full one in a practiced move as he went to reload.
I snarled, a dozen possible moves highlighted as the bullet’s trajectory lit up, and I chose one. Claws punched into the grey concrete floor, giving me more grip as I threw myself forwards. My gravity invertor triggered and pulled me down, hard, even as I slapped my hands down as well. The rifle bullet passed over my left shoulder.
I dug my claws in, leaping forwards, wings flaring up then driving down, even as my invertor flipped the world. Down suddenly became up as I flipped, twisting around the stream of armor-piercing 5.56 that the assault rifle poured out and the high-powered rifle bullet that passed under me now.
I beat my wings again, falling forwards as gravity realigned to match my will. Both hands drove down on the barrels of the rifles, fingers closing around them, I yanked. Hard.
The high-powered rifle came lose with a snap and a scream, tearing its wielder’s trigger finger free as well. I discarded them both, slashing left and right. My claws tore the assault rifle wielder’s throat out, a snap kick from my left foot doubling the handgun wielder over, the Harvest Blade stabbing his back.
The woman turned, running. I reached out, claws tearing four thin lines down her back, deep enough to expose bone as she collapsed, writhing on the floor.
I yanked the Harvest Blade free, stabbing it into the assault rifle man, tearing his nanites free, then out again, discarding the body to the floor as a door at the far end locked into place.
I stood, hissing through clenched teeth in fury, pain, and disbelief at what the little bitch had done.
Then I was moving, grabbing the man who I’d thrown aside earlier, picking him up and storming down the length of the warehouse.
I paused, standing there, head tilted up at the camera that stared down from the panic room. With a frown, I lifted the man who babbled and pleaded for his life by the back of his head.
Then I pulled him back and rammed him face-first into the door, sending a crunching, cracking sound echoing around the now-otherwise-silent warehouse.
I pulled him back and “knocked” again, each blow making the solid door shake slightly. Again and again, all the while searching the system before me.
It was as complex as the others, but now I was giving it my full attention, and I’d upgraded my systems since my last attempt.
The shapes flowed, a dozen keys all at once required to unlock a pattern that flowed like Möbius’s own madness. As I pulled and twisted, my armor provided additional neural clusters that mimicked and augmented my capacity, more and more aligned until I slammed them all home at once, telling the system that they had always been this way.
This was the lock, the key was always me, and my will was all that mattered.
A ripple ran through the system, too fast for a mere human-based and designed system to react. Monitor programs locked, then switched, watching not against my intrusion, but for any other who dared to intrude on my system.
The security lockouts reversed, welcoming me, and I stared up at the camera as more and more of their system opened to me, showing me their other locations around the city, three of them, and one with a limo that had just pulled up, a group of thugs pulling Ingrid out of it and guiding her towards an elevator.
“Wait right here,” I said, looking up at the camera, the man inside laughing as he realized I was about to leave—until everything inside, save the cameras that showed their nightclub, cut off.
He reached for his phone, finding it locked, then tried the desktop, the controls, the phone on the console...and finally the door locks.
Finding he wasn’t safe inside the panic room.
He was locked inside as a phone call to the local Interpol office was made, one he could hear, informing them where he was, the new code to the outside of the door, and the location of the drugs, guns, and more stored inside the warehouse.
I ran into the middle of the room, leaping into the air, wings beating as I punched back out of the skylight, a flight plan on my HUD guiding me. I flew towards the club, the secure systems they’d been so proud of locking up as I closed on them.
I pulled the security feed into my vision as I closed. Yanni had a sneer painted across his face as he greeted Ingrid, telling her some standard villain monologue about how she’d learn respect now, even as he turned to his boss or mistress. She sat behind a comfortable, middle-management-style desk, frowning as the computer locked her out.
She ignored Yanni, snapping something to someone outside of the camera pickup who leaned in, tapping at the screen in confusion. I zoomed in on Ingrid’s face as her expression registered the moment she realized why they were swearing about being locked out.
“You know, all of this could have been avoided,” Ingrid said, smiling tightly at the mistress of the gang.
“What?” the woman asked, absently, even as Yanni stepped in, lifting one hand to hit Ingrid.
“Touch me again, and you’ll be locked out of everything for good,” Ingrid declared with a cold glare.
Yanni swung, but before the blow could land, another knocked him aside as the mistress snarled something in Albanian.
“What is this?” the mistress asked slowly.
“Your errand boy made a mistake,” Ingrid said with a perfectly contemptuously raised eyebrow. “He was warned to walk away and to stay out of our business. Instead, he attacked me when my partner was busy.”
“You think it mattered where he was?” Yanni snarled. I grinned to myself, proud of Ingrid for keeping them distracted as I closed the distance, throwing up the camera feed from the warehouse I’d just left on the main TV on one wall next to Ingrid.
The room went silent at the scene of carnage, the blood, the destruction, and the obvious piles of guns, drugs, and money left untouched, even as the camera changed, panning from one angle to another.
“You see...you’ve upset him, and now he’s going to kill everyone involved.” Ingrid sighed, stepping to one side and sitting down in a comfortable chair, crossing one knee over the other and folding her hands in her lap, burying her nerves and brazening it out. “Had you attacked when he was with me...well, you’d have all just been slaughtered, and he’d have dismissed this as a final warning.”
“And you think he will come here and kill us all?” the woman asked, voice thick with a heavy accent.
“Oh, he’s already on the way,” Ingrid said with a tight smile. “Now it’s down to damage limitation. As you can see, he’s slaughtered everyone there.” She gestured at the screen, then winced as a connector came loose and a light fell to the floor in a shower of sparks, landing atop a body with a short spray of blood.
“Oh, that would have hurt...if they were still alive,” Ingrid muttered, before forcing a smile again. “So!”
“So?”
“So you have a decision to make. First of all, this one”—Ingrid indicated Yanni—“was not only rude and abusive, but caused all of this, so he needs to be taught a lesson.”
“Really?” the woman asked leaning back in her seat, fingers interlaced as she watched Ingrid carefully. “And if we were to punish Yanni. Then what?”
“Then we will assume control of your organization, making the most of its setup and assimilating those we feel can be taught their place into our organization.”
“I think not.”
“I really don’t care,” Ingrid said, smiling and sitting back, clearly relaxed for the first time. “Because all of this? This conversation? It was to give him time to do that.”
She gestured from herself and the mistress to the window in the corner that looked out across the roof of the nightclub.
They spun, staring out of the window as I flared my wings and crashed straight through it.
I folded my wings in to clear the window frame, then flung them out again, one catching Yanni’s bodyguard on my right in the gut and doubling him over, the other sweeping back to send Yanni cartwheeling across the room.
I took three quick steps then crouched down in front of Ingrid, folding my wings around us both protectively as the various half-dozen thugs in the room opened up with regular and assault weapons.
Ingrid hunched down, reaching for me. I held her to me, my helm clearing so that she could see my face.
“They killed James,” she said, her eyes showing just how much that hurt her to say.
“Yeah,” I assured her. “They did kill him, but it’s okay, he got better.”
“They—wait, what? Oh, thank god. Steve?”
“Yeah?”
“Hurt these people, please.”
“With pleasure.” I turned around, keeping one wing protectively around her as my helm reformed.
There were seven in total who were still combat-capable spread out in a crescent moon shape with the mistress in the middle. All were armed and all firing on me. Yanni was on his knees, face white and hands clutched protectively around his favorite toy, whimpering.
Apparently, the edge of a wing had landed just right.
“Surrender or die,” I boomed at them, getting the predictable response of more gunfire.
I sneered inside my helm and extruded two tentacles, throwing them forwards. The tips formed into spear points and drove into the hearts of the two on the outside of the crescent. Then I twisted and threw them into the next nearest ones, stabbing again until one of the men closest to the mistress lifted his rifle again, having reloaded, and opened fire.
He’d changed to armor-piercing and full auto, the entire magazine emptying in seconds, but in that time?
He’d managed to chew up my chest piece badly enough that the mistress saw it.
“The chest!” she screamed, aiming her own gun. “Get him in the chest!”
The others changed their aim as well, focusing in as I looped my tentacles around the ankles of the next two in line, working from the outside in and yanked, sending them crashing to the floor.
The grip relaxed and lifted, the tips reforming from a claw back to a spear, then driving into the bodies over and over, stabbing frantically as the mistress ran out of ammunition. She tossed her gun aside and swept up the rifle nearest, grabbing a magazine with red tape around the base.
I strode forwards, tentacles lifting and curling back to hover over my shoulders, ready as she screamed something at Yanni in Albanian. She struggled with a magazine that wouldn’t seat properly.
A tentacle flashed out and wrapped around Yanni’s throat, yanking him in close. Then I looked back at her, noting the similar facial features, the nose.
“Your son?” I asked her, curious.
“Yes,” she snapped, lifting the rifle finally, grinning at me. “Now drop him, bole!”
I stared at her. Clearly, it was an insult of some kind, but fuck it, I couldn’t be bothered to find out what kind.
“Drop him or die!” she snarled.
I triggered the Assault time compression, playing it safe with Ingrid somewhere behind me still. I swung Yanni around between us, holding him there as his mother sighted down a rifle at her son. I tightened my grip, choking him.
“Drop the rifle, or he dies,” I said flatly.
“Go fuck yourself!”
“Fine,” I replied, sending a second tentacle flashing forward. Lifting from under Yanni, it hit the bottom of her rifle and drove it upwards as she opened fire, then it wrapped around her throat and yanked her forwards, right into my Harvest Blade.
She stopped dead, arms lifting for the tentacle around her neck. Her hands fell to clutch weakly at my forearm before dropping loose, even as Yanni wheezed and kicked, trying to get enough air to breathe as he forced out the barely audible words, telling me what he was going to do to us all.
I shucked the mistress off my blade then buried it in Yanni, draining him next, seeing the look of horror, then the shock, and the...there was no better way to describe it beyond the drain.
As I sucked the nanites from a body, the healthy presence that we sensed as much as saw in those around us went as well, and they became...less.
I dropped him to the floor, turning to check on Ingrid and finding her sat there, hand across her eyes, pretending she was anywhere else but where she was.
I nodded, calling out that I’d be quick. Moving from body to body, I made sure each was dead, tearing their nanites free before moving on. As soon as I was done, I headed back to Ingrid, taking her hand and helping her to her feet.
“What now?” she asked me, unplugging a laptop from the desk and holding it close, clearly claiming it.
I paused, really not sure.
“We move on, I guess,” I told her, guiding her to the window.
I climbed out, taking her in my arms and flying into the night, as she held onto me, the bodies behind us cooling as the blood dripped from the walls and ceiling.




Chapter Eleven



“Gods, I miss that hotel,” I muttered some time later as I shuffled out of the tiny shower cubicle and bumped my head on the doorframe of the bathroom. Ingrid sighed, holding up a plastic cup with something that could only loosely be called coffee in it.
“You’re going to miss it even more when you taste this,” she warned me.
“How bad?”
“Like battery acid without the upside.”
“Fuck’s sake,” I muttered, shaking my head. “We need to move on, find a new city and a new penthouse.”
“I know,” Ingrid agreed, putting the coffee cup down on the little plastic table with a shudder. “I’m not drinking that. I’m sorry, but there’s a line, and that is over it. Coffee this bad should be banned under the Geneva Convention.”
We sat in a shitty “no-tell motel” type of a place on the southern edge of the city, having had no clue where the hell else we should go last night. But between the sun coming up and my, well, my lost temper last night, the papers and more were already all going on about “The Angel.”
For some, it was a religious thing. After all, as soon as word had started to spread about me tearing cars and buildings apart, some staff from the hospital had come forward, telling all.
That had started a three-way riot in the city, basically. One group had apparently decided that my actions meant it was the end of days, so they were doing whatever they wanted. A second group had taken it to mean that there was a God, and They were pissed.
I’d apparently been sent to cleanse the world...and people were waiting to see what would happen next as pictures from the various places we’d visited last night had been leaked online.
Even knowing the truth of the fights last night, I was impressed. The variety of positions of photos, the fragments of video that had survived my fast and dirty purge, and the sheer mess made it look like I’d trashed half the city and killed hundreds at least.
The fact that the small group had all been identified as notorious Albanian mobsters helped as well, as it added to the “God is pissed” narrative.
The third group, well, they were the usual religious chancers who were trying to take advantage of the situation.
At first, we’d stayed here because it was far enough from the center and dark enough that nobody saw us arrive, break into a clothing store, and let Ingrid get dressed. We checked in without any need for ID at all.
Then it was a case of the rising sun and the fever that had gripped the city overnight for flying creatures. I really shouldn’t be up there, as there’d be a million photos in an hour at this rate.
We’d settled for a shower, a few hours’ sleep, and deciding to find somewhere to sit and have breakfast while we made a new plan.
Now struggling out of the tiny shower, one that I’d literally barely been able to close the door on and with a shower head that dribbled lukewarm water under my chin? I’d reached at least one decision.
“We’re finding a decent goddamn hotel tonight,” I declared, sniffing at the coffee Ingrid had given me, then pouring it unceremoniously down the drain, along with hers.
“Are you sure James survived?” she asked me.
I nodded, reaching out and turning on the laptop she’d swiped.
I sat on the floor, not trusting either the bed or the damn shitty patio chairs, and slid into the machine, bringing up camera connections in the hospital, flicking from room to room in a blur, until I found a well-appointed one with a dozen bouquets of flowers, several boxes of chocolates, and a frowning James, sitting up in bed as police questioned him.
“I wonder what he’s telling them?” Ingrid whispered.
I shrugged. “I’ve no idea, to be honest, but we’ll find out soon.”
“You’re going to hack the police system?”
“Yeah. It’s a shitty system, and awkward, but I should be able to do it.”
“At least he’s okay,” Ingrid whispered, sighing. “I can’t believe we’re back to the beginning again. We’d just started to get things sorted, and now...”
“We’re not entirely ‘back to the beginning,’” I assured her, grinning.
“What do you mean?”
“You remember the other reason I was happy to hunt the criminals down? Besides for their nanites, I mean?”
“For their money?” she asked. “But we left it there.”
“We left the physical cash and drugs and so on there,” I admitted, winking at her. “I might have hacked their network though, and this laptop?” I tapped on the trackpad, making her nod. “It’s got their banking details on it.”
“How much?” she asked slowly.
“A hundred and forty million, plus change,” I said, grinning. “And it’s ours!”
She sat there staring at me in shock for long minutes before shaking her head slowly.
“What?” I asked.
“It seems...wrong,” she said, biting her lip, watching me.
“Well, yeah we’re using stolen money. But fuck it, we stole it from the bad guys, not an orphanage, so sod them.”
“Should we use it?”
“Fuck yes,” I replied assuredly. “Look, if it makes you feel a bit better? We’re taking this money to set up our own team, okay? It’s not so that we can party hard all the time; it’s to buy a decent boat and kit it out, to hire a team, and to make the world a better place, right?”
“Well, yes, but—”
“You want to give some of it to charity?” I asked her, getting a hopeful nod. “That’s fine, pick one or two, and give them, I don’t know, ten million a pop.”
“But who?”
“Anyone you want,” I said shrugging unconcernedly. “Look, it’s going to take some time to figure this shit out. The boat or ship or whatever? We’ll go look at some today, maybe buy a little yacht so we’ve got somewhere to actually live, okay? Then we sail the hell out of Athens, head to Corinth, or hell, all the way to Italy. Maybe we stop on an island somewhere; we can narrow the plan down as we sail, but fuck’s sake, let’s get out of here.”
“Thank god you had our passports,” Ingrid muttered. Because I’d gone straight out in the smart tuxedo rather than getting changed, I’d still had our passports in the breast pocket, along with our cards and one of the phones, but everything else?
From the nice shower gels to the goddamn pants and tablets and more, everything was under careful examination in police lockup now.
We dressed quickly, checking out and leaving the key in the door, just walking away and down the street. Flagging down the first cab we found, we then headed to the nearest marina.
It was only a few minutes travelling, then we were out and waving the driver off with thanks, crossing the road and walking down the harbor, staring in amazement at the wide variety of boats.
“Looking smart!” an older man on a scooter called to us. I glanced down, shaking my head and laughing as I waved at him in agreement.
“I think I need to get some normal clothes,” I said, getting a firm nod from Ingrid. We diverted, entering a small yacht supplies shop.
Ten minutes later, we were back on the road, this time with more of a clue as we walked straight past the marina and down a beaten path to the Apocosmos Shipyard.
I winced as I walked, already regretting leaving the tuxedo behind in the store’s rubbish. It was a three-thousand-euro suit, tailored, and sodding gorgeous, but...
But it was memorable, it made me stand out, and it was easily traced back to the hotel—and the tailors who had made it.
That meant I was stuck wearing “yacht clothes” that were too small and too tight in all the wrong places.
If I flexed, I’d rip something, and if I sneezed? It’d be positively indecent. It turned out men my size didn’t shop in “off the rack” places here.
It was sodding annoying, but as the cost for the extra muscle and size, it was worth it.
We entered the shipyard, pushing the gate open and setting off a small chime as we did, and were immediately assaulted by a ferocious...corgi.
The damn thing was longer than it was tall, heavily furred and clearly highly dangerous, if death by slobber was a concern, as it came running out of a nearby office and sprinted headlong at us, diverting at the last second to jump up at Ingrid.
She laughed, crouching down and stroking the hairball, while it yapped and danced, trying to lick her face. I stood watching the little bastard.
“How the hell hasn’t he dropped dead from heatstroke?” I asked her after a minute of her laughing and playing with the dog, and a new voice called out an answer.
“Because he does nothing for the rest of the day!” An average-sized guy with a shock of bright blonde hair waved to us from inside the office where he leaned against the wall. “Come on in. He’ll follow, but I’m not coming out there!”
I took Ingrid’s hand and helped her to her feet, walking in with her as the dog ran back and forth, yipping and jumping up at her, clearly wanting more attention.
I had to nod at the dog’s good taste, at least. He took one look at me then ran to her and went nuts. Out of the two of us, I’d rather pay attention to her, too.
“Ignore Poko. He’s a little excitable,” the guy said, pulling a small gravy bone from a box and tossing it under-armed to Ingrid. “If you want him to leave you alone, throw that. He’ll chase it.”
“I like him,” she replied, crouching back down and offering Poko the treat while rubbing his back—and clearly nearly killing him as he tried to decide if he should eat or bark first and choked.
“So, what can I do for you?”
“We’re looking for a boat. Small enough for the pair of us to run, but big enough that we can have guests,” I said, and Ingrid nodded quickly, standing and brushing her hands off as she took over.
“Ideally a four berth, with a large owners’ cabin, obviously size dependent, as he’s not exactly small.” She gestured at me. I glanced at the ceiling of the office, only a foot above my head.
“Okay, price range?” he asked then grinned and offered a heavily tattooed hand. “I’m Robin, by the way, or Rob...”
“Steve,” I introduced myself, shaking his hand and stepping back as Ingrid smiled and introduced herself as well.
“Nice to meet you all, so...price?”
“Preferably under a million,” I said slowly.
He paused looking me up and down with a practiced eye.
“Euro or pounds?” he asked.
“Pounds is fine.”
“So about one point one million euros, give or take,” he muttered, nodding. “I can get you something very nice for that, but...”
“But?” I asked, ready to be taken to the cleaners.
“But what are you looking for?” he asked. “I mean, I can show you ships built in the nineties that will give you double or triple the room that a more recent one will, but the tech levels aboard...”
He waved a hand back and forth.
“We need basic and stable internet at least,” I said.
“That’s fine. Okay, so speed, range?” he asked, pulling open a filing cabinet and dipping a hand inside, then producing three glasses and a bottle of rum.
“This is going to take a while, isn’t it?” I asked, sighing and settling into a seat as he started to pour.
It didn’t quite take the whole day, in the end, but by the time I was signing paperwork and Rob was carefully smudging my ID numbers, we were no longer getting a “toy boat,” as he called it, and instead were three and a half million down, and the owners of the Couach 3300 Fly.
Or we would be, once the transfer cleared.
Ingrid had dropped a few hints that we were willing to pay “a little extra for privacy” along with some details about my ex-wife trying to get her hands on my money.
He’d taken us in a small jeep down to the harbor and straight past the vast majority of boats, including some I thought looked great, until I saw it.
It had a seriously nice master cabin, as well as a twin, double, and VIP cabin, then cabins for five crew and a decent kitchen. It also had massive twin engines I could work some wonders with, given a little time, as well as a storage area that held its own smaller rubber shore boat, a jet ski, and a smaller emergency boat on the upper deck with a winch to get it up there.
All in all, it was sodding magnificent, and I had to admit, it was more of the kind of thing I’d been thinking of when Ingrid and I had been talking about getting a boat.
Hell, it had a sodding hot tub, or as I immediately and privately renamed it, a filthy sex pond.
Because that was going to be put to some serious use.
It helped that Rob, in his haste to get us smashed and make what was clearly a hell of a profit on the sale, was more than happy to overlook a few details, such as my utter lack of any boating experience.
He took us out, generously agreeing to make sure the tanks were topped off and we had a whole five days pass paid for in the marina before we had to start paying ourselves, then spent three hours teaching us to drive...or “sail” the boat.
By the end of it, he was utterly smashed, having finished his own bottle of rum, and then we’d cracked open the ones on the boat, finishing several of them as well.
We dropped him off on the shore, and oh so slowly maneuvered the big boat into the berth he’d arranged for us, parking it up and staring, confused, at all the various ropes and cushions until an older woman on the yacht next to us took pity and came over to help.
The next half an hour taught us more than Rob managed in several hours, but in his—and the older lady’s—defense, he was smashed off his face, and she was sober.
“I think I’m going to be sick.” Ingrid groaned, sitting on the floor in our cabin and shaking her head.
“Well, that could be the sea or the booze.” I grinned at her.
“I hate you.”
“I get that a lot.”
“That’s it, I’m going to go and be sick, then… I’m going to bed. Don’t even think of prodding me with that thing when I’m asleep,” she told me, pointing at my crotch, then staggering off into the bathroom as I laughed at her.
I went back up on deck and ordered a pizza, sitting on the forward deck, watching the stars overhead, listening to the muted conversations on the yachts around us, and trying to ignore the sounds coming from our cabin.
I decided that, overall, I could get used to being rich. When the pizza was delivered, along with a dozen beers, I sat there, relaxing and planning.
The next morning was a lot better than the one before, even Ingrid had to admit as she dragged herself out of bed and stumbled up the stairs then onto the lower deck.
It was enclosed all around, the back able to be opened all the way up, but for now, it was sealed. I was in the kitchen, or galley as Rob had described it, fighting with the coffee machine.
“Morning,” Ingrid whispered, yawning and stumbling up to wrap her arms around my neck. I held her close and laughed as she muttered apologies about the night before and the lack of toothpaste this morning, refusing to kiss me until she’d at least found mouthwash or coffee.
“Well, I’m trying to fix that, at least,” I admitted, gesturing to the insanely complex machine that stood behind us. She laughed, poking at a few buttons, then turning the entire thing off and telling me to give her a minute.
She vanished down to our cabin again, then reappeared a few minutes later, hair slicked back and tied in a tidy ponytail. Her clothes somehow magically fit her better and were smart again, despite them being the same ones we’d stolen a day ago, and she’d passed out drunk in them.
“Good morning, Marie!” she called across the water to the next yacht and waved as Marie, apparently the woman who had helped us last night, waved back.
Five minutes later, I was sitting sipping a decent cup of coffee at last, courtesy of Marie’s machine, and the three of us were listening as her husband gave us a list of the “absolute essentials” we’d need to pick up.
Ingrid had dropped a few hints about the airlines losing our luggage and us starting our lives all over again together on the sea.
It was all terribly romantic, I was assured by Marie, as Martin, her husband, took one look at Ingrid in her little top and shorts and nodded his approval to me.
We finished our coffee, and armed with our list and a recommended few local “quality shops,” we started out. Three hours later, I had a handful of the clothes I needed, Ingrid had a few essentials, and we had enough shopping for breakfast at least, possibly even a light lunch. We returned to the yacht, waving to Marie and Martin as we climbed aboard.
I was loading the bags onto the back of the yacht while Ingrid made our apologies as they invited us to join them, only to catch the last thing she called over.
“And your uncle is welcome to join us for lunch as well if you’d like!”
I looked up, triggering the cameras and pulling them into my view, and seeing the figure sitting inside with a coffee steaming on the table before him. I straightened up.
“Thanks Marie!” I called, waving and forcing a smile. “Maybe later!”
Ingrid was by my side in an instant as I stepped forwards, sliding the door open and staring at the figure sitting there, sipping coffee and waiting for us.
“I think,” James said slowly, watching us both, “that I deserve an explanation.”




Chapter Twelve



“James!” Ingrid cried, rushing past me and wrapping her arms around him, making him tense. After a second, he relaxed and hugged her back in response to her genuine joy and relief at seeing him .
“It’s good to see you,” I added, stepping back and grabbing the bags, then lifting them inside and closing the door firmly.
“It’s good to be alive,” he said carefully. “And the doctors kept telling me I shouldn’t be.”
“Well, you are,” I said, then I nodded to the table. “Seriously, don’t tell me you figured that damn coffee machine out already? How long did it take you?”
“About three minutes. It took longer to extricate myself from your neighbors, as I needed to borrow the essentials for a set.” He gestured to the coffee service set up to one side.
Milk, cream, sugar—both brown and white, powder and cubed—hell, there were even tiny biscuits and a shaker I just knew held cocoa powder.
“The essentials?” I asked.
A faint smile quirked his lips. “Well, we’re not barbarians after all.”
“So...any chance of a coffee?” I asked, getting a glare from Ingrid and a slightly more amused smile from James.
“I’ll make the coffee while you explain what the hell happened, and what you are.” He said it firmly, standing and moving towards the galley.
I deflated a little. “It’s complicated, seriously so, but...fine, I guess. One thing.”
“Yes?”
“What we tell you is confidential, all of it. If you walk out of here and try to sell the story? It’ll go very badly for you and anyone you tell. I’m sorry, but it’s the way it is.”
“That’s not us threatening you, James.” Ingrid sighed. “Well, it kind of is, I suppose, but it’s not us that’ll be your real problem. Steve and I like you, but some of the others? They’re the kind that would nuke the city to keep you quiet.”
“And she means as in hit it with a full nuke, not ‘kick off a little.’ Athena would have no issue killing the city, even though it was named after her.”
“The bitch,” Ingrid muttered.
“I’m sorry, Athena?” James asked slowly.
“Okay, well, we need somewhere to start, so let’s start waaaaay back…
...
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” James muttered some two hours later, tapping a teaspoon against the Harvest Blade.
“Nope,” I said cheerfully. “Look, James, we were considering recruiting you before all of this, mainly because you seem like the kind of guy who could help us a hell of a lot. So how about you tell us a little more about yourself? Starting with how the hell you found us?”
“Recruiting?” he asked, blinking, then shook himself. “As to finding you, well, you abandoned a suit worth thousands in a cheap shop bin. The staff posted it for sale half an hour after you left. It wasn’t difficult from there to piece together your plan and to find the nearest shipyard.
“The details for the yacht were slightly more difficult to gain, in that they took almost a full minute of questioning, and claiming to be an investigator for the IAPR.” He saw the blank look on my face and smiled. “The Independent Authority for Public Revenue...the tax collectors.”
“Ah, he thought you were the tax man?”
“Essentially,” James agreed, shaking his head as I pulled back the Harvest Blade, reforming it into a club, then a whip, and a punch dagger, before retracting it entirely. “You can do this with your entire body?”
I shrugged.
“More or less. Certain things, like my armor”—I pulled my helm up, let him see it, then retracted it again—“are actually a form of ‘dumb’ nanites. Essentially, there are two kinds that you have, ‘attuned,’ which is active and working, and ‘corrupted,’ which are essentially just taking up space. Once you have enough active and enough control over them, you can divert some into ‘weaponized’ state, essentially making them hardier, faster to react, and more efficient, but to do it means wiping the higher functions, so I can’t use a weaponized spike to hack a server, for example. A regular one, though? No problem.”
“Why would you use the weaponized at all, then?”
“Because the time it takes to purge the corrupted nanites is significant, and I get about a ten-to-one ratio of corrupted to attuned. I created the weaponized nanites when I was in a fight, and while yeah, I’d rather have all attuned so that they would be more ‘usable,’ the reality is that I would use them. Then I’d have no armor.”
“That makes some sense, I suppose. You mentioned recruitment. Explain that, please.”
“Well, that requires a lot more explaining, I guess,” I said, scratching my head. “For a start, it means I need to explain our plans for the future. You know about the various factions now, and that there are at least several facilities, if not ships out there.”
“We’re going to offer a realistic alternative to the factions as they stand,” Ingrid said. “We’re going to get ourselves together, build a team, and try to make the world a better place.”
“That’s...a rather unspecific aim, Ingrid,” James said slowly.
“It is,” I agreed. “But that’s because we’re still trying to figure shit out. We want to develop some of the tech that the ships and facilities have, make it available for the real world. Specifically stuff that cleans the environment or that kind of thing. I’m not going to release weapons technology, but something that can clear up radioactive waste or something? Yeah.”
“Tell him about the hospital,” Ingrid said.
He fixed me with a narrow gaze. “Yes, explain that one, please. You demolished half the ward.”
“That was my second visit!” I said hastily. “I got the call from Ingrid and saw what was happening...before that, well, you know how I healed you?”
“I would very much like an explanation for that as well.”
“Well, I can heal people,” I said slowly. “It costs a lot of nanites, and it’s kind of painful.”
“It’s horrifically painful,” Ingrid cut in.
“So what I was doing was using a small portion of my nanites to heal the kids. They’re innocent, which is part of it, but they’re also frankly smaller, so they take fewer nanites to fix.”
“And he gains experience using the systems, figuring out new ways to do things as he learns,” Ingrid pointed out.
“So, I had a doctor drug the kids up so they wouldn’t feel anything—God, that sounds so wrong—anyway, I healed them. That’s the first night, then I went back the next, and I was halfway through healing the next lot when—”
“That asshole and his friends arrived,” Ingrid finished. “I’m sorry about the guards.”
“Shit, yes, I’m sorry about them,” I said as well.
James seemed pensive. “And they came after you because you caught their little scam with the cameras in the limo.”
“Yes.”
“I wonder what their play was.”
“Blackmail,” I said simply, getting a look from them both. “I spent a little time overnight digging into the systems. Basically, I hacked them, made a copy of everything that was useful, and transferred their money from their banks to ours, then decrypted everything and left it for the police to have fun.” I shrugged.
“There’s a lot of people going to be hearing from Interpol soon, but the top and bottom of the limo scam was that they would film people getting frisky, then they’d do a bit of digging. Normal couple? Maybe they’d blackmail them, most likely not. But a celebrity or rich fucker with someone they shouldn’t be with? They sent them a snippet of the video and arranged monthly payment plans.”
“Then I’m glad you managed to break them of that, at least. Moving forwards, you say you want to make the world a better place, do you have any specifics?” James asked.
I couldn’t help but shrug. “I’d planned to heal all the kids in the hospitals, basically using the nanites I was going to harvest from scumbags like that gang. It would give us plenty of money, get rid of some scumbags, and gut the drugs trade, as well as healing a load of kids. Then this happened.”
“I see,” he said slowly, getting back up and making us all another round of coffee. “And your plans for me?”
“Essentially, what you do already, but just for us,” I answered. “I’m shite at organization. Ingrid will be busy dealing with and deciphering ruins and more again soon, no doubt, and we’ll need to hire guards, a crew, a team to back us up. We wanted you to be the heart of all of that, the manager who makes it all work.”
“A butler indeed,” he muttered.
I frowned.
“Sorry.” He smiled. “It’s from a conversation I’ve had several times with my peers who operate at similar levels. We are seen as glorified servants, yet we see everything, hear everything, and without our help, it all falls apart. You’re asking me to be the middle man. You will give direction, and I’ll make it happen, is that right?”
“Yeah, basically.”
“Very well, now, as much as it’s crass to ask, it is important...remuneration.”
“Whatever you want,” I said, shrugging, and he looked at me. “Seriously. You want a million a month? Done.”
“I...I’m being serious, Steve,” James said after a second. I leaned forwards, bracing my arms on the table and nodding.
“You think I’m not? Seriously, name your price, and you’ll get it. Money is going to be worthless to us moving forwards, because we’re going to hit the gangs on a regular basis, and we’re going to wipe them out. They have hundreds of billions in accounts, no doubt, so consider that as ours.”
“I...appreciate the offer, but I have no need of extravagant wealth. My son is at university, and has a life-limiting condition. I want you to heal him, give him...whatever you did to me.”
“What did you do?” Ingrid asked me.
“I unlocked the most basic functions of his nanites, the self-healing ones.” I smiled. “Honestly, James, I don’t know if I can. That was an insanely complicated Hack. I can definitely heal him, though, and give him more nanites. That will keep him healthy and grant a longer life. I don’t want to try hacking his nanites, as they might go the other way and do something else. Better that I heal him, and if or when we figure the nanites out properly? Then I’ll unlock his, just like I will Ingrid’s and yours...if you want.”
“I do,” Ingrid said quickly.
“Very well, heal him, and...I’ll take a million a year?” James asked, somewhat hesitantly.
“Take two,” I said. “Give one to your son if you want. Seriously, it’s fine. We need you more than you know,” I said.
“Oh, I’m well aware,” he said with a slight smile. “I looked around the yacht. Have you actually examined it?”
“Uh...sort of?”
“No. No, we didn’t. Rob got me drunk,” Ingrid admitted.
“Well, it needs an overhaul, a deep clean, and a crew. For now, I can run the yacht, and I’ve worked aboard similar vessels in the past. I’ll put together a basic list of the positions we need to fill, including a steward, a deckhand, and chef at the least, and preferably an engineer. That’s all the crew quarters filled, but leaves three beds for any others you choose to recruit.”
“And see, just like that, I feel so much better, and simultaneously worse,” I said, shaking my head.
“Better because you know it’s taken care of, and worse because you know how much worse it could be?” Ingrid asked me.
I gave her a slow nod.
“This size of yacht is often problematic, mainly because it’s small enough that we can manage it between the three of us, but there are plenty of jobs, and it feels small for a full crew to handle those jobs. I’d recommend that we work towards a larger yacht and the trawler plan that you mentioned as a specific aim. How much do we have to work with?”
“A hundred million or so?” I suggested, looking at Ingrid, who nodded. “And give the rest to a few charities, for shits and giggles?”
“I think I can work with that,” James said with a smile. “So, what are the first priorities?”
“You’re on board?” I asked, getting a smile and slight nod. “Oh, thank god,” I whispered, slumping forward and resting my head on the table for a second as I thought. “We need clothes, all the same things you set up for us before, but, well, maybe not the tuxedos and dresses.”
“Well, maybe one or two dresses,” Ingrid said quickly, getting a grin from me. “But seriously, we need the yacht sorted, a full loadout, all the toiletries and...and everything. And some staff we can trust.”
“Crew,” James corrected. “A yacht has crew; a business has staff. But yes, I can arrange that. Do you have preferences on nationality?”
“Not in the slightest,” I said. “Just get details so I can do a deep dive on their backgrounds.”
“I can arrange that as well?” James suggested.
“If you can, then yeah, that’d be great. But I’ll do one as well, just in case, and see if I can dig anything up.”
“Okay, then. Well, first of all, we need to register the yacht, secure insurance, and fill out the correct paperwork, as none of that has been done,” James said firmly, ignoring the groans from Ingrid and me as he stood, clapping his hands together sharply. “Come on, then, you asked me to manage you and your projects, this is the start of that. Last chance to back out?”
“No...we need you,” I grumbled. “Okay, what do we need to do?”
“Honestly?” he asked, and I braced myself, relaxing when he smiled. “I can achieve most of it quicker without you here, and certainly the cleaning and...fumigating. I’ll make some calls and see which of the crew I’ve worked with in the past are available. If some are, then that would be preferable. Either way, I’ll have the ship properly registered and secured by sunset. I’ll need access to a line of credit and—”
“I’ll sort you out with access to the bank account now,” I said, sitting back and pulling up the data access, sinking into the chair a little as I dove in. I heard Ingrid with half an ear as she explained that I was accessing the systems remotely and not to worry.
Ten minutes later, James was shaking his head, wiping the keyboard of the laptop we’d taken and examining the cloth.
“Covered in cocaine,” he declared. “Do you really need this machine? It’s likely to send any police dogs into a frenzy if we get boarded for checks.”
“I needed the data, that’s all. Give me a minute.” I reached out, stabbing a finger into the drive, tearing it apart. They jumped back as the machine crackled and fizzed, plastic crumbling, before I pulled the finger and the nanite spike back. “It’s erased. We can dispose of it anywhere now.”
“We’ll need some computer systems for the yacht as well,” James pointed out.
“This is where you tell me we got ripped off, isn’t it?” I asked.
He smiled. “No, we can definitely work with what I have here. Can you keep yourselves busy elsewhere for the day? Without getting into trouble, I mean?”
“I think we can probably do that,” I said slowly, as though it was a massive favor we were doing him.
“Probably,” Ingrid agreed, reaching out and gripping James’s arm. “James? I’m sorry we lied to you before, but there was no way we could have explained, and we’re really sorry about what happened to you.”
“It’s fine, Ingrid,” he said with a smile. “If you hadn’t, then my son would have been left with a life-limiting condition. Instead, you’re going to fix that. What more could any father ask?”
I reached out and gripped his shoulder.
“Just decide how you want to broach it with your son, and we’ll do it your way,” I promised. The pair of us quickly got changed and moved back outside, waving to the neighbors and heading to the nearest restaurant, ready to do our best to stay out of the way.
All told, the renovations took three days.
The first full day was the registering of the yacht, the various odds and sods that needed to be arranged, as well as a full and seriously deep clean. Then came the new carpets, then rewiring, as some of the electrics were borderline dangerous, the previous owner having not believed in maintenance, apparently.
The engines were flushed and repaired, new tech—such as phones and laptops—delivered, and interviews arranged for the crew. By the time the three of us sat around the dinner table on the third night, eating, much to my surprise, a seriously good pasta that James had “whipped up” from a handful of ingredients and a fish that our neighbors had donated after apparently adopting us, we had a crew almost entirely planned.
Starting with the lowest position, Casey was James’s recommended steward, twenty-three, a recently qualified marine geologist, and married to Zac, a burly Australian chief engineer who had worked ships with James for several years before James moved to the hotel.
Where Casey was slight and calm, attractive, but clearly a no-nonsense person, judging from the data and details I could get, Zac was anything but.
He’d graduated from MIT a year early, one of the rising stars of the engineering world, and then had disappointed his family to the point of breaking off all ties after he went on a drink- and drug-fueled bender that resulted in five years in the Indonesian navy for reasons that were never quite made clear.
Apparently, he was threatened with prison, then lauded for something he did, given medals, and accepted into service. Then, after five years, he suddenly started touring the world on rich people’s yachts, tinkering with the engines and building things in his spare time.
He owned fourteen patents and was unwelcome in eleven countries, including being apparently “shoot on sight” for three of them.
“So...is he wanted by the Indonesian navy, or did he leave?” I asked.
“The story changes each time you deal with him. The most important details with him are that he is quite possibly the most gifted engineer of his generation, and as a newly married man, he is unlikely to ever do anything that would upset his wife, who I’ll personally vouch for as a hardworking and highly intelligent woman.”
“Okay, good enough for me,” I said, Ingrid nodding as well. “Who else do we have?”
“Jay Beraz, chef, served three tours in the navy. Early forties, American, believes that ‘meat is the answer’ regardless of the question. For carnivores, as Ingrid and you are, he’s perfect, highly creative, and with a record as clean as its possible to be while still being American.”
“Okay, I like him already,” I said with a grin. “Is that it?”
“No, we also have Jack Cameron, highly intelligent, nineteen, and a deckhand. I sailed with his parents for several years. Normally, ‘deckhand’ is simply polishing, cleaning, and general dogsbody on a yacht. However.”
“Yes?” Ingrid asked.
“He’s interested in both archeology and computer engineering. Looking to the future and the possibility of both alien and ancient technology? I believe he will be able to assist in most areas, while still being both young and inexperienced enough that deckhand isn’t beneath him as a point of recruitment.”
“Okay, sounds good.”
“He’s also obsessed with technology and should be useful in maintaining any computer systems we choose to add to the ship,” James added.
I leaned back in my chair. “Okay, so that’s the crew of four. I’ll do a deep dive tonight, make sure, then you can reach out tomorrow, if all goes well?”
“Perfect. The carpets have been replaced, and bedding, mattresses, and so on. The tailors will arrive in the morning and have already signed waivers and confidentiality clauses. The ship’s supplies will arrive around lunchtime.”
“So, do you want us here, or—”
“I think here would be good. However...”
“Yeah?”
“I do have a suggestion. You said that you intended to heal the children, and that as part of that process, you would essentially be killing off the worst of the criminal elements?”
“Yeah?”
“Does that mean that you’re now...full? After the other night, I mean?”
“Not full,” I said, waggling a hand from side to side. “Maybe a quarter full, but I’ve got plenty in the tank, if that’s what you mean?”
“You said that you gained more experience and ‘unlocked’ new capabilities the more you used your abilities. Therefore, I suggest you return to the hospital and continue.”
“You think?” I asked him, surprised.
“I do, frankly. Add to that, you have already made a beneficial contact with the original doctor. He was named in several reports by others, including the papers, yet he refused to discuss anything to do with you, claiming amnesia.”
“I told him that I’d never help him again if he told anyone,” I said slowly.
“Well, it seems he’s determined to prove he can be trusted.”
“He’ll be watched by now,” I muttered.
Ingrid seemed thoughtful. “Athena and the others will be watching him, but—”
“But?”
“But fuck them. If you can save kids? And besides, they’ll be expecting you to come in the front door. They can’t fly, after all.”
“They know I can,” I pointed out, thinking back to both my escape and the reports.
She folded her arms with a nod. “They will, but they can’t. That means they’re going to assume, as arrogant as they are, that it was a trick of some kind, like a glider or something. I’d bet they have some drones up there now, and they’ll have no idea what you can do with them.”
“We could do with some drones.” I grinned. “Okay, give me a few minutes.” I moved outside, lying on the cushioned front deck and staring up into the night sky.
It took fifteen minutes to find the first and ten more after that to find the second. But with two to work from, the remaining five were easily found, and I nodded to myself.
“They’re using some kind of tight beam communication from one to another, highly encrypted,” I said, moving back inside.
“Can you break it?”
“Possibly, but it won’t be fast or subtle.”
“Should we leave it, then?”
“Fuck no. I’m thinking we go for option two.”
“What’s that?”
“If I’m going to punch a hole in their surveillance, I do it literally.”
“You’re going to go and break things?” Ingrid asked.
I leaned against the table. “I’m going to break them and see if I can take one of them as near intact as possible, maybe make somewhere I can keep it to work on, see if I can break the encryption.”
“I think its best that you don’t do that aboard the ship,” James cut in.
“Why not?” I asked, curious, as I scratched my chin, settling back in the comfy seats.
“Because you mentioned before that they were military-grade drones. If they suspect that you took one before, they will at the very least have trackers on them, and most likely also explosives.”
“Okay, fuck their drones,” I said with a shrug. “I’ll leave them alone, but the doctor?”
James passed a hand over the table as if inspecting it for dust. “I can make contact with the doctor. That shouldn’t be too difficult, if you can get me into the system. Then we simply arrange a meeting, somewhere you can knock out the drones before meeting him,” James suggested.
“Okay, that’s another job for you, then, James, but thank you.” I stared off into the distance. “I hate to think of how many will die in the next day or two until we can arrange this.”
“I know, but if they come for you when you’re healing the kids? How many more might die?”
“Point,” I grumbled. “I wish there was a way to find the fuckers. I mean, seriously—” I broke off in mid-complaint, then grinned evilly.
“What’s wrong?” Ingrid asked, and my lips curled in a grin, overcome with glee.
“There’s a way to find them!” I crowed. “The Arisen!”




Chapter Thirteen



“What? How?”
“Hans!” I said quickly, leaning forward and tapping one finger on the table. “Hans told me a while ago, when he was trying to recruit me! The Awakened use a simple system to identify their ships. It’s so if anyone needs to reach a member, they can, so they know who’s one of ‘the club’ and who isn’t!”
“And?” James asked quickly, pulling up the laptop he’d set up earlier and logging in. “What am I looking for?”
“Greek ships of legend, registered to Greek ports. Look for the most expensive and flashy yachts.”
“Hmm.” James murmured, searching back and forth and opening a few additional search engines as I did much the same, minus the computer. “Got one!”
“How the hell did you get that faster than me?” I muttered, waving for him to go on.
“The Salaminia. She’s sitting at anchor in the main harbor. The entire pier around her has been cleared, except for the Argos and...the Odyssey, registered out of Styra and Gytheio, respectively.”
“The Odyssey? Wasn’t that the name of the story, not the ship?” Ingrid asked, thinking aloud, then nodded. “Yes, that’s not right. That might be a false positive.”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “The Odyssey, registered out of Gytheio, that’s Hans!”
“You’re sure?” she asked. “Well, he’s crap at history, for all that he’s seen enough of it.”
I grinned. “With it being Hans, there’s a good chance he did it deliberately to annoy Athena or one of the others.”
“I hope so. What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to go and visit my old friend Hans, and I’m going to sink that bitch Athena,” I said, standing and rolling my shoulders.
“What? Now?!” Ingrid asked, scrambling to her feet. “No, not like this, not without at least planning it!”
“No. The longer I wait, the more chance they’ll find us. Remember, they have teams of people that’ll be scouring the city, checking all the tech they can. Hell, they’ll have entire divisions of the FBI working on finding us, I bet. But if I hit them hard and fast? Now, while they’re not expecting anything? Fuck yes.”
“Steve, I appreciate what you’ve told me they did, and their treatment of you, but this is...ill-advised,” James said with worry creasing his brow. “You have no way of knowing how many there are, how they’re equipped. For all we know, it’s a trap, a ship rigged to explode, or to douse anyone who enters with enough gamma radiation that it’ll kill even you. You did say that they know how to deal with your kind.”
“True,” I said slowly. “But I’ve got a plan.”
“Oh god,” Ingrid whispered. “I feel sick.”
“It’s a simple one. With as little to go wrong as possible.”
“Go on.”
“I told you how I broke the skylight in the warehouse, didn’t I?”
“With a member of their own gang?”
“Exactly.”
“That’s not making any sense,” James said, looking from Ingrid to me.
“It does if you know him better,” she said with a groan. “What will you use?”
“I’m thinking a boulder, a ton in weight or so.”
“From how high?”
“Orbit.”
“That would create a huge amount of generalized devastation, if I understand your intentions,” James said, tapping his chin with one finger. “I’d recommend no more than a half mile up.”
“Can you aim it from that high?” Ingrid asked.
I flashed a winning grin. “I’ll be diving with it.”
“Oh god.”
“In fact—”
“Yes?” Ingrid whispered, her head in her hands.
“Do you fancy going with James and visiting the hospital now?”
“Why now?”
“Because, if they’re watching the hospital, then their command and control ship is taken out, I’m betting that’s going to be a reason for everyone to run back and check on it...right? I mean, it’d make sense. Then the doctor will be available for a chat. Hell, it’s probably the best chance of seeing him without the rest of them seeing you.”
“And why both of us?” James asked carefully.
“Because that way you can look out for each other, and...one parent going to talk to a children’s doctor late at night is just as likely as two. Watchers will just assume you’re there to check on your kid or something. There’s got to be plenty of others doing that, right?”
“There will be, and fortunately, you are quite distinctive,” James admitted, looking up at me as I grinned. “They are likely to be watching for a man alone. If we dress right, they’ll simply see a couple, neither of which match the descriptions, entering the hospital. That should be fine.”
“You’re right, but I don’t like it,” Ingrid said slowly. “Mainly because it means I won’t have any clue what’s happening at the harbor.”
“You can always go up to the top floor and look out?” I suggested. “It’s only a few miles from the hospital to the harbor. You’ll be able to see plenty.”
“Oh god, you’re going to do that much damage?”
“I’m certainly going to try,” I replied, still grinning like an idiot. “Especially if Athena is aboard still. After all, I owe that bitch.”
There was a minute of silence while Ingrid thought, then she nodded.
“Fine. Fine, you can do this, but...”
“But?”
“Are you going to sink the ship, or attack it?”
“Both. I’m going to hit it with the boulder to punch a hole straight through and do some serious damage, probably kill at least half of the crew, if not more, and then I’m going to attack, see if I can find Athena or any of her friends. I have to think that, if I hit Athena head-on with it, she’s going to be dead, regardless. But either way, I’m going to strip them all of nanites.”
“Then...if you see any artifacts, you have to save them,” Ingrid said firmly.
“Artifacts? Uh...I don’t think—”
“I know you’re thinking they won’t survive the impact, but if they do? Athena has to have a collection of some of the greatest archeological treasures of the last thousand years, if not longer. I saw some of them, a tiny few when she’d found some new ones.” Ingrid shook her head as she drummed her fingers on the lacquered table. “She was having them moved to her storage, to her ‘home.’ I asked to be allowed to catalog them and was beaten for my impertinence, as apparently no ‘mere human dog’ has ever set foot in her refuge.”
“Motherfucking bitch is going to die painfully,” I growled.
Ingrid shook her head. “I’m not saying don’t kill her. Hell yes, please kill her, and I never thought I’d ever say that about someone, but...”
“But find out where her stash is first?” I asked. Ingrid winced before nodding. “I’ll try,” I promised, unable to keep from smiling at her.
“So...when are we going to do this?” James asked me after a few seconds of silence.
“Now?” I suggested, then held my hand up. “Actually, give me a minute. I used all my upgrade points, but not my spare nanites—” I pulled up the schematics for the armor I’d been using and looked it over, pulling the upgrade options up and reviewing them to see if there were any that were particularly useful to me in the upcoming fight but wincing as I saw the costs.
There were a handful of options available for each section of armor, ranging from thicker, or even thinner layers, that would stop pretty much everything that hit them, but the cost was astronomic.
Looking them over, I focused on the cost. The helm alone had six choices, including a distributed nanite neuron cluster to augment my mere meat sack brain, targeting systems, and an overlay that would transfer the kinetic energy that impacted it directly into stored energy.
I vaguely remembered using a similar, if far less efficient and basic version of that capability when I first activated the armor fully, but that was the baseline version.
I winced when I saw the cost for the full range of upgrades, for just the helm, and that was only with the level of technology I could currently use coming in at six million nanites.
As I focused on it, I grunted, knowing damn well that I couldn’t afford any of them, but...
But I could afford, just, to clone the Nanite Harvest Tool that was built into my right arm and install it in my left, couldn’t I? After all, I had far more nanites now than I’d had at the beginning of this crazy journey.
I tried to do that, focusing in on it and getting a cascading series of errors and refusals. Apparently, there was a system embedded in me that was designed to stop this kind of thing, though no clue why.
I closed the screens down, flicking them away as I tried again and again, shifting the parameters, the design, hell, the capabilities, until my hind brain and the nanite systems finally came up with a design that passed some of the tests and was at least in part acceptable.
It wasn’t a Harvest Blade, not even close, but it was a blade built into the left forearm of my armor and two feet long. It was extendable and would rest in a sheath when not needed, sliding forward and locking when I wanted it out. It was insanely sharp and vibrated to a degree that made my teeth ache, let alone the arm it was attached to. It cost a hundred and seven thousand nanites, far more than I had now, leaving me twenty-two thousand in the red, if that was possible.
Obviously I couldn’t do it yet, but the design I could examine and lock into place, ready to go, and with the molecular edge and the tiny, yet potent vibration that it came with, it was enough to make me mark it as the next upgrade without any doubt, along with some minor upgrades to the majority of the armor to better deal with gunfire.
I left that ready to go and moved on, flicking through the various options. Everything from making myself into an avatar that would induce religious fervor to a self-contained rocket was now a possibility, and I mentally snorted at the random temptation to try and visit the moon.
“Okay,” I told them, shaking myself free of the screens. “Sorry, just setting a few systems up ready.” I forced a smile. The blade on my left arm was ready for an emergency more than anything else.
We headed to our cabins, James having claimed the VIP cabin that was only slightly smaller than our “owners” one, and we all got changed into more appropriate clothes, then gathered again, with me giving Ingrid a long hug and a kiss before shaking James’s hand.
“Well, time to start earning your pay, old man,” I said to him, grinning.
He snorted, gesturing to the doors.
“I’ll have you know that setting up and maintaining all of this is going to be far more work than you’ll ever believe,” he assured me.
“Oh, I know that. Why do you think I don’t want to do it?” I asked, laughing and leading the way outside.
We had backed the yacht up to the dock, with a narrow extendable bridge leading onto the stone. As we were finding was the custom, we made our neighbors aware we were going “out for dinner” and would be back later.
Marie waved back and assured us that she’d keep an eye on things for us, and that was it. We were walking along the narrow path to the end of the road, pausing as Ingrid and I had one last hug and a kiss, then they were jumping in the taxi that James had called and were off, vanishing into the neon lights of the city.
I was left standing at the foot of the harbor on my own, in jeans and a simple T-shirt, trainers, and little more, not so much as a wallet to identify me, just in case. I grinned at the weirdness of it all.
Even though my armor was now permanently with me, it felt like I should be dressing up more for a fight like this. Like I should be strapping on body armor, or at least not just slipping some trainers on and a top, ready to go destroy a yacht and several thousand-plus-year-old assholes.
I moved along the waterfront, passing a small sea turtle rescue facility and making a mental note to bring Ingrid at some point, before passing under the trees and vanishing from the sight of anyone on the yachts behind me.
Once I was in the trees and deep in shadow, I moved more quickly down to the silent beach, pooling my armor around me and drawing in a deep breath as it surrounded me.
There was something comforting about wearing it. As I jumped from rock to rock, I couldn’t help but grin at the thought of anyone seeing me doing this.
I picked a decent-sized rock, more or less round, about five feet across, and perhaps three quarters of a ton in weight. It was a hell of a weight, difficult to lift, but once I had it up and braced, the real problem became apparent.
I could lift the stone, but flying with it? I fed power to the gravity inverter and felt the weight lessening, but damn slowly.
I increased the power, doubling and tripling the usual amount that I used, and felt the strain lessening on my arms, back, and wings as I gently beat them, ready to take off, but increasing on the Power Cell.
It was a prototype, the most basic and low-level Power Cell in the data that I’d been given, but it was also right at the edge of the theoretical limit for the technology we humans could achieve at this point.
I growled and dug deeper, forcing more power in and crouching, lifting my wings high, and then leaping up as I hammered them down, sending both myself and my weighty “gift” hurtling upwards.
I drove my wings down hard, over and over, struggling into the air, all the while watching the pattern of the drones as they swept the city below, swinging wide and further out to sea to avoid their gaze.
I managed to get three quarters of the way to the private harbor that Athena and the others were in before the drones picked me up, and it was obvious when they found me.
The slow circuit of the city, a wheel that turned around in the air, jarred to a halt, and five drones shifted, engines powering hard as they frantically climbed, reorienting on me as I climbed as well.
I was three-quarters of a mile up, and I decided that was probably enough, considering the effect this boulder was going to have.
I banked, gliding inwards, aligning myself above the harbor and closing in as I reached out, accessing the collection of signals that Hans’s ship was giving off.
I didn’t try to hack them. Instead, I did the equivalent of a knock on the door, instantly setting the ship’s systems on guard, then connecting my phone—or what was left of it, now that I’d gutted it again—to the ship.
“This is the Odyssey. State your business,” came the brusque and no-nonsense response. I spoke quickly, trying to conceal the strain I was under.
“Tell Hans it’s Steve. Now,” I snapped, and there was a second of silence before they responded.
“Hold, please,” the comm officer said slowly, the attitude noticeably different, and I gritted my teeth. The response let me know that they knew who Hans and I were, certainly, but...
“Steve?” came a familiar voice, and I mentally pulled strings as they transferred the signal, the act of transfer giving me a crack in the security I could exploit.
I climbed slightly higher, gritting my teeth as a vision opened to me, a camera embedded in a TV on one wall granting me a fish-eye view of an opulent cabin with Hans sitting forwards, phone in one hand, looking up at a speaker in the wall.
“Steve, is that you?” he asked, waving someone’s muttered comment aside as a man at the back of the room hurried away.
“It’s me, Hans. Look, you’ve not got long, so listen. You wanted me to join you a while back...and you helped Ingrid, so I’m here to make an offer,” I started to say, only to have him shake his head.
“Stop! Athena is listening to everything you’re saying, Steve.” He glared back towards the man who’d left the room. “Don’t say anything that leads them to you. She’s a vicious bitch that broke her word, and I’ll not help her catch you again! The Council saw the damage you did escaping and has declared you can be experimented on all she wants, in order to figure out how you did it.”
The line cut off, and I grinned to myself as I reconnected it, the connection establishing just in time to make out Hans ripping a sword free of a man who’d apparently been telling him off.
“Fuck you and your kind!” Hans roared. “I know you can hear me, Athena! I know you’re listening, you bitch! No more, NO MORE will I help you. If we have not our honor, then what are we? You—”
“Fuck Athena,” I said firmly over the speakers. “Hans, is she aboard her ship?”
“I...Steve? Yes, but she’s got a small army with her. Get free while you can, my friend!” he snapped, even as a door to the rear of the cabin opened and a pair of soldiers with high-tech-looking rifles stepped in, aiming at Hans. “Fuck...this is going to hurt.”
“Hans! Brace for impact!” I barked at him, flipping over, knowing damn well that the drones were watching, and I beat my wings, hard.
I flipped the gravity inverter to reverse, feeling the earth below reestablish its grip and pull.
I beat my wings harder and harder, adjusting my aim and lining the boulder up, right on the forward deck of her superyacht, aiming for the middle of the pool.
A fucking pool, on a vehicle designed to spend its entire life on the sea, just seemed stupid as all hell to me. A hot tub, I could get behind. After all, the sea wasn’t bubbly and hot, unless something went seriously wrong, or you’d just had a Phaal curry, in which case there was about to be a lot seriously wrong with the water, possibly best described as a biological weapons testing zone.
I released the boulder and reactivated the gravity inverter, beating hard to slow my approach as a trio of guards ran out onto the deck of Athena’s ship.
“Brace for what, Steve?” Athena’s voice came over the connection, ringing out where Hans could hear it. “And Hans? Your little speech will be shared with the council. Expect to be joining your friend in an experimental cell.”
“A little gift for you, Athena, that’s all,” I growled, and a half second later, it arrived, punching through the gently floating water of the pool, then deeper.
It looked like an angry god had hit the yacht with a hammer, as the entire front buckled inwards, the yacht driven underwater despite the displacement issues of such a large vessel before bobbing back to the surface.
The three men on deck were catapulted into the air, coming down just as the yacht came up, killing two outright and catching the third on the railing in the middle of his back, cutting off his scream of terror with a crunch and a gasp...before he fell into the water, paralyzed, and was dragged down by the weight of his body armor.
“ATHENA!” I screamed, pulling my wings in close and aiming for the gently glowing skylight two-thirds of the way down the upper deck.
It was circular and once had a gently glowing chandelier hanging there before my little “gift” arrived. Now what glass remained was coated in a vivid smear of blood. As I smashed through it, I flared my wings again and shoved upwards on the inverter, just managing to land without breaking myself by luck more than any skill.
The room was devastated. A massive onyx throne that dominated one end of the room, raised on a special deck, had fallen over, and people were strewn all over, a dozen or more of them, with four of the Oracan in ceremonial armor clambering to their feet, moving to the throne while others were still trying to work out what had happened.
“I’m back, bitch!” I snarled, slamming my wings out to full extension and sending the nearest people flying. I lunged forwards, crossing half the distance between my entry and the throne in seconds, two of the hurrying figures turning and dropping into ready stances, glowing light blue shields held in their left hands, and ornate golden spears with pale crystal heads.
The pair of them lunged forwards, spears stabbing. I slapped down with my wings, feeling a momentary pull, then they were backing up and I was following them, my Harvest Blade extending, locking into place.
They moved as one, spreading to either side of me even as the other two hauled the massive throne upright, exposing a stunned and reeling Athena underneath.
They grabbed her, lifting her, and ran for the back of the room, the ship’s alarms blaring and lights flashing, warning that it was sinking, and to abandon ship.
“Don’t run!” I called after her. “It’ll only piss me off!”
The pair were moving to take up position on either side as the others, the dozens of people in the room, joined them, changing.
Four of them were werewolves, their bones and skin cracking and tearing as they changed their form, moving to the walls and yanking swords and shields down, even if they were merely normal metal, rather than the glowing weirdness that the others wielded.
Staying still was an invite to death, and I was already on the move. I ran to the right, closing on the one on that side. He turned his shield sideways, bracing himself and locking the spear ready as I closed, then ramming it forwards, aimed at my heart.
I twisted, using a wing beat to flip myself to the side, and grabbed the spear just behind the head with my left hand, twisting and spinning. I brought the spear across my back, flat, and flipped him forwards, tearing the spear free even as he was catapulted into his closing friend.
As a regular human, I could never have carried it off, despite using the spear as a fulcrum or lever. But enhanced as I was, both by my nanites and my armor, I braced one foot against the wall and kicked off, twisting around and following the one I’d just thrown, shifting my grip on his spear, and...
And seeing him land, roll, and flip to his feet.
He landed perfectly, like a gymnast who’d damn well deserved a perfect ten, and then locked his shield alongside his friends, and they both shoved forwards as one.
I managed to deflect the stabbing spear of the second one and jumped, planting a foot against the shield, before being shoved backwards. I landed hard, and taking three steps to catch my balance, I attacked again as the others closed in.
I stabbed out high at the joint between the two glowing shields. As they shifted to meet that thrust, I flipped my Harvest Blade forwards, shifting it into a whip and wrapping it around the ankle of the one with the spear, yanking him from his feet.
As the shields came apart, I stabbed. I drove the spear-tip into his chest, the crystal head sinking into his heart, passing through the golden plate armor like a stone through water then back out, bringing a gout of blood with it.
The other one leaped forwards, slamming his shield down on my spear halfway down the haft, knocking it aside as he leaped in close. A dagger I’d not seen flashed towards my throat.
I blocked instinctively, catching it on my outer forearm, then rolled the wrist, catching his arm. Yanking him in close, I head butted him.
They were wearing thick golden bracers on either forearm and plates that climbed from shin to knee, a wrap that looked vaguely Egyptian around their waist and a collar around the neck that went up as well as down to cover the top of their chest, clearly designed to protect their throats.
Their upper chest was bound in stylized golden armor, somewhere between a Spanish conquistador’s breastplate and an Aztec ceremonial outfit, but whatever it was they wore, it was no defense against their own spears.
He reeled back, blood flowing from his nose, then discarded the shield, raining punches that were too fast for me to deflect as I struggled to get rid of his knife still clutched in his right hand.
I snarled, my head rocking back from a particularly good punch, and I twisted his right arm sharply back upon itself, tearing the ligaments that protected the elbow from going the wrong way, then formed a punch dagger and drove it into his heart. Or I tried to, the armor deforming around the tip, but slowing it and blunting the attack enough that I pulled back and punched again.
This time the blade made it through, sinking into his heart and tearing nanites free, draining him, pumping nanites in their literal thousand back out of him...until I was hit from the side by a furry pile of werewolves and driven into the wall.
We crashed through it, the internal bracing barely slowing us as we hit a barracks, a half-dozen people scattered about, mostly dead, the impact having driven them into bulkheads and delivered broken necks and spines in equal measure.
I rolled, grabbing one of the fuckers by the snout with my left hand and yanking up, exposing its throat and stabbing, once, twice, and a third time, blood pouring out in a fast scarlet fountain as I shoved the creature aside.
The others piled onto me, one on either arm, trying to pin me as a third leaped atop my chest. It lifted its clawed hands high and slashing down hard left and right, gouging thin ribbons into my armor and helm until I triggered my spikes, sending them jutting forwards and back. That locked me in place as they sank into the deck below and into the bodies above.
The air was filled with pained whimpering, then I pulled them back and counterattacked.
The fucker that was half laid across my right side, having pinned that arm, was frantically clutching at the hole in his throat, instinctively releasing my arm. I reached up, the blade falling back into me as my claws extended, and I widened his smile from ear to ear.
The other side was much the same, except my hand was lower down, and I sank the claws into his lower gut, then ripped them upwards, disemboweling him with an ear-splitting shriek.
I tossed both bleeding-out forms aside and reached for the fucker that had straddled me, catching his hands in mine, then snapping them back, breaking the wrists and half-tearing the hands loose. Blood fountained from the exposed veins in his wrists. I threw his arms wide and grabbed ahold of him by the throat and left shoulder, dug my claws in, and tore his limb free. Tossing the body aside, I sent it flopping to the ground as I strode ahead, the werewolf’s arm dangling from my grip as I stepped back into the ruined throne room.
“Athena!” I called, tossing the arm aside and glaring at the half-dozen creatures that had gathered between me and the exit their mistress had been dragged through. “Come out and plaaaa-aay!”
The closest of her sycophants lunged forwards, a pair of vampires, blurring as they closed the distance. My own assault system went active, slowing them to merely inhuman speeds. I grinned behind my armored helm and stepped to meet them, triggering the evolution of the extendable blade on my left arm as I flexed my claws. It would take several minutes to build, and I had a full dance card at this party.
The vampires closed the distance, mouths hyper-extending as their teeth grew, looking more like snakes in the way that four fangs unfolded, fingertips lengthening into jagged hollow-tipped spikes.
And I was moving already.
I kicked the one on the right in the stomach, folding it around my foot, then grabbed it by the back of the head, digging my claws into the spine and severing it, ripping them sideways and practically beheading it as I caught the one on the left by the forehead.
I drove her down into the deck, the already-damaged floor giving way as her bones snapped. The impact smashed the front of her skull in, and we fell, landing on the floor below, the water swirling around my knees already.
Alarms sounded all around us, flashing red and yellow lights and spraying blood giving the lower deck a hellish appearance as others that were carrying swords and shields jumped down to close with me.
I slid the Harvest Blade out, stabbing the vampire in my grip in the side of the head, tearing as many nanites loose as I could. Even as I backed up, I was looking to get more room to fight.
My wings were twitching, folding and unfolding, and the right one caught on a stanchion suddenly, twisting me as it flapped. I glared at it, confused, then froze, distracted from the incoming assholes by the spreading grey mess that was actively dissolving my nanites!
I stared for a second at the wing, then twisted, flicking the other forward, or I tried to.
It twitched, then folded flat, swinging back towards me, the spreading grey mess on it as well.
It was like a fungus, but spreading at an exponential rate, looking back across the wing where it looked to have started. I could see holes appearing as the nanites dropped in dead clusters, falling to dust.
Dust...
I remembered the woman, underground in that ruin, the one that had been slowly breaking down into crystal, with this same shit coating the walls!
I panicked, thinking I’d been infected, and it’d somehow taken until now to reach me...and then I remembered.
The spears.
The crystal-tipped spears!
I flicked the wings forward, seeing the way the contamination was spreading, and I gritted my teeth, focusing on the connections on my back where the wings met the armor. I cut them free, dropping them to the floor with an audible crash.
It was a hell of a loss. Two hundred thousand nanites. More, in fact, as the wings had grown as I grew, but I couldn’t risk what would happen if the crystals managed to infect me directly.
Before me, a slavering werewolf closed the distance, circular bronze-and silver-embossed shield raised, sword clutched in one hand and a medallion on display, the medallion bouncing against the unreasonably hairy chest.
I snarled in unbridled rage, snap-kicking the center of the shield, sending it and its wielder flying backward. The arm behind the shield snapped like a dry twig as I switched the power from the power cell into storage and pushed forwards, shoving a hanging ceiling light aside and sending even more crazy shadows to play in the corners of the sinking ship.
Screams for help emanated from compartments further forward, onrushing water seeping in as containment protocols failed.
The ship twisted suddenly as an explosion sounded to my right, a nearby bulkhead suddenly patterned in jagged abstract art. Something on the other side gave up, and the ship settled on that side more.
I grabbed the bulkhead, heaving myself upright and forwards, having to almost climb as much as wade as I headed aft in the direction Athena had. The three remaining werewolves that were armed waited for me as I clambered into the next compartment.
They spread out, short swords and shields at the ready, and I hauled myself up, claws digging into the deck and giving me extra stability as I glared at them.
“Fuck off or die,” I snapped at them.
Predictably, they choose to attack, racing forwards, leaping off the canted deck to fall towards me.
I slung tentacles out to grip the deck above, anchoring me in place as I raised both arms and slid the blades forward to meet them.
My Harvest Blade deflected the sword of the one on my right, and I took the impact of their landing, the shield first against my right side and chest. I was driven back a few inches, a metallic screeching filling the air as my claws left deep gouges in the deck plates, then I shoved forwards, sending the werewolf tumbling aside.
The one on my left wasn’t so fortunate. I drove my freshly finished vibrating blade straight through his shield and chest, then ripped it sideways, cutting him almost in half as his own sword bounced off my helm ineffectually.
I pulled the blade back and grabbed the mortally wounded creature by one ear. I stabbed him twice in quick succession with the Harvest Blade, now configured again into a punch dagger, then tossed him aside.
The final werewolf had hung back, watching me, and now turned tail, running to the stairwell and vanishing up into the deck above. I started forwards, blades sliding back out to two feet on either side, extended beyond my hands.
My nanite boots’ claws sinking into the deck, tentacles bracing me and making the sinking yacht’s thirty-degree incline as easy to scale as a gentle Sunday stroll.
The last remaining werewolf leapt upwards, grabbing a bulkhead and kicking off, racing up and out as I followed, having almost as little difficulty in the narrow stairwell as I did, leading up to the next level.
I dragged myself up and around, grabbing onto the edge of the door and pulling myself through and back into the throne room only to brace myself. I was now facing the deck, which canted the wrong way. The stairs I needed to reach the next deck already had the inrushing seawater lapping at them, and flotsam filled the room.
The legs of the werewolf vanished through the doorway, and I grunted, deciding I really needed a ranged option, like a railgun, as an upgrade soon.
I twisted around, getting a sense of the layout, then grinned and stabbed the vorpal blade—as I’d mentally christened the left one—into the wall closest to me to carve a new exit.
The tentacles braced me, and I diced a passage out into the outer hull, water pouring in. I grinned. Even if Athena had escaped, as I was sure she had now, she’d lost her pretty yacht.
I made two more slashes, then kicked the middle of the panel, breaking it free and exposing the wine-dark sea beyond as it rushed in.
I dragged myself out against the flow, clamping my feet down on the deck. The yacht was almost totally underwater now and starting to sink faster, the ship slowly twisting as it went.
The seabed where it would probably impact was covered in rocks, sand, occasional growths, and more, as well as some old wreckage, but knowing that Athena’s shit was all going to be spread out down there?
Worth it.
I clung to the deck, knowing that what I should do and what I wanted to do were totally different things.
I should work to maintain our secrecy and let them claim whatever on the deck up there. I should swim away. Hell, I should strip the fucking yacht now and escape.
But I wasn’t doing that.
I kicked off, my massive weight in armor making it a hard slog, despite the mere ten meters I was from the pier. As soon as I could, I sent a tentacle to grab an iron rung sunk into the side.
Using it, I pulled myself in, grabbing the stone and hauling myself upwards. The rungs bent and creaked under me as I clambered up, stepping onto the old stone and shaking myself, sending water cascading off. I strode towards the gaggle of people further along.
“ATHENA!” I shouted.
They separated instantly, spreading out with her in the middle, fifteen men and women, two of them wearing torn and shredded clothes and carrying swords and shields. I mentally tagged them as werewolves in disguise.
On either side of Athena were the six Oracan, including the two that had fled with her, and the rest...
The rest were her servants, slaves, and supporters.
My armor registered a dozen hits as two figures that moved onto the deck of Hans’s ship lifted assault rifles and opened fire. I stooped and picked up a “bullet,” finding it was actually a dart, short, and liquid-filled, with a vicious tip designed to punch deep into flesh.
It did fuck all against my armor, and I dismissed them as Hans stalked up behind them, a sword in hand and murder clearly on his mind.
There were two short screams, then there were two fewer assholes.
I kept walking, taking steady steps towards Athena, calling out to the group.
“This is between you and me, Athena. You know I’ll kill them all, and I’ll still reach you.”
“Stand down,” Athena snapped at the group around her, before snatching a spear and glowing blue shield from one of the Oracan, stepping towards me. “You will pay for this,” she vowed, pointing her spear at the space her ship had recently filled. “You have no idea. The artifacts you have destroyed, items thought lost forever now truly are. I shall make sure your whore understands the irretrievable loss to her kind that you have caused before I have her flayed to death.”
“I’d recommend a Wensleydale. Maybe with ginger?” I called back. “You know, a good cheese to go with your fucking whine!”
She hissed between her teeth, and kicking her shoes off. Rolling her shoulders and settling into a fighting stance, she stood with one foot braced, shield held at the ready and spear low, waiting for me.
I kept up my steady approach. My tentacles retracted again, Harvest Blade extended, vorpal retracted.
As I closed the last few feet, she sprang forwards, the shield flying for my face. I blocked it instinctively, a split second of warning all that I had as I twisted, the spear tip, gleaming razor-sharp crystal, passing less than an inch to the side of my face.
I jerked my head back, swinging my blade up and around, expecting to catch the spear as she pulled it back. But she was too fast, too experienced and skilled with the spear. She’d managed to get it all the way back. Then punching forward again, she aimed for the inside of my left leg.
I slammed my left hand forward, forcing the blade to pass under me, between my legs, rather than impaling my thigh. I triggered my compression ability, slowing time again and whistling in wonder as the system evaluated Athena and populated an insane blur of possibilities.
She could be anywhere and nowhere, it seemed, and for the first time, I realized the difference between challenging a modern-day fucker who liked his ancient weapons and a thousand-plus-year-old psycho-bitch who’d used them daily to actually fight in wars.
Athena yanked the spear back, hopping forwards and snap kicking me in the face, sending me staggering back, then dropped low, yanking the spear around from right to left, slashing the point at my chest.
I knew what she only suspected, that my armor was as vulnerable as my flesh in this fight...I cursed, knowing what I had to do.
I dismissed it, all of it, even knowing the massive advantage that gave her in strength and speed. If the crystal cut me, the effect on my attuned nanites would be lethal.
If she caught my pinky, the very best I could hope for was to hack my own arm off and maybe survive.
My best chance, therefore, was to do as she had, and do the unexpected.
I flipped the shield up into the air and caught it, getting it into place at the very last second. The bright blue glow that filled its oval shape flared as the spear hit it, then I was kicking forwards, aiming for her knee.
She danced backwards, lifting her right hand and dipping her left, swinging the spear around and jabbing, making me pull my leg back just in time to avoid a hit. I backed up, sweating already.
“You can’t beat me, slave.” She sneered. “I’ve been fighting and killing better men than you since your kind stopped fucking goats.”
“So, what, a fortnight?” I asked, leaping, turning the shield sideways and slamming it into her spear. Deflecting it sideways, I stabbed out, the Harvest Blade carving a thin line through the tanned olive skin of her left inner arm.
She braced and threw me back, her greater density of nanites making it easy for her. “I thought you were stronger than this!” she snarled, snapping the spear upright and jumping forwards, kicking out full force at my shield...and sending me flying.
I landed, rolled, and came to my feet, finding her in the air already, flying towards me, spear upraised, ready to strike.
I rolled to the side, coming up under the weakened and damaged shield, and braced, ready. I focused on the options that narrowed down as she flew, the thousands of possibilities restricted to only five, and five I could handle.
“Surprise!” I shouted, activating my armor in one fast, hard burst, deflecting her blow and absorbing the force of her landing, then slashing the vorpal blade across and up.
The guide was right on the money this time, and my panicked swing carved through the spear an inch behind the head, sending the crystal blade flipping end over end...and falling into the harbor.
She leaped backwards, the spear now only a staff as she whirled and spun it, striking at me while I powered in close. I caught the blows on my forearms then wrapped my right arm around the haft and stabbed for her heart with the vorpal blade.
She threw herself back, the blade cutting through the golden haft of the spear like a hot knife through butter and leaving a thin, bloody line on her chest.
“You dare,” she hissed.
I grinned, even though she couldn’t see it.
“I’m gonna fuck you up, bitch,” I promised as she jumped forwards, hands flashing, kicks flying. I blocked and beat them aside, but again, she was a step ahead as she threw something at my helm, a cloud of black swirling around me.
And that was it.
Clearly, it was some kind of sneaky shit that she’d used in a dozen fights before. She stepped back and sneered, thinking the fight was over, but as I neither needed eyes to see through the helm—it could show an image on the inside, after all—nor needed to breathe through it.
I stabbed forwards with both blades, one aimed high and one low, and as she twisted like an Olympic limbo dancer. I jerked the blades in the opposite directions, the Harvest Blade carving deep into her left thigh, as the vorpal blade took her right hand.
She screeched in pain, half-throwing herself back as the nanites I’d injected into her thigh went active, the first real use of Trauma Burst detonating. It turned her leg into mince and showered the local area in tattered flesh and blood. The leg collapsed under her as she fell, and she reached for something on her belt with her remaining hand.
It didn’t make it, as the Harvest Blade punched clean through the twin bones of her wrist into her stomach and started to drain her.
“Told you I’d kill you,” I said, almost conversationally, stabbing out with the Vorpal Blade and cutting her arms off at the elbow, before dropping to one knee and staring into her eyes as she went into shock.
She gritted her teeth, trying to speak.
I retracted the Vorpal Blade, grabbing her by the mouth, closing it with a hard snap as she nearly bit through her tongue.
“You might be thinking that you’ll come for me when you recover,” I suggested, noting the hatred in her eyes. “Or hell, I might be reading you totally wrong, and maybe you’ve turned over a new leaf. All that ‘turn the other cheek’ shit, now you know how painful it can be. Maybe you’d devote your life to healing the sick and knitting little fuckin’ booties for kids in hospital, if I left you.” I leaned in closer as my helm retracted, and I fixed her with a glare.
“But we’ll never know now, because that feeling? It’s not a little nap coming, Athena. It’s the true death. You fight me and win? I come back. You fight me and lose? You don’t. Enjoy judgement from whatever batshit god you believe in.”
Then I pulled the Harvest Blade free and stood. The others waited a dozen meters back, watching me carefully.
Then, just because it looked cool as fuck, and I needed the goddamn nanites, I pumped my right arm like I was cocking a shotgun. But instead of a barrel of lead, the three-foot Harvest Blade dropped and punched through Athena’s forehead and into the ground below like the world’s worst-aimed tent-peg.




Chapter Fourteen



I stood there for a long minute while they all looked at each other, before speaking.
“So, you want to start running now? Or are you going to attack? Or, I mean, am I supposed to attack first? I’m kinda new to the ‘wholesale slaughter’ thing,” I quipped, feeling almost drunk on the insane nanite surge I was riding. I was tearing literally millions of nanites free of Athena now. I’d have to keep my armor on, as I was already filling the damn storage area it needed.
I wanted to start regrowing my wings, knowing it’d take about half an hour. But I also didn’t want these fuckers to realize what the hell I was doing.
“Traditionally, an Arisen who vanquishes another in such a way they are unlikely to return inside of a mortal lifetime, will offer employment to their fallen foe’s servants...as well as lay claim to all their property,” Hans called out cheerfully, climbing up the rungs of the pier nearby.
He pulled himself up the last few feet and stepped forwards, smiling broadly.
“Damn, Steve, you’ve no idea how good it is to see you free again,” he said in a low voice, shaking his head.
“Is it true?” one of the others called, getting a curious look from us both. “That Lady Athena is dead?” he specified.
We glanced down at the body on the pier between us, my blade still rammed through her forehead as her corpse twitched and dried, desiccating before everyone’s eyes.
“Oh, she’s fucked,” I said. “You want to go next?”
“Not particularly,” he replied. “Are you offering us employment?”
“No,” I said, hardly able to believe it was even a question. “You’re all untrustworthy motherfuckers who helped torture me to death.”
“‘To death,’” Hans quoted, making air quotes as he grinned at me.
“Yeah, well, I got better.” I grunted. “Seriously, you dick, you know what they did.”
“I do,” he agreed, sobering. “I also know that they were sworn to Athena’s service and would have joined you if Athena suspected for a minute that she could learn anything from doing it. Look, are you seriously not interested in taking any of them on? They’ll be massively valuable in trade, if nothing else. After all, the Oracan are rare and highly prized.”
I looked at them, seeing the lack of any concern in the way they were being described as things rather than people.
“They—” I started.
Hans shook his head. “Before you start anything like claiming their human rights and all of that bullshit, they’re not human. They’re a species bred for war that have to be convinced that you are their martial superior, or they’ll never serve you. They live only to compete. If you set them ‘free,’ one of these idiots will claim them as servants. Maybe they’ll follow them, or maybe they’ll kill them all. Oracan will follow only the strongest, so let’s have a little thought experiment. You set them free, and they wander off down the pier. Someone screams at the sight of them, and they dislike the noise, so they kill them. Police arrive, and they kill them as well.
“You’ll end up with the army being called in to deal with them, or one of us, and then there’s a massive cleanup needed as well as innocent deaths. Most of these?” He gestured to the group standing uncomfortably while their “betters” discussed their future. “They can be very useful, and I’ll happily take them into my retinue if you don’t want them in yours...or don’t want to kill them, anyway.”
“I don’t know—” I started to say.
“That’s fine. Look, how about this? I’ll take them into my service, and if you decide you want them to join you, I’ll hand them over? I’ll question them, get them to lead me to Athena’s stashes that they can locate, and we split what we find?”
“I get the archeological crap,” I said resolutely. “It’s for Ingrid.”
“Totally fine with that, although...” We both looked to the right at the water that was still bubbling over occasionally as random cushions and magazines floated to the surface. “You know that some of the best of her collection would have been aboard her ship, right?”
“Yeah,” I grumbled. “What the fuck do I do about that now?”
“Maybe next time don’t sink the ship?”
“Fuck you, Hans.”
“Hey, it’s a serious suggestion. Also, on a separate, and yet oh-so-important side of things, the locals look to be incoming. Probably something to do with the gunfire and the orbital bombardment?”
“There’s someone watching us as well,” I told him, flicking my gaze upwards as a hint.
“The Blessed,” he agreed with a knowing nod. “They’re very interested in you, I’ll admit.”
“And just how would you know that?”
“Because I’m a spy for them, my dear boy,” he admitted, grinning. “Now, there’s plenty to catch you up on, and preferably over several damn good glasses of wine and good food. But, for now, how about we come to a quick agreement, and you bugger off somewhere so I can calm all of this down?”
“Go on.”
“Simply everyone wants to know your secrets, and they won’t all come and ask nicely. So how about we divide up the treasure, and you run along? We can get together in a few weeks at a little spot I know and actually figure all of this out.”
“You know I’m not going to have time to get far before the Blessed arrive, and the police.” I gestured towards the flashing lights heading down the pier towards us.
He shook his head. “They’re not important. It’s the Blessed going nuclear to secure you that concerns me.”
“Can you take care of all of this?” I asked him.
“I can cover all of this up. Look, I’ll stay here and arrange the salvaging of the ship and anything on it. We’ll split that down the middle—send me someone with a note or something in a few days, and I’ll stay here until I hear from you. Deal?”
“What about the other ship?” I asked, gesturing to the yacht that was bobbing gently twenty meters or so further along the pier.
“Oh, that’s Albrecht. He’s clubbing in town, utterly uninterested in anything serious. Athena forced him to come along ‘just in case’...had less say in it than I did. I’ll deal with him when he gets back.”
“I...fine. Fuck it,” I muttered. Looking at the flashing lights closing in and damn well knowing I was being examined minutely from above, I turned to the gathered humans, werewolves, and Oracan, and cleared my throat. “Look, unless you want to fight me, then go with Hans and do as he says...right?” There was a minute of silence as they looked at each other uncertainly.
“Do you want to fight me?” I asked them, looking from one to another and getting a few shaken heads until the Oracan stepped forwards, moving in close enough I pulled the blade free of Athena’s remains in readiness...then they both dropped to their knees, weapons laid flat on the ground, and bowed their heads, chanting rhythmically.
“What the—”
“Damn.” Hans grunted. “Well, I told you, you should have gone. They’ve acknowledged you as their ‘Sanatai.’ Means ‘master,’ sort of, has some religious overtones thrown in as well, but basically, you just gained some fanatically loyal guards. They’d have sacrificed themselves for Athena without a second thought, had she not ordered them to stand down. Now they’re pledged to you.”
“Well, look, stay with Hans. I’ll come back for you,” I said to them after a second, shaking my head. “Do as he says, and...those crystal weapons?” I asked, getting a nod from them both. “Gather them up. I want them all. Keep them safe for me,” I ordered them, before shooting a glance at Hans.
“Fine by me. They give me the willies,” he said with a slight shudder before beaming at the gathered group. “Righto, then!” He clapped his hands together. “Let’s get things moving, you two. There’s some of your former friends dead on my yacht. Get them out of sight. You...get onto the local governor, make them call the police and any lookie-loos back. This is now a chemical contamination site. You...” Hans barked out orders to the entire group, moving from one to another, as I shook my head bemusedly.
I’d gone from a deadly battle to apparently their new “master” and they were all fine about it. What was more, apparently I owned all of Athena’s stuff as a rite of conquest. One that Hans had been quick to insinuate himself into, claiming half of as my helper and guide.
I nodded to the Oracan again, taking three quick steps and dropping over the side and into the sea.
As soon as I was under water, I triggered Conceal and let myself sink to the bottom, passing the floating crap that was apparently still finding its way out of Athena’s ship.
Landing in a cloud of silt, sand, and general random filth that’d been thrown up by the yacht’s arrival, I moved quickly, finding the nearest hole and dragging myself inside, hand-over-hand, triggering both my wings’ regrowth and my tentacles, four of them, using them as additional arms to drag myself along.
I didn’t have long—hell, I had almost no time, as the Blessed would be incoming—but...I couldn’t just abandon the ship’s treasures to the dubiously trustworthy Hans.
Ingrid knew him far better than I did, and the fact that he’d been under guard and supervision even on his own boat suggested that he was on my side, but...I didn’t know for sure.
I dragged myself along the upper deck and into the next one, through the throne room and into what had to be Athena’s cabin next to it. It was huge, and I mean, huge. “Palatial” might be a better way to describe it. I paused for a few seconds, looking around the room, trying to decide what to grab for Ingrid.
There was a stand on one side of the room, and gleaming armor sat on it, almost all intact, only a few bits having fallen free in the crash laying testament to how well it’d been secured against high seas.
I paused by it, recognizing it as seriously old, and well-made...but it’d be all I could take, should I choose that, and I needed to hit the command and control room next.
Instead, I moved through another door, finding a small dressing room and a walk-in wardrobe with floor to ceiling mirrors, dressing tables, and a cabinet that was literally decked in jewelry. I grabbed a few of the shinier bits, but...
I paused, finding their presence strange. Yes, Athena might have liked it, but, the few times I’d seen her, she’d worn almost none. She’d been hard and focused on war, not pretty things.
I moved in closer, examining the stands and grinning inside my helm as I saw the small holes in each stand.
I moved back and to the side, then tried to open the drawers with a tentacle. Spikes rammed forwards into the open water, and I braced myself and sank my claws into the wood, ripping away at it, not having the time to waste.
A second trap triggered, and a cloud of something flooded the chamber before floating away. Then I found the latch and tore it free. A decent-sized safe waited behind the wall, and I tore it free with a grunt.
I used the Vorpal Blade to cut through the deck overhead, dragging myself up and into the next level, then the next room along, finding the yacht’s bridge clearly abandoned and dead.
I pulled the computers apart quickly, tearing loose the hard drives and making little pockets in my upper leg armor to hold them. Then I cut my way back out of the side of the ship, dropping to the sand and moving away, safe clutched in two tentacles over my chest, wings growing on my back, and Conceal working on overdrive.
I had to assume that the asshole Blessed had something that could see through the water to the seabed. Hopefully, they didn’t, but...better to be paranoid.
With that in mind, I moved quickly to the base of the pier, hoping that the shadowy concealment would help a little, then started moving very, very slowly.
It went against all my instincts.
After all, I needed to get as far away as possible, but...
In my armor, I didn’t need to worry about breathing for a while at least, and with the Conceal active, they weren’t going to pick me up visually. That meant the only way they’d spot me would be by tracks I left, the wake behind me, or...the safe.
I shifted around, wrapping my arms and my regrowing wings around the safe as well, breaking up the shape of it as much as I could and lifting my legs up, using the tentacles to walk instead, minimizing the tracks and clouds of disturbed crap.
It took three hours.
Three goddamn hours before I reached the nearby yacht club, situated on a rocky promontory that I could have swum to in under ten minutes.
The one advantage was that, as I slowly moved up onto the beach, literally taking a step, then stopping, then another, the slowly lightening sky revealed that the drones were in a holding pattern over the site of Athena’s death.
I could also see a dozen cars and what had to be fifty or more people moving back and forth, as well as a lot of angry gesticulating. I grinned to myself and moved very slowly up the shore, through the trees and into the yacht club garden, finding that, as expected, there was nobody about.
There was a pickup truck, though, with a small speedboat on a wheeled trailer clearly ready for use, just sitting in the carpark. I disconnected the boat, put the safe in the back of the truck, and dragged a tarpaulin across it, sealing it away from idle eyes. Then I retracted my armor and got in, cranking the truck easily as my nanites formed a key with barely any effort.
Then I pulled out of the carpark, the automated barrier lifting as I neared, and the total lack of cameras very much appreciated as I calmly drove along the little roads and back into the city, heading south and back to our yacht.
It was an hour and a half drive, which made me shake my head at how much easier it was being able to fly, but soon enough I was pulling onto the rocky pier and driving along to reach the yacht, finding the lights on still. Ingrid and James sat on the upper deck, speaking quietly as I arrived.
I parked up, the pair of them standing, watching, and visibly relaxing when they realized it was me, then the bug-eyed stare from James as I uncovered the safe.
I looked from side to side, making as reasonably sure as I could that there was nobody watching, then I lifted it over the side and moved to the back of the yacht, before pausing and cursing.
The weight of the damn thing meant that there was no way I was crossing the little boarding bridge we had. If I tried jumping onto the deck from here with it?
I’d be lucky if I just did minor damage to the yacht.
I paused, then sighed and moved back, loading it into the back of the truck and moving further up the road until I was under the trees next to the wild turtle sanctuary, before unloading again and extending a tiny spike of nanites into the safe.
It was airtight, I found quickly, which was something of a relief, considering I was thinking it’d piss me right off if all it held were ruined papers, but considering the size of the damn thing? Six feet tall, five wide, and squared off?
I was hoping to find something well worth the effort inside.
I used a nanite stream to eat a small hole all the way through the outside. Then I formed a tentacle inside, a narrow one, but it was enough to generate a simple magnetic pulse.
That let me identify two traps on the door, and one of them was a high explosive.
Being the sneaky fuck that I am, I simply used the tentacle to dissolve the trigger for the bomb then the one on the door as well.
By now, the sun was clear of the mountains, and I was getting more and more concerned about being seen, so I took a deep breath. After waving James and Ingrid back, they’d followed me from the ship after all. I cracked the door and opened it.
I stood there in shock for several seconds, before James and Ingrid stepped up behind me, peering in.
“Oh my god,” Ingrid whispered, covering her mouth with her hand as James moved away, being sick into the bushes.
There were several piles of papers, some clearly old-looking jewelry, some rolled up papers sealed with wax, and several bags that held coins, gemstones, and more, but they were all held on the left hand side of the safe, with a dividing line running down the middle.
On the right side of the safe, encased in a glass frame, with several technological bits stabbed into it to measure humidity and vacuum seals...was the desiccated body of a woman, her wispy blonde hair curled down around her face, cheeks sunken in, and the expression that was frozen on her face one of great suffering.
“What happened to her?” James asked, his voice filled with horror. “What kind of a person keeps a dead body...in a safe?!”
“Athena did,” I whispered, my mouth going dry as I stared at her. “And...I don’t think she’s dead.”




Chapter Fifteen



We moved everything into the yacht quickly, conscious that, at any time, our neighbors might wander out and check out what we were doing. Frankly, even to me, it looked dodgy as all hell, but either the others who were rich enough to afford yachts were used to such shenanigans, or they were all in bed still. Either way, we were left alone.
“So...what do we do with her?” Ingrid asked me for about the fifth time as we stood staring into the back of the safe.
“Seriously, I have no more idea than I did a minute ago, okay?” I muttered with a groan before going back to staring at the body. She—as it was definitely a she—was long dead. Clearly, the box that she was in was sealed in some airtight way, and the body...
It looked like she’d been drained of all fluids, wrapped in chains and packed in tight before the glass had been added, and even then, there were marks on the inside of the glass, and the way the fingers were pressed, the mouth open in a silent scream...all of it suggested she’d been alive for a while inside at least.
“We have to let her out,” James said firmly, and we both looked at him. “If we don’t, then we’re no better than Athena was. Ah...just out of curiosity, was Athena really the warrior goddess Athena? That the city of Athens was named after?”
“Well, she was old, vicious, and immortal, so maybe?” I said shrugging. “Fuck knows, really, but she was an evil bitch, regardless.” I gestured at the safe and its occupant. “I found the safe hidden in her dressing room on her ship.”
“What the hell kind of a person does that to someone else?” Ingrid asked slowly, shaking her head disgustedly. “Okay, Steve, James is right. We need to free her, or we’re no better than she was.”
“Fine,” I said, their validation being enough for me to do what I’d halfway convinced myself I should do regardless. I reached in, extruding thin claws and wedging them into the structure around the glass and slowly shuffling it out.
“Perhaps a little quicker?” James suggested suddenly. “I think that’s Marie and her husband starting their air conditioning up.”
“Do you want to do this?” I snapped at him, shifting my grip, and grunting, wiggling the case a little further, then again, and again, before cursing and stepping back. “Fuck it, fine!” I snarled at the safe, my armor still deployed. I slid my Vorpal Blade free and sank it into the frame, carefully cutting the side off the safe, then retracting it and trying again.
Now that I could get a decent grip, it was much easier, tugging and pulling on it, inching it free of the surrounds, until at last the unit slid out, and I grunted, lifting it.
“Get her onto the ship,” James told me quickly. “I’ll get rid of the safe and the truck.” We nodded, moving back down the short distance to the yacht and across the narrow walkway, then into the covered upper mid-deck, with me setting the case, body and all, on top of the dinner table.
“What?” I asked Ingrid when she winced. “Is this one of those ‘don’t put your shoes on the table’ things?”
“You mean good manners?” she asked, realizing what she’d done and laughing at the ridiculousness of it. “Oh, I’d imagine there’s a rule about not putting dead bodies on the table somewhere, but I’m getting used to your manners now,” she replied, stepping in close and kissing me. “So...are you going to take your armor off?” she asked.
“I wish,” I admitted with a sigh.
“What?”
“I killed Athena,” I told her, getting a satisfied smile in return, until I went on. “But that means I got a fuck load of nanites. Between her and her servants that I killed? I’m at nearly eleven million nanites.”
“Well, that’s good, isn’t it?” she asked, confused.
“It is, except I’m pretty much bursting at the seams now. I’m absorbing as many as I can, but the majority, my body just isn’t ready to accept.”
“So you’ve got loads that you can use to heal people.”
“Yeah, but I need to store them until I use them, and the space I’d store them...” I tapped my armor, and she winced.
“So, you can’t take your armor off unless you use the nanites up?”
“Exactly.”
“Can you store them?” she asked after a few seconds. “I mean, you told me about the nanite balls that you made before. Could you do that again?”
“I could,” I said thoughtfully. “It just kinda freaks me out, detaching them. Probably too many horror movies.”
She laughed.
“Probably, but seriously, make a few of the balls and just hang them on your belt or something, if you don’t feel comfortable with leaving them anywhere.”
“I’m really trying not to make a comment about being around you and my balls bouncing right now,” I assured her. “Honestly, I’m fighting the instinct with everything I have. I just wanted you to know that.”
“And if you make that comment, then my response will be along the lines of you having blue ones by the time I let you anywhere near me again,” she told me playfully, prodding my chest with one fingernail. “I’ll have you know, I’m a lady, and I don’t need your filthy tongue.”
“You love my filthy tongue.”
“Behave!” She laughed, before standing on her tip toes as we kissed, breaking away after a few seconds. “So come on, tell me what happened.”
“When James gets back,” I promised. “It’s not so special a tale I need to tell it twice.”
“Steve? Ingrid?” A sing-song voice called from outside, and I closed my eyes.
Ingrid laughed. “I’ll go see what she wants.”
I trudged down the stairs and into our cabin, pausing to look at myself in the mirror on one wall and inclining my head at the sight.
Ingrid had been right, I decided. It was bloody stupid to force myself to wear my armor all day when I didn’t need to, not when I could create some focused balls of nanites and simply store them. It wasn’t like anyone else could do anything with them, after all, and even if someone broke in and stole them, they looked like shiny cannonballs more than anything else.
I started forming them, pouring half a million into a ball, sealing it off. I was starting the second when Ingrid came down, looking for me.
“Okay, Martin was trying to do some maintenance on their engine, and he’s gotten himself stuck. We need some muscle,” she said quickly, and I shot her a concerned glance.
“As in, ‘right now, panic stations,’ or can it wait half an hour?” I asked.
“It can wait a few minutes,” she said, shaking her head. “but he’s really stuck. I said you’d been out for a morning run and were going in the shower, so that’s a minute or two, but...”
“I’ll be fast,” I said, pouring more and more nanites into the ball as she hurried off, making an excuse about me just drying off and finding some pants.
I managed to make enough space to retract my chest and back piece, the waist and upper legs and arms, as well as the helm. But that was as far as I thought I could push the ball, now almost two million nanites in size, and with the concern that the nice old couple next door would actually be hurt if I didn’t move now.
I jogged up the steps, well aware that my boots and gauntlets would look ridiculous, but that they’d pass, coming onto the deck, leaping to the harbor, then running to the other yacht.
“What’s happened, then?” I called out cheerfully.
I ducked down the steps and into the engine room, finding Marie and Ingrid braced against a lever and Martin half under an engine that had to weigh a ton or more.
“Shit!” I rushed forwards and, grabbing the engine, bracing one foot, and lifting, I held it steady. “ Get him out!” I called to them.
Ingrid released the lever, trusting me, as Marie crouched with her, grabbing his legs and pulling.
They got him out in a few seconds, while I made a point of huffing as though straining to hold the engine in place, and James, who’d seen me run into the yacht, clattered down the stairs and joined in helping as well.
“Hold it there.” Martin wheezed, rubbing his chest. “The hoist gave out. I need to attach the new filter.”
“James, can you do it?” I asked him.
He nodded, seeing the small filtration system and the slot it was supposed to be attached to. He locked it into place, spinning the bolts and locking them in with a practiced motion, before nodding to me and guiding me as I lowered the engine into place.
“You’re stronger than you look,” Martin commented.
“Only when a friend is in need,” I said with a grin, crouching next to him.
“He’s a gentle giant, really,” Ingrid said, looking at Martin’s chest. “But you, my friend, have a trip to hospital in your future, I think.”
“Oh, I don’t need to worry anyone.” Martin wheezed again, only to be drowned out by his wife.
“You’ll do as you’re told, Martin Johnson, or I swear,” she started, launching into a typical married debate about “not wanting to be a bother” and “causing us all more work.”
By the time we were back onto our yacht, the first of the interviewees was due to be called, the video pickup setup on the TV meaning we could at least do that easily. I moved the body at James’s and Ingrid’s frantic gestures, carrying the case down the stairs and laying it in the second bedroom, feeling a bit weird about leaving the dead-not-dead woman in the case and lying on the floor when there was a bed there, but also certainly not ready to crack the seal and see what happened.
I settled for pulling the blanket across her case. Yes, it was bloody stupid, but it felt more or less right to do.
I closed the door firmly and jogged back up, starting to form another ball under the table as I took my seat, nodding to the pair on the screen and smiling at the easygoing engineer in the spotted overalls and the perfectly presented stewardess sitting next to him. Judging from the clenching fingers she seemed to think were off-screen as she shot daggers at her husband, she was about to tear him a new arsehole as soon as the call was finished for not getting dressed.
The interview lasted about three quarters of an hour. We all knew in the first couple of minutes that they were joining us, but we took a bit longer to make sure, then to discuss the extra details, mainly that they’d be held to contract with a one-year notice period, which they didn’t really like, and that it was because they’d be exposed to absolute cutting-edge technology, which they liked very much.
It came down to James in the end, sitting forward and asking me if Ingrid and I were happy. When we nodded, he turned to them, and laid it out.
“You’ll be working on systems that are beyond anything in current production anywhere,” he said simply to Zac. “The level of technology is closer to magic, and I give you my word, that while the role will be dangerous, it will also be rewarding. It’s exactly what you’re looking for, Zac. Casey, while not entirely your area of expertise, there is likely to be a substantial amount of time spent at significant depths, as well as undersea archeology led by Ingrid and her team. I’d imagine that will provide you with a great deal of experience moving forward that will be transferable, not to mention the wage.”
“Yeah, mate, what is it? You just said it’s ‘worth it’ and you’d tell us later,” Zac asked, sitting forward.
“Half a million dollars.” James said, deadpan.
The pair of them straightened, jaws dropping.
“A year?” Zac asked, getting a serious nod. “Fuck yeah, mate, we’re in!” he crowed.
I held up one hand to stop them.
“Like James said, this is a seriously important deal, and once you’re in, you’re in. You’re not going to be able to change your mind in a month. You know that, right?”
“Yes, of course,” Casey confirmed with a smile, “and the confidentiality clauses are understandable. We’ve worked for celebrities before, or leaders of industry. It’s standard in these circles that you have to commit—”
“It’s also half a million,” I interrupted her. “Each, not total.”
There was silence for a few seconds as they worked that out in their mind, having clearly been thinking they were getting that sum between them, with Zac, as the engineer and all-round boy-wonder probably thinking he was earning most of it.
“Oh fuck yes, dude!” Zac crowed. “When do you need us?”
“Yesterday,” I replied, and he nodded.
“Fine, we’ve got a clause in our contract that lets us buy out on short notice, and the boss is a dickhead. We’ll be on the first flight.”
“James? Find out how much the termination fee is and wire them that amount as well, please,” I asked him, then grinned. “And book them on a first-class flight. No need to fly cattle class, after all.”
“You read my mind, dude!” Zac cheered, bouncing his shoulders and grinning. “Airline seats ain’t exactly made with a big man in mind, you know?”
“I do. Okay, see you soon. James will sort the details with you,” I agreed. We waved them goodbye, the screen flickering off and leaving us looking at each other.
“Okay, that’s a relief, frankly,” James said, smiling. “Moving on, we have fifteen minutes before we’re due to talk to Jay. Perhaps it’s time you filled us in on your night?”
“Yeah, well, I found Hans,” I started, telling them the whole story from flying over the ships to the fight, and the subsequent march across the seabed, ending with the theft of the pickup.
“Tell me more about these ‘Oracan,’ please,” James said slowly, pulling out a small notebook and starting to write.
“Ah...not really sure what I can tell you?” I replied, shrugging. “Good fighters. They’re basically the orcs of legend and stories, but rather than being dickheads, they seem, well, honorable? They’re focused on strength and battle, but...we’re—well, you’re, I suppose—the baseline species now that passed the tests. Then all of the sub-races were designed off the baseline platform.
“That means that the Oracan are human, just a different variant, like elves and humans in fantasy stories. The Oracan were bred for war. According to the details I have access to, they’re a failed experiment because they were incapable of control outside of very straight hierarchy situations.”
“So...how incapable?” James asked.
“They seemed fine, to be honest.” I shrugged. “They’re basically soldiers. I’ve met some utter dickheads who, after two drinks, want to prove they’re ‘Billy-big-balls’ and fight everyone, and I’ve met some guys that I’m damn sure are still serving in the SAS and are the nicest guys you’ll ever meet.”
“Because they live with strict hierarchical layouts,” James agreed. “When someone is trained to respond in a certain way, such as with lethal force, there’s a need to also maintain extremely strict control over all situations until the individual learns to temper those responses. Some never do; others have no such issues. Question.”
“Yeah?”
“How ‘human’ are the Oracan?” he asked.
I thought for a moment. “They’re similar enough that I suppose some might pass, maybe? Hell, I’ve known ‘humans’ that should be carrying proof they weren’t bald apes or cockroaches that’d learned to walk upright, so you’ll need to be a bit more specific.”
“I mean, would they pass a casual inspection as human from a distance? You need a team of soldiers moving forwards, and those Oracan have clearly sworn to follow you. Could they be trained to be soldiers?”
“I’m not sure,” I said after a minute. “They’re noticeably inhuman, in close at least. The whole underbite, tusks not so much, but the teeth and the eyes, as well as grey skin. Plus, they’re built unusually in a way that might attract attention. Short legs, long arms, long body...bald.”
“But they’d also be trustworthy, and if they’re as honor-bound as you suggest, they may be a perfect guard force. You said that Hans commented on them as being valuable?”
“Yeah, pissed me off the way he thought of them as just another commodity, but...but they’re not actually human, at least not according to him. I don’t know if that means they have rights or not, but—”
“But until we learn that one way or the other, they do,” Ingrid said.
“Yeah, fine, easier to do it that way around, I guess.”
“Can they understand you?”
“I think so. They spoke, or chanted at least. Might be a language I can learn, or one that Hans knows. He’s waiting for me to send him a message, by the way.”
“I can arrange that,” James said, making a note. “Okay, we’ve only got a few minutes before the next call, but to brief you quickly, we made contact with that doctor, and once he understood you’d sent us—”
“I described you in your armor beyond any doubt, including some mannerisms,” Ingrid added with a smile.
“Good ones?” I asked.
“He recognized you, put it that way,” she said with a twinkle in her eye and the ghost of a smile.
“Fucking hell, you picked on me when I wasn’t there to defend myself, didn’t you?” I muttered as James raised his voice and spoke over us both.
“Come on, children! Focus!” he said, smiling. “Anyway, we made contact, and he is extremely hopeful that the ‘deal,’ as he put it, could be continued. He swore that, regardless of whatever rules and regulations he has to break, including being stripped of his license, he will arrange for children that are dying to be healed. I believe his comments were along the lines of ‘this is why the gods made me, and I’ll serve the children before I do the old bastards that want to get rich off them.’”
“I like him,” I said resolutely.
“I do too. He’s apparently an accident and emergency doctor who took a rotation in the children’s side after a two-year period with Doctors Without Borders. He’s got significant experience on the front line, dealing with everything from colic to IED injuries.”
“Think we can recruit him?” I asked the others. They looked at each other before nodding.
“I think, if you wanted to recruit him, he’d be all for it. But be wary, he has his own agenda. He honestly believes that he’s been called to do ‘The work of the gods’ and that you’re a part of that. He’s extremely skilled and highly religious, while dancing along the edge of a nervous breakdown...that’s not a man that will take well to finding out the truth of our ancestors.”
“So, let’s not recruit him?” I asked, and Ingrid waved a hand from side to side.
“I’d say recruit him, but don’t tell him everything, and not as a regular member of the crew. Instead, look for a trauma or battlefield medic that’s a bit more stable and set this guy up with a good donation back in the field hospitals in a warzone. He could keep people alive long enough for you to reach them, and once those doctors see what you can do? They’ll be funneling people straight through in droves,” Ingrid suggested.
“That would level me fast, and save a lot of lives,” I said, scratching my chin. “Plus, if I can’t save people, well, no need to waste the nanites. It is a warzone, after all.”
“Yeah, please don’t say things like that aloud,” Ingrid replied with a shudder. “Okay, so, the good doctor is on call and ready for us. I told him that, if we were to go ahead and begin pulling people in again, I’d get a message to him in the morning, so he’s got time to get things ready for the evening.”
“Okay, so we could send him a message this morning, and I could do a batch tonight?”
“We can discuss it after the call,” James said firmly, pointing to the TV as he connected the call through it and the camera mounted atop it.
Jay Beraz was an average-sized man, but he grinned fit to burst as he waved at the camera, shouting out in joy as he saw James.
“Boss man! It’s been too long!” he called. I couldn’t help but smile along with him, the sheer mega-wattage smile and insane enthusiasm enough to make Ingrid join in as well.
“It has, Jay, too long indeed,” James replied calmly. “Have you had time to read over the details I sent you regarding the position we have on this yacht?”
“Yeah, yeah, I read it over a bit,” Jay said, waving again, presumably at Ingrid and I this time. “Hi, guys! Okay, so James says you need a chef. I can cook anything, from kangaroo to steak, sea bass to Pop-Tarts but—and I’ll be clear about this—if you’re looking for a primarily vegan-based menu, I’m not your man.”
“I believe if you can’t fry it, it’s not breakfast,” I replied. “What’s the perfect bacon sandwich?”
“The one I get to eat?” he replied instantly, before grinning, and scratching his bearded chin. “Seriously, though, thick bit of bread, preferably a tiger loaf, buttered on one side, finished off on the stove to make the butter sink in, and crisp, thick sliced beef tomatoes, thick sliced bacon, not the fatty shit, real bacon, the kind that’s a hair off being a gammon steak, and it needs to bend still, not be overcooked to the point you could sharpen the edges and use it as an offensive weapon.”
“What cheese?” I asked very seriously.
“Brie. Preferably an actual French brie, not one of the knock-offs, or in an emergency, a small round of camembert. Again, not a knock-off. Oh and never, ever stilton or goddamn lettuce in it.”
“This man gets it,” I said, nodding and pointing at him as I looked around the room.
“Ah, Jay, I like steak, but I prefer fish...” Ingrid said.
“Not a problem. I can cook sushi, sashimi, and a seabass with skin crisped to the point it’d thank you for killing it, it’s that damn tasty,” Jay assured her.
I glanced at her, getting a smile and a nod.
“Okay then, Jay, as you blatantly didn’t read the details, mate, I’m gonna need you to do that now, then get back to James and confirm if you want to do this. It’s a year’s notice period, highly confidential and hush-hush shit, to the point of slit-your-own-throat-after-reading. You’ll be paid well for it, but you’ll never be able to talk about the things you see, and we’ll be travelling the world. You’ll meet some amazing people that you honestly can’t even imagine at this point, but—”
“I can never talk about them,” he finished for me, before nodding. “I did tours as a chef for a mercenary company, sir. I’m fine with need to know and compartmentalization.”
“That would be true usually, but Jay, you’re going to be on a ship with these people, several ships probably. You’re going to see and hear shit that will change your worldview entirely. Believe me when I say you have no clue what your shipmates might be like.”
“Well, as long as they’re not French or vegetarians, we’ll get along, sir,” Jay said firmly, before leaning in close to the camera and speaking in a hushed voice. “Ummm, just as a quick point of order, I’m in the middle of a messy divorce. Any chance of maybe holding the majority of that wage in an offshore account that the locals can’t find?”
“James?”
“We can do that,” he said smiling. “This is what, number four, Jay?”
“Five!” Jay replied with a wide grin. “What can I say, the ladies love a man with a big...heart.”
“Read the contract,” I said, getting a nod and waving him off as the screen flickered and he vanished. “Okay, seems good, a bit crazy, but—”
“He’s an exceptional chef, truly,” James said. “He’s more than capable of reproducing the best of the meals you enjoyed at the hotel and considerably more.”
“Then I’m happy,” I said.
“If he can truly make good sushi? Considering we’re aboard ship, I’ll be in heaven,” Ingrid said with a nod. “Shall we call the last on the list, Jack?”
“Jack Cameron,” James said slowly, sorting through a list and pulling out a file, passing it over as he hit the dialer.
There was a few seconds’ delay before a younger man appeared, or at least his ear did.
“Yeah, Mom! I’m...nearly there,” he called, before apparently checking his watch and realizing first that it was the scheduled time for his call, and second that the voice speaking to him was not, in fact, his mother.
“Jack, it’s James.”
“Oh...umm hi, James! Sorry, just getting inside,” he apologized.
“That’s fine, Jack. Do you want us to call you back?”
“No!” he replied quickly. “No...honestly, I’m just getting in.”
“That’s fine, and Jack?”
“Yes?”
“It’s a video call.”
“What?” he asked, pausing as he clearly tried to make sense of the words, before slowly pulling the phone away from his ear and gazing down at it nervously. “Oh.”
“Hi, Jack,” I said, unable to help myself as Ingrid waved and said hi as well.
“Oh gods,” he muttered, closing his eyes and clearly taking a deep breath, getting his brain back under control as he opened his eyes and started again.
“I apologize, James, Steve, and Ingrid,” he said clearly, as the background changed from a bright blue sky to a white ceiling, and he quickly passed through several rooms before closing a door, all the while speaking. “I’m not normally late for things like this, so I’m very sorry.”
“It’s fine, Jack,” Ingrid said before I could. “Are you ready to talk now, or do you want a few minutes to get ready?”
“No, I’m ready now. Thank you, Ingrid,” he replied cordially.
I was impressed that he’d clearly made a note of our names, but glancing at Ingrid, I had to admit, I’d remember her, no matter what happened.
“Okay, then, so we need a deckhand,” I started, and he, cut me off.
“James made me aware of the situation, sir. You need a deckhand for general duties, but also need someone who can assist in archeological digs, general engineering tasks, and computer systems’ maintenance and operations. You’ll be rebuilding a trawler into a functional multipurpose ship and will then be using that to perform on-site and remote excavations, both above and below the waters, in frequently hostile areas.”
“I...well, yes,” I admitted, a little nonplussed. He really had done the pre-reading.
“I’m very much up for this, sir. It’s a dream job,” he said quickly. “If it comes down to wages, because I’m aware I’m very junior, I’d be willing to take a wage cut to secure the role.”
“Didn’t you tell him about the money?” I asked James, who shook his head.
“I spoke to his parents first, as I’ve worked with them for many years, and we will be taking him into dangerous seas, after all. They suggested you discuss wages with him personally, as ‘deckhand’ is traditionally an entry-level role.”
“Whatever, he’s going to be earning every damn penny of it,” I said firmly. “Okay, Jack, so here’s the deal. James has spoken for you, so that’s good enough for me, but I want you to understand what this contract means. You’re going to be a member of the team for at least a year, and even after that, seriously tight non-disclosure terms will exist, to the level of if any of the shit you see here ends up on social media, or wherever, ‘accidentally leaked,’ it’ll be the last mistake you make. I’m not a very nice person, Jack, despite the fact I’m trying to be one, so make no mistake. If you fuck with me, pull teenage strops or whatever, I will put you over the side of the ship, and you can swim home, and it won’t be when we’re in port.”
“I understand, sir, and as to social media and leaks, I only use social media for work. I have no issue forgoing all access to it.”
I watched him for a long few seconds before nodding. Jack was clearly tall; I couldn’t tell exactly how tall, not with the camera angle on his phone. But, if I had to judge, he was at least six-four or -five, and slim, but in that way that suggested with some good food and a gym regime, he might actually end up as close to my own size as a “natural” human could come.
“The ship is small for now, Jack, and there’s going to be a mix of a hell of a lot of work and probably great long situations where there’s nothing to do at all,” I warned him.
“That’s standard life aboard ships, sir,” he assured me.
“Fine, well, as to the wage—”
“I’d understand if it was unpaid beyond tips,” he butted in quickly.
I snorted. “It’s a half a million, with bonuses.”
“Holy shit,” he squeaked, slapping his hand over his mouth, eyes wide.
“Yeah, you’ll earn it, mate.” I grinned as James took over.
“Jack.” He waited until Jack nodded and looked at him before going on. “I need to make this very clear. I’ve already said it to your parents due to your age, but you need to understand. This is a highly paid role, but it is also dangerous, and some of the...people...you’ll interact with will be very different from those you’re used to. To be very clear, some are highly violent and powerful. If you annoy one of them—”
“I’ll defend you,” I said firmly. “But if you piss the wrong person off, they might strike before I can intervene. You have to understand this is a dangerous role...that’s why the money is so good.”
“I understand, sir, and with respect? I’m nineteen, not stupid. I’ve been considered for this role both because of my parents and their professionalism in working with James, and my own experiences. Nobody is going to take a crew on with the kind of confidentiality clauses you’ve included in the details here that’s dealing with regular situations. I want in, sir, because it’s both an adventure and an opportunity to learn and encounter things I never would otherwise. I want to see the world and to learn!”
“Well, you’re right about that. You’re going to see things you never would otherwise,” I muttered, looking at the other two in question.
“Jack,” Ingrid said, and he straightened.
“Yes,...ma’am?” he asked, getting a flash of a smile from her.
“Ingrid is fine,” she said simply. “You were recommended on the mention of archeology as an interest as well, can you elaborate on that?”
“I...well, I’m fascinated by the past,” he said, smiling. “Especially the bits that we don’t know. For example, there’s so many details that just don’t fit in with the established ‘facts’ like, well...you’re in the Mediterranean. Did you know that there’s a structure in the Sea of Galilee, just off the shore, that’s the size of a modern battleship, made of stone blocks? It’s a giant cairn, but it’s far enough out into the lake...it’s the lowest freshwater lake in the world, by the way, not really a ‘sea’ but still, it’s over four thousand years old. It could be a cairn, as some think, or a fortified settlement. But at four thousand years old, it’s too old for the area, or if you look at the Voynich manuscript, yes, yes!” He interrupted himself to wave at Ingrid as she opened her mouth.
“I know it’s been pretty comprehensively disproven, claiming it’s a six-hundred-year-old fake, but...what if it’s not? We know it really is that old, and it’s supposed to be a copy that was made of much older manuscripts.”
“Okay, so you like the conspiracy theories, but do you actually know anything about true archeology?” Ingrid asked him. “Have you done courses?”
“Three, all that was available within reach of my home, and down to my age and financial status, hence my enthusiasm for this role,” he replied. She paused, sighing and nodding, turning to me.
“We can get him and Lars together. Considering his situation, and the others knowing we’re definitely in the area, we can give him a crash course and make him useful in a few days. Give me a month? I can make him excellent, if he’s genuinely hard-working.”
“He is, I assure you,” James said.
“Then welcome to the team, Jack.” Ingrid smiled. “James will arrange flights for you, and we look forward to meeting you properly.”
“What she said,” I added, nodding to the camera. Jack slumped, clearly overcome with relief, and James spoke last of all. “I’ll call you soon and discuss the relevant details with you and your parents both.”
Jack nodded, before straightening and thanking us as James signed off.
Once the calls were done, I turned to James and Ingrid as silence reigned in the cabin.
“So,” I said eventually. “What now?”
“We finish getting the basics sorted with this ship, we make a plan with regard to Hans, the Oracan, and Athena’s ship, and we move on,” James said firmly.
“First of all, what are we doing with regard to the Blessed and the Awakened?” Ingrid asked.
I frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Well, you basically declared war on the Awakened last night, and we know the Blessed are watching...so.”
“So?” I asked, still not understanding.
“What I think Ingrid means is: are we staying hidden as much as we can, or are we moving out of the shadows?”
I paused, very sure that staying in the shadows was probably the best way to go, but...but we were going to get caught out sooner or later.
Hell, the Blessed or the Awakened both might know exactly where we were right now and be gathering their forces for an attack. Some fucker might be attaching a nuke to the hull of the ship, and we’d never know it.
The choices boiled down to basically shaking my dick and telling them to come and have a go if they thought they were hard enough, or creeping around and hoping that I could keep us all hidden enough.
“We’re going to stay hidden,” I said after a few minutes of deep thought. “We’re going to reach out to Hans. And yeah, I think the Oracan can be damn useful, especially if we plan for them to stay hidden aboard the ship. For a start, I have to think any burglars will be in for a nasty surprise.”
“Okay, so I can make contact with Hans, I’d imagine, but I think it may be too risky for either of you to do so,” James said carefully. When we both agreed, he made a note in his book then went on. “I’ll make contact with him and request the Oracan join us. What about Athena’s ship?”
“Arrange with Hans to get Lars over here. He’s done underwater archeology before, so he’s well suited to the role, and we know we can trust him. It makes sense for him to be involved. Lars can claim he’s here on a contract as an archeologist to evaluate the artifacts retrieved, or whatever excuse he wants to make. Add to that, it gives us a great excuse to have him here.”
“Once he’s here, we can make contact as well. Yeah, he’ll be under observation, but at the least we can give him a phone that can’t be hacked, and we should do the same with Hans, I think.”
“Okay, that’s simple enough. But, to be clear, I mean, what are we doing about the yacht itself?” James said.
I frowned. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, are we just leaving the yacht to Hans? Or whoever claims it?” He smiled. “This is, after all, a super-yacht. It’ll take considerable work, but the engines are intact, are they not? The majority of the ship?”
“Well, I might have cut my way out, and about in the inside.” I winced at the memory.
“Okay, how badly? In terms of the overall structure?”
“Maybe five to ten percent damage?” I said after a few seconds’ careful thought.
“That’s nothing to a ship that size. Yes, it’ll be expensive to repair, but—”
“But I could repair it with normal steel and nanites for the majority,” I admitted, rubbing my chin. “I mean, if we’re rebuilding a trawler from the hull up, why not raise the ship?”
“Exactly,” James said with a smile. “The issue will be enforcing your claim to it, especially as a hidden party, with both factions searching for you.”
“Okay,” I replied slowly, rubbing my chin. “What if...what if we make a formal appearance, then?”
“Explain that,” James said.
Ingrid was shaking her head. “I don’t like the sound of it already.”
“I know, but let’s be realistic. We can’t do both, not unless we simply let Hans claim it for us?”
“Let Hans claim it,” Ingrid replied.
“Yeah, but I could make it something they can’t fuck about with, show up somewhere very public, go and sit and have dinner on my own in a restaurant right in the middle of the city, something like that. Let them come to me, somewhere they won’t attack, and make our position clear. Let them know that we’ll play the game, keep under the radar, and that all is forgiven as long as they fuck right off and leave us alone.”
“Is it, though?” Ingrid asked.
“Hell, no. I’m going to slaughter a shit load of them for the things they did, but that’s not the point. We make them think that they stand to gain more from playing nice then they do from fighting.”
“That seems reasonable.” James seemed to consider this and a thousand other possibilities in the span of an instant. “However, the only way to make this work is to deal from a position of strength...and while you’re undoubtably powerful, are you that powerful? You would need to be able to stand toe to toe with anything they would send in order to convince the factions of this, I suspect. Could you do that?”
“No, but they don’t know that!” I said, getting more and more enthusiastic about the idea. No more hiding, no more worrying if they were creeping up on us...
“We need to talk to Hans about this first,” Ingrid said, voice wavering with uncertainty. “For now, we need to continue as we have been. We stay hidden, we let James make contact, and we gather our team. Please, Steve, discuss it with Hans first.”
“Okay, I can do that,” I agreed. As furious as Hans had been over his and my treatment at Athena’s hands, I knew exactly what he’d want to do...




Chapter Sixteen



“Definitely not,” Hans said, shaking his head as he looked at the screen in our video call.
“But Hans—” I started to reason with him, only to be cut off as he leaped to his feet.
“Steve, please, listen to me, and try and understand your position...our position,” he corrected himself, scrubbing a hand through his hair, then muttering under his breath as he searched around his own yacht for a glass.
“Right!” he started, finding a glass and clinking the neck of a crystal decanter against it as he poured amber liquid while talking. “So, you’re pissed about hiding, understandably so. You’re pissed at their treatment of you, both the Blessed in deciding you’d make a good pet and the Awakened in the way they decided to make the most of a perfect opportunity for research. Yes, you’re entirely justified, now don’t interrupt,” he snapped as I opened my mouth.
I subsided with a grumble, glaring at the TV screen and Hans as he strolled back from the drinks cabinet.
“You were treated abominably, and you’re abnormally powerful and gifted in many ways. But understand this, Steve: you are a child.” He paused, watching my expression sour.
“Steve, you’re not yet thirty. I’m one of the younger and weaker members of our rather exclusive little club, and I’m four hundred years old. I’ve seen millions die. I remember the Great Fire of London, the ‘discovery’ of the Americas, which we all bloody knew about anyway. Thanks to Leif and the others, the people who lived there, and our own exploration, as well as the wars between Spain and...well, everyone, really. I lived through both World Wars, and believe me, nobody’s hands were clean in either of them, regardless of the histories you might read. You were all shits in those wars. You punish someone long enough, and well, you smack a dog all day, don’t be surprised when it bites you.”
“What’s that got to do—”
“Steve, you’re a smart man.”
“Thanks.”
“So shut the hell up and act like it,” Hans said coldly. “I’m telling you. I lived through the events your ancestors saw as the end of their worlds, and I did it again and again.” He paused to take a drink before waving his glass as he went on. “It teaches a certain pragmatism, if you will. While it doesn’t grant true wisdom, I think it’s as close any of us will come, so please understand when I say you need to reconsider your position. If you walk out in the open, they will pounce.”
“I’ll kill them...permanently,” I replied flatly.
“Yes, you probably will,” he agreed. “The younger ones, at least, the ones the Elders and the various councils will send—deliberately, mind you—to let you do that, so they can be sure of what you’re capable of. Then, they’ll come after you properly.
“They’ll need to make sure that you can be stopped, as you’ll become the literal specter of death to those convinced of their own immortality. They have to kill you, Steve, and what you thought of as torture before? It’ll appear a sweet summer dream compared to what the Old Ones will do to learn the truth of what you are.
“They will think nothing of razing the entirety of Europe to the ground. You want to be the hero? You want to protect the innocent? If they believe for a second that you’re a true risk to them? They will simply nuke the entirety of Europe, if they need to. Humans will survive, after all. It might be in bunkers, but they’ll live, and eventually there will be just as many as there were before.”
“They wouldn’t.”
“They wouldn’t pause, Steve. The only reason they haven’t done it already? They’re not sure if you’re either still in the area, or if you’re that much of a threat. After all, if you can be swayed to their side? Made into a pet?”
He looked at the camera significantly. “They take the long view, remember? If you march out and set yourself up and dare them to come to you? Proudly proclaim that they can all go fuck themselves and that you’ll kill them if they don’t fuck off? They’ll nuke this continent until it glows. They won’t accept a threat like you represent to live, and the radiation given off then, not to mention the bloody heat of true thermonuclear destruction? Not even you will survive.”
“Well, fuck,” I whispered, my stomach feeling like I’d swallowed a live eel. Or a bowling ball.
“Exactly. This plan of yours, to essentially sail around, find old archeological ruins, and kill the various creatures that call them home? A wonderful hobby. Do it with my blessing, and even I’ll cover for you as and when I can. Hell, I’ll go back to being a double agent, working for both the Blessed and the Awakened. And, by the way, I bloody hope you’re right about this not being monitored, or I’m going to spend the next century being tortured for admitting that little detail aloud.”
“Nobody can listen in on the conversation digitally on this signal,” I confirmed to him. “If your ship is bugged, though, that’s all on you, mate.”
“Shit, well, I guess it’s one way to know for sure.” Hans winced, then sighed, waving his glass around gloomily. “Anyway, believe me, if you try and call the factions out? As you are? It’ll end badly. The very best you can hope for is that your companions and yourself will gain the status of ‘favored pet,’ and you’ll spend the next several centuries earning your way into a position where you’re trusted enough to use the toilet on your own.”
“So what the hell do we do?” I asked glumly.
“Exactly what you have been doing, dear boy! You take precautions, and you live your lives. Scour the entire Med. Hell, as long as you leave those that are under my direct protection? Scour the world of the more monstrous races, the vampires and werewolves and more. Kill them all and grow stronger. Spend the next century with Ingrid, have lots of children, and enjoy your life. Just remember that, eventually, they will find you. You need to come up with a plan for then, because frankly, I’ve not a clue what I’d do in your position.”
“Really?”
“Well, no. I’d probably go to a high-enough-placed and crazy-enough Elder and submit to them personally, let them do the tests, and accept that I’ll hate the next century. But, in the end, I’ll be free again. After all, what will it cost me but time and pain? Eventually, I’ll be free again.”
“Point.” I grunted.
“Anyway, I’ve been very honest and forthright with you, my friend, so now it’s my turn for a question.”
“Go on.”
“Athena’s ship was looted before I could get to it, and certain items were removed...including something she’d been holding onto for some eleven centuries.”
“How old was the crazy bitch?” I asked.
“Not something a gentleman asks, Steve...especially not of Athena. She’d have killed anyone who dared. Believe me, she’s old, but that’s not the point.”
“The body,” I replied flatly.
“You have it?” Hans asked stepping closer to the camera, his glass shattering in his hand as he unthinkingly closed his fist. “You have her?” he corrected himself.
“There’s a sealed casket,” I admitted after a second of thought. “Who was it?”
“Athena’s second daughter, Scylla. Or, so the legend states.” Hans shook his hand out, muttering as he searched for a fresh glass and a towel to dry his hand.
“Yeah, you’re gonna have to do better than that.”
“She’s Athena’s second daughter, once considered among the most beautiful women in an age renowned for them, as well as being a lethal warrior second only to her dear old mum.”
“And her mother kept her...in her safe? Wait, you said she’s not dead?” Ingrid asked me.
Hans frowned. “She’ll be in a hell of a state, but that’s right, leave her...remains...somewhere with sufficient air and water, and she’ll gradually regenerate. But be warned, after that long in her mother’s tender care, she’s unlikely to be friendly, and she’s going to need to eat a simply horrific amount of food.”
“Is she likely to attack us?” I asked.
He waved his hand back and forth, as if uncertain.
“Maybe?” he said after a few seconds. “Honestly, I don’t know. She’s from way before my time, and whatever she did to be locked was severe enough that her mother did it personally.”
“Locked?”
“Locked away. You know, kept from regenerating, from recovering.” He glanced at me in question. “Did I not mention before the punishments? I thought I had? Anyway, an immortal who’s essentially crossed the line, and who we don’t want fully dead, like with gamma radiation or before we figured that detail out, would be locked away.”
“Where?”
“All over the place, frankly. I can think of oh, a few dozen in Europe I know about. Most were buried in places they’re not going to be found. The Twins, for example, were buried under St. Paul’s Cathedral in London.”
“Really?”
“Oh yes, but I warn you, don’t go freeing them. They’re two of the group who wanted to destroy the world. Definitely not going to help you set up a faction that’d offset things, if that’s what you were planning,” he warned me with a knowing look. “As to the others, well, most were encased in special coffins and dumped over the side.”
“Coffins?”
“Metal, wood, and stone. Literally coffins sealed up with a few holes in to make sure the water could get in, and the souls could escape—don’t ask, it was a weird time—but that’s how they dealt with each other back in the ‘good old days.’” He found another glass and poured another drink, shaking his head as he looked back across the gulf of centuries. “And I thought people were mad when I was born. I honestly had no damn idea.”
“Okay, fine,” I groused, shaking my head and bitterly disappointed in Hans. “We’re not going to declare war on them all or whatever.”
“I’m pleased to hear that, Steve, truly I am,” he said, smiling. “After all they’ve done to you, I’ll stand by your side when it comes to the Awakened. As to the Blessed, well, frankly, I’ve a few friends on both sides, people who’d step aside, much as I would have before all of this. Beyond them? Well, to hell with the lot. I’ll be your ally, Steve, if you’ll have me?” He glanced hesitantly at the screen, as though expecting me to tell him to get fucked.
“Of course I will, Hans, and thank you...my friend,” I said, the last bit making him smile in truth.
“Thank you,” he said slowly, drawing a deep breath. “Okay, then, looking to the future, what do you...what do we need?”
“Besides several portable nukes?” I joked.
He shrugged.
“Wait, you’ve got nukes?” I asked stunned.
“Honestly? Most of us do. They’re really not that complicated, and when you’ve got nothing but time? Eventually, you can get your hands on anything you need or want.”
“Well, that’s kinda freaky, and totally not something I want to get some of.”
“I’m glad. Hate the damn things, honestly,” he said taking a drink. “What’s our next step?”
“The yacht,” Ingrid said firmly, leaning forward. “Hans, we need Athena’s yacht salvaged, repaired, and then we’ll have a decent base to work from.”
“Okay, two issues. It’s both very distinctive and very broken,” he said.
“You said you didn’t do that much damage?” Ingrid asked me and I shrugged.
“I didn’t think I did?”
“In that case, you’re never hosting a party at any of my properties. The yacht is trashed,” Hans said. “Yes, it can be repaired, and yes, it’s obviously cheaper than buying your own superyacht, but seriously, it’s in a hell of a state. It’ll take a good few days to recover it, and probably a week to make it watertight, not to mention a few million. I don’t suppose you have a few million you’d like to put towards the effort?”
“I can send you an IOU?” I offered, grinning. “Tell you what, Hans, even though I did the whole ‘slaughtering our enemies’ side of things, how about we agree to split the wealth you find aboard Athena’s ship and any of her properties, say fifty-fifty?”
“Well, okay, yes. That sounds—” he replied, smiling broadly.
“And in return, you’ll cover the costs of the repairs and any incidentals?” I finished.
“Ah.” He grunted. “Well, yes, all right, I suppose.”
“And obviously, any relics and artifacts that are found are ours, with the understanding that they’ll be donated to museums once we’ve examined them,” Ingrid said in a tone that broached no refusal, getting a cold glare from Hans that lasted several seconds.
“I’ll agree with all of that, primarily because you did do most of the literal heavy lifting, and what kind of a friend would I be if I refused to help? However…”
“Yes?”
“There are artifacts and artifacts. Something crafted by some half-human monkey back in antiquity concerns me not, but if it turns out Athena had access to any of the artifacts that were recovered from the Lesser Halls or from the Refuge? That will not be handed over, not to any ‘museum.’”
“If they exist, we share them equally,” I agreed. “Anything that Athena had access to, we will share, and when we eventually form our own faction? Those who join us will share in it as well, and will share any artifacts they have.”
“So, you do intend to form a faction, then? And make a play for power?” he asked.
I gave him a shrug. “Not so much power as goddamn peace, to be honest. If we can recruit a few of the other Arisen, you know, those that are on the outside and that aren’t...well.”
“Utterly batshit insane?”
“Yeah, basically,” I admitted. “Then yeah, we’ll form a new faction, and maybe...”
“Yes?”
“Maybe we’ll try to mend some fences with the Old Ones.”
“They won’t permit you to come and go. Either you join them and serve, or you’ll be banished,” he warned me.
I scratched the back of my head as I thought. “Maybe...or maybe they’ll like the offers I can make them.”
“I seriously doubt that, my boy. Believe me, it’s been tried.” Hans sighed. “They’re uninterested in anything that humanity has to offer.”
“Maybe I can offer them something else that they do want, then. Something no other Arisen can.”
“I knew it!” Hans exploded, his grin fit to split his face ear to ear. “You found something from the Halls! That’s how you rose!”
“Yes and no. I don’t think what I found was from the Halls. Fuck it. Honestly, Hans, I don’t know for sure. I don’t even really understand what the Halls were. Can you explain that a bit more?” I asked.
He grinned, pouring another drink before throwing himself back into an overfilled chair and sipping as he thought about where to start.




Chapter Seventeen



“Okay, so remember, this happened long before my time, but the original group, the first of the Immortals, won’t discuss what they termed the ‘Deep Past’ like it’s some kind of terrible secret. The first thing they will talk about is when they left the Great Refuge. Humans were exploring, extending out, and claiming more and more land. As powerful as the Elders were, even then, they were few in number. They domesticated a few local tribes.” He paused, smiling at the glare that Ingrid had given him.
“It sounds reprehensible, I know, my dear, but believe me, humanity in those days, well, you were more animal than anything else. So, they domesticated a few local tribes and taught them the little they knew about agriculture, construction, math, and so on, basic stuff, but back then, it was cutting edge. They raised the local population, until after a few decades they were numerous and rich, by the standards of the age. Another group saw this, and being the wonderful base stock they were, they attacked.
“Lots of the domesticated tribe were killed or captured, taken away as spoils of war. After all, they had a basic understanding of hygiene, which in those days must have been amazingly attractive all on its own. The Old Ones found out what had happened and counter-attacked, using tools as weapons. Several fell in the fight, but, as always for our kind, they recovered.
“The fallen invaders didn’t.”
“Bet that was a nasty surprise for the tribesmen,” I muttered, glancing over at the way both Ingrid and James were frantically making notes.
“Very much so. The attacking tribes were wiped out, or the adults were, anyway. The children were domesticated, but it had raised a point that the Elders hadn’t wanted to address. Basically, that they were in a location slowly being ringed by other tribes, and they were slowly being surrounded. They had eliminated the attacking tribes easily enough, but the Elders were still few in number, and should they set out to conquer their neighbors, then they may well find that they were marching home to ruins afterwards. They considered developing an empire, ruling the world or near enough. After all, with their long-term approach to problems, their people were prospering massively compared to their contemporaries.
“The issue with that, though, was that there were so few immortals, compared to the boundless numbers of humans. They could fight and were much stronger, faster, and more lethal than humans, but numbers have a quality all of their own. There was a schism, the ‘First Breaking of the Way,’ as it’s named in our histories. A small number moved off, heading to the south to build their own empire in what would become North Africa.”
“Wait, what?!” Ingrid gaped at Hans, who grinned.
“Yes, Ingrid, the immortal pharaohs were really immortal. Or the first ones were, anyway. Later generations were very much human, or close enough.”
“Close enough? No, wait—”
“You can get the details later, Ingrid,” I told her. “We need to know about the Halls.”
“But, no! People weren’t just ‘animals’ back then. They had art, they had culture, and…” Ingrid interrupted frantically, only to be spoken over by Hans.
“True, but that was because we taught them how to…” At the look on my face, he sighed. “Yes, well, maybe another time, my dear,” Hans said, smiling apologetically. “I didn’t mean to insult your ancestors, I promise. So, back to the story. The Elders decided that, rather than making their own empire, they would hire themselves out to the fledgling empire builders around them, with strict rules regarding their payments. For every land conquered: ‘Be that nation, tribe, or oasis, the Immortals will claim one-tenth part, in land, gold, or slaves.’” He paused, the last section having been stated imperiously in a deeper voice, which he then discarded.
“Basically, they took a tenth of everything they claimed, arranging it carefully so that it was land that they could build upon and grow. They built towns, the first walled garrisons, and more. Then they built the Halls.”
“What the hell were they?” I asked.
“Literally a refuge for our kind,” he said, pursing his lips. “We can come back from anything, but in those days—and remember, this is garbled history. The Elders don’t like anyone speaking of it, and the majority of those who will, well, we weren’t around then, not for a few thousand years, in most cases. That means this is all hearsay and rumor, but...there were things that the Elders had built, things that enabled the creation of new Arisen or the rebirth of Arisen that had been entirely destroyed. These things, the artifacts, as they’re commonly called, were horrifically expensive to use and required blood sacrifice, hundreds of human lives.”
“Okay, this got fucking dark real quick,” I muttered, blinking.
“Yeah, well, it wasn’t like they’d just pick a few hundred at random. They used the bodies of the dead from battles, I think, and captured enemy soldiers, and so on. As I say, a different time and place, but...they did these things, and they added to their numbers after each battle, so it worked.
“They also developed a force of elite soldiers that they recruited from, buying up slaves and taking prisoners, indoctrinating them, then choosing the very best to add to their ranks. That was also their problem, though, as apparently the blood sacrifices were the last straw. The empires they served as mercenaries purged the immortals’ forces, using that as their excuse.
“They claimed the cities and towns that had been built, sacking them and capturing or destroying the Halls. The devices—or whatever they were that were inside—were stolen or destroyed, and the Immortals captured.
“Those that they could capture and hold onto were executed, but then, to ensure they didn’t rise again, they were dismembered, the remains rolled in barrels of salt, then they were put into the Brazen Bull, or the predecessor to it, along with the salt.”
“Oh my god,” Ingrid whispered, her hand over her mouth.
“What’s that?” I asked, confused.
“The Brazen Bull was a Greek invention of a man called Perillus, supposedly. It was a hollow bronze bull. The victim was put inside and a fire set under it. The sounds they made as they died were said to sound like the bellowing of a bull, thanks to the horns installed in its head. Clouds of fragrant incense were supposed to come from its nostrils, and even the tyrant-king Phalaris was disgusted by the man who created it, ordering he be killed,” Ingrid said falteringly.
“Well, that one was a copy of a much earlier design,” Hans said. “If the stories are to be believed, then the salt heated up and burned through the bones and flesh, even as it tried to regenerate, and as dozens of our kind were put into it at once...they were lost forever as their bodies attempted to fuse to repair.”
I grunted. “Now that’s some nightmare fuel right there.”
“Quite,” Hans agreed. “The next part is entirely conjecture, but when they eventually attempted to bury the remains, something happened. We only know that because the city it was done in was declared ‘accursed and unclean’ in the records. I can’t tell you more, but I know it was in the deep past, and that the entire city was slaughtered. Other nearby ‘allies’ came to ‘help,’” he said, making air quotes with both words as he went on.
“Most likely, they came to loot. But whatever they encountered, eventually they managed to put it down. Then, to ensure it would never rise again, they sealed the parts in bronze, then iron, then silver, before finally dumping it over the side of a ship at sea.”
“Sounds like they were seriously scared.”
“I think so, but whatever happened after the immense losses of the city-states and the empires, not to mention the collapse of their biggest trading partner—namely us—and the thousands of dead...there weren’t enough able-bodied to harvest the food that was growing. Famine came, then plague and more wars, and essentially a golden age ended."
Hans had a faraway look in his eyes. “In the years that followed, while the Elders forbade any contact with humans, the artifacts from the Halls were lost, and by the time our ancestors went through the Second Schism, also known as the ‘Second Breaking of the Way,’ and the factions left the Great Refuge, a century had passed. The next few centuries were spent in a bloodbath of retribution.”
“It’s so weird hearing ancient history with such a personal take on it,” I said slowly, shaking my head.
“Well, you ever want to talk about history properly, as in the bits I remember personally? Pull up a chair and bring a lot of good food and wine. I’ll bore you half to death for a year or two, but this? It’s all generally available in either faction. They have slightly different versions, depending on perspective, but that’s history all over.”
“Some books I’ve studied...” Ingrid shook her head, wincing, then paused. “Wait. Okay, you’ve got ‘blood sacrifices’ to make the artifacts work, but you said that these artifacts came from the Great Refuge. Where is it? Does it still exist? Do they have more?”
“Well, to answer the questions in order: I can’t tell you, yes, and no idea,” Hans said with a half-smile. “The Great Refuge is something for our kind alone, Ingrid. I’m sorry, but while I trust you, I don’t trust who might get access to your notes or more. The Refuge is not for humans.”
“You said before that there are tribes that protected the Refuge?” I asked.
“There are, and please, Steve, asking me all the questions around the Refuge so that you can figure out its location won’t work. I’m sorry. I know you want to know where it is, and if you want to go, I will happily take you. But not with others, and it will be enforced that you can’t speak of the things you see. I can’t say more. Not won’t...can’t.”
“Okay,” I agreed after a few seconds of silence. “I’ll accept that, for now. So the artifacts came from the Great Refuge, using a bit of logic they’d never give out all of these things, right? They’d want some in the Refuge, just in case, or if they made them, they’d make more, so whoever died in the...the uprising?”
“The Great Betrayal,” Hans corrected. “They liked serious names in those days.”
“Okay,” I agreed, grinning. “So the ‘Great Betrayal.’ You said before that the Elders went from a hundred in the council, and more than that overall, a thousand or so, I think you said, to only a handful of survivors?” He nodded and I went on. “Why the hell didn’t they just come back through the Great Refuge? You said these artifacts could bring us back from literally nothing.”
“Nobody knows,” Hans admitted, scratching the back of his neck. “The Rebirth only happened for those who were truly destroyed, like their bodies ground to dust and scattered, literally nothing left to come back, or so we were taught.”
“So...that means logically—”
“That these immortals were never fully destroyed, or were deliberately prevented from Rebirth by the Elders,” Hans finished for me. “Exactly. That was part of the argument that led to the factions being formed. One of the primary tenets of both factions was the determination to find our missing ancestors and to return them to freedom and life.”
“And yet, Athena had her daughter in a fucking safe?” I asked incredulously.
“First of all, Athena was a bitch. Ummm, she’s totally dead, right?” he asked, pausing suddenly.
I nodded. “Very much.”
“Not coming back?”
“Nope.”
“Good!” He sighed. “Not that I was scared of her, you understand, but—”
“But she was a psychotic bitch, and if she found out you were plundering her yacht?”
“Yeah, she’d have a fun few years torturing me,” Hans said with a relieved laugh. “I know you think I’m amazing and insanely powerful, but honestly, I still don’t know how you beat her.”
“Yeah, let’s go with that’s what I think of you,” I said, winking.
Hans grinned. “Well, one day soon, I hope you’ll trust me enough to share some of your abilities with me.”
“I do have a question about them as well, before we go back to the others.”
“Oh?”
“When Athena had me drugged up, Vitoria and Rufus were testing me, having me move metals around through magnetism. They said it was a game and perfectly normal, but obviously once I got rid of the drugs, I knew it wasn’t.”
“Did you manage it?” Hans asked, carefully sitting forward.
“A couple of little movements, that’s all,” I said with a shrug.
“Damn, their methods really did pay off, then, as much as I hate them,” he muttered, sitting back, his eyes unfocused as he took a sip, then sighing and looking back at the pickup.
“Okay. All Arisen have sensitivities. Some can influence certain elements, such as fire or water. Others”—he gestured to me—“metals or wood, air...and more. The most powerful of the Elders was said to be able to fly under her own control of air, but it’s considered exceedingly crass to ask about the gift, as its horrifically difficult to control. Most can’t do anything with it. It takes years of careful practice to manage to achieve even the smallest of effects. As a metal sensitive, you’ll be able to affect the metals around you. More to the point, after a few years of dedicated training and work, you’d be able to sense them.”
“Right?” I shrugged. “So I’d be a glorified metal detector.”
“Yes, but this comes back to the tenet we were discussing before. The ability to sense metals isn’t regarded as being as powerful as the others, just because you might be able to sense a gold deposit one day, as an example. Athena could call forth fire, given enough time, and could even throw it, if she had a resonance enhancer to hand.”
“A what?”
“Okay, the ability to control the elements is called resonance. You gain a resonance with a particular element, then, and only if you can find an enhancer, you start training to do more and more things with it, such as finding fresh gold deposits, or finding the remains of the original Immortals. They were sealed inside bronze, iron, and silver. We managed to confirm that from the few traces and the tests that we found. In fact...I’ll bet the fact you gained access to metal resonance so early was one of the reasons the Council was so willing to abandon you to Athena’s ‘care.’”
“You think she’d have sold them on me being able to find the others?”
“Probably. I mean, think along the ‘ends justify the means’ mindset that Athena lived by. Once they tested and found you have a gift for that, hell, that’s probably what changed the entire thing from a general test and into the...the things they did to you. It makes sense.”
“It’s shitty, but yeah,” I agreed, seeing the spineless fucker from the council and the obvious tick-box exercise that was making me agree to what they were already doing and had no intention of stopping. They would never have stopped had I refused. But in my agreeing, they assuaged their consciences by treating Hans and Ingrid better than they would have otherwise.
I sat back, looking down at the table and thinking. We had the resonance thingy I’d taken from the wytch, the thing it’d used to throw a jet of flame at me. I’d not sensed anything at the time, but...then I grunted. We didn’t have it; Lars did.
“Okay,” I said, straightening up and looking back at the pickup. “Can you make it so Lars can be involved in the recovery of Athena’s ship?” I asked him.
“Easily enough. He’s respected in his field, and some of his family are...in our family, so yes. I’d have to recommend you don’t make contact with him, though.”
“Nope.”
“No, you won’t make contact, or no you won’t listen to my honest advice?” he asked shrewdly.
“No, I won’t leave him out of this. We won’t meet up with him unless you can make it more or less safe—for him, I mean—but we want to at least talk to him. I’ll send James with a phone for him.”
“A tablet,” Ingrid said quickly. “It’s more useful and we can coordinate better.”
“Okay, so...these old ones that were basically salted and made into some kind of horrific monster were dumped in the sea. Then others were?”
“Yeah, as the war between the factions went through ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ periods. Those captured on the other side, if they couldn’t be turned, were taken out permanently.”
“Shit.”
“Yeah. I’ll be clear, not something I’d do, and the vast majority of the others, either.”
“Athena?”
“Oh, she’d do it all day. The crazy bitch,” he muttered. “She and a few others, as well as a few more of the Blessed. They basically made coffins of metal, wood, and stone, and dropped them over the side of ships at sea. The poor bastards would drown and worse for all of time.”
“Were they the worst of the factions?”
“Who got that wonderful treatment? No, not usually. They would use it as an example...and they’d not capture the worst of us, oh no, it was the more reasonable ones that they’d catch and punish as examples of ‘fraternization with the enemy.’ Assholes,” he growled.
“Then we know who were looking to find and rescue then, given the chance.”
“You’ve no idea how long that would take. The world is a big place, and—”
“And Athena’s the type who would have kept records. Probably to gloat over, if her daughter is any example.”
“That’s...that’s a very good point,” Hans whispered, a sudden hopeful smile spreading across his face.
“You think it’d work?” I asked.
He screwed up his face in thought.
“Possibly?” he hedged after a few minutes. “Honestly, I can think of three of those who were locked and sunk, and as they were? They’d join us proudly, provided we were actually intending on setting up to help people and to balance out the assholes. The problem is, after centuries of dying and being reborn, they’re unlikely to be sane enough to tell, and despite the rubbish some believe, madness and the great host of mental illnesses are both mental and physical.
“What I mean by that is that some have mental problems that are down to who they are and their experiences, while others have identical issues due to chemical and physical abnormalities in the brain. Being Immortal, once they’re freed and fed, allowed to regenerate, their brains will return to their most perfect state. In theory, they then should be able to recover. Great. But the mental trauma of the experience? That won’t go away just because they’re fed and freed.”
“So...they might be batshit, and they might not?” I asked. “Because what the hell do we do if we free them and they’re mental? It’s not like we can give them a shitload of drugs, an ‘I love me’ jacket, and stick them in a padded cell. They’ll rip the walls down!”
“St. Eustace’s Home for Incurable Maladies,” Hans said firmly. “Others have tried this before. Some were okay. Others, well, not so much. Think of St. Eustace’s as our collective group conscience. It’s like holy ground. No fighting is permitted, and the monks there are specially trained to look after the challenges of dealing with us.”
“So there’s a loony bin for immortal supers?” I asked in amazement. “And it’s just them?”
“They used to have humans and Arisen in it at one point, but that didn’t work out. After all, how many times do you think you could see someone rip a car in half when they’re upset, breathe fire, or move things with their mind...when you’re already recovering from mental issues, and not have a problem?” Hans snorted in amusement. “I always wondered about that. Imagine the token few humans seeing the Arisen doing things and believing they were even more broken because they couldn’t?”
“That’s just evil—” Ingrid started to say, when Hans cut her off.
“Ingrid, I’m sorry, but the word you’re looking for is ‘hilarious.’ Honestly, I’ve never laughed so hard in years...I was visiting an old friend, and one of the humans was convinced he’d figured out that flying was just throwing yourself at the floor and missing.”
“That’s...a bit different.” Ingrid winced.
“It was a train wreck of epic proportions. Truly. We couldn’t look away,” he said, smiling.
“You didn’t stop him?”
“Of course not!” Hans said with a frown. “It was hilarious, and you forget, Ingrid, he was both human and insane. We’re not heroes. If anything, most of my friends then were ‘bad guys,’ as you’d define them. It’s much more enjoyable, and frankly, the jokes are a lot funnier.”
“So what happened to him?” she asked slowly.
“Oh, he died a few months later. We managed to locate a circus cannon and had it shipped in, then we convinced him he was the reincarnation of Icarus and fired him out of it. It was glorious. Got most of us banned from St. Eustace’s still, though, despite our protestations.”
Hans sighed, then snorted in amusement and shook his head at the looks we were giving him. “I know you’re shocked, Steve, as are Ingrid and James. But, honestly, I’ll remind you of this in a few centuries, after you’ve aged a little, and you’ll feel entirely different. Believe me.”
“Right,” I muttered. “Okay, so moving on. You think it’s a bad idea to reawaken Scylla at the minute, but if we do, there’s somewhere to take her at least. Where is it?”
“Austria, at the end of a valley, by the mountain Grossglockner.”
“That’s a hell of a name,” I muttered.
“There’s a scenic point called Vyhlidka near it, simply beautiful, and well worth the effort if you ever feel like hiking,” Hans said wistfully. “I took two of my wives there.”
“As curious as I am, there’s just too many questions that sparks,” I said. “Getting back to the important shit, you’re going to raise Athena’s yacht and get her patched up. We’re going to examine the data I managed to get from the yacht and see what we can find. You’ll get Lars across to carry out an examination of Athena’s various treasures, and we’ll send some gear over for him. What happened with the harbor police—and the other Arisen, I suppose? Have they made contact?”
“With me?” Hans asked, pouring another drink, then nodding as I did. “Both factions have been in touch and are satisfied that I was essentially under house arrest with Athena around. The others have pulled back and are watching and waiting, essentially for you to appear or to make contact in one form or another.”
He took a drink, then leaned back in his seat and lifted the crystal decanter high, admiring the amber liquid as he swirled it round and round. “As to the harbor police, well, they’re not hard to send away. I made sure the mayor knew to stay well clear, then he sent word to them. They believe there’s a chemical spill in the area, and those who are smart enough or connected enough to make their way around that story will find that they’re suddenly encouraged to take a leave of absence.”
“A permanent one?” I asked coolly.
“Not necessarily. I try not to kill when it’s not needed,” Hans said, smiling. “Much harder to make use of a corpse, but someone who understands they stepped over a line and now needs to stay small and silent? They can be used again and again.” He nodded as if satisfied with his own explanation, then took another swig.
“Gods, I’ve missed this,” he said, savoring it. “It’s a concoction called ‘tears of amethyst,’ something Athena had a stash of that was made way back in the day. This is probably almost a thousand years old, and it tastes frankly magnificent. I’ll be drunk for days from this,” he told us happily.
I frowned. “I thought we couldn’t get drunk.”
“Normally, no, we can’t, but some of these concoctions? Put it this way: it’d kill a human outright. The recipe is lost to time, making these last few bottles and casks horrifically valuable, and frankly, as much as I respect you and like you, Steve, I’m not offering this up. If this is all I get from Athena’s ship, it’s worth it.” He sniffed the glass again and sighed. “Simply wonderful.”
“Okay, Hans!” I called, and he blinked, smiling and waving for me to go on as he sipped it and shifted back in the seat, letting out a long, contented sigh. “Can you arrange for Lars now before you get too pissed, please? And James is going to need to meet the Oracan as well.”
“Fine, fine,” Hans said waving absently, then sitting forward. “I’ll sort it now. Anything else, my friend?”
“Ah...no,” I said slowly, realizing why he’d been so open in talking about things like watching a human with severe mental issues kill himself. Hell, even assisting by arranging a circus cannon. The fucker was half-cut at least!
“Great! I’ll see you soon then, right?”
“Yeah, Hans,” I said sadly. “We can meet up again soon. Have fun.”
“Will do!” He beamed, signing off. There was silence in the yacht for a while as we looked at each other, before James broke it.
“Was he—”
“Serious or drunk?” I asked. “Both, I think.”
James gave a slow nod. “And he’s indicative of his...of your kind?”
“Unfortunately not. He’s actually the only one I’ve met that wasn’t a complete asshole,” I replied.
“He sat back and watched while—”
“When we met?” I interrupted, making sure they were both paying attention. “He had just ordered a vampire and a bunch of ghouls to capture the others I was working with, ordering them not to kill anyone. Once they were out of earshot, he spoke to me, not being able to see me, but knowing I was nearby, and admitted that the vamp would probably kill them soon, if I wasn’t quick.”
“He’s—”
“He’s a fucking asshole,” I said slowly. “He doesn’t mean to be, but he’s like an old racist uncle or whatever. He’s a ‘nice’ guy, but centuries of being the way he is means that he genuinely doesn’t understand the problem with it.”
“He’s also the only one of them we can trust not to attack us. We can trust him, right?” Ingrid asked.
“I think so. He’s just been surrounded by...basically, he’s just gotten so used to thinking of ‘humans’ as less that it’s ingrained.”
“And he’s sane, more or less. If we free those who have been trapped for centuries, drowning then coming back to life, before drowning again and again? Or Scylla? The chances of them being better than he is?” James asked slowly, clearly stunned.
“I think we need to go with option three,” I said after a few seconds of thought.
“What’s that?”
“We start a new faction, yes, but have people like Hans and the others as the minority partners.”
“Then who...” Ingrid started to say, then she winced. “Us?”
“That’s a choice you’ll have to make for yourself,” I said. “But honestly, I think it’s our best shot. We recruit a core team, train, and develop them, then I take the facility and we repair it, get it back to usable condition, and if we can...we Ascend others. It’s starting to look like we just can’t trust any of them. Hans is undoubtably the best Arisen we have access to, or have had so far anyway, and he’s...”
“He’s a diva,” James said slowly.
“Excuse me?” Ingrid asked, frowning.
“I’ve seen it before,” James said suddenly, shaking his head and sighing. “The uber-rich I usually deal with are a breed apart, or at least that’s how they like to see themselves. Responding to things that should be minor annoyances with screaming abuse or tirades that would shock the world, then dismissing things that would be major issues to anyone else as utterly unimportant.
“The only difference is that Hans has had centuries for the behavior to settle in, so I’d imagine that he’s probably about as good as you’re going to get.” James shook his head slowly. “I dread to think of the results, should some of those I’ve served over the years gain access to immortality.”
“Imagine the worst of the idle rich suddenly finding out there’s a treatment that will grant them immortality,” Ingrid whispered. “They’d stop at nothing to get it, and they’re human, and normal...more or less.”
“Then we need to be very careful who we Ascend, that’s all,” I said firmly. “Look, for now? It’s a moot point, because we can’t do it, period, and we might never be able to. But if we have it as a backup plan, then at least we’ve got that. Moving forward right now? Hans is busy getting pissed, and clearly has been for a while, so we need to move ahead as if he’s not helping us at all. Until he’s sober, at least.”
“The Arisen will be watching the doctor, and Hans...so I’d recommend we limit our contact with them as much as possible,” James said.
“Yes, I agree. As much as we’d like it to be different, Steve, you shouldn’t go to the doctor and help the kids, not yet,” Ingrid said, making me growl to myself as I sat back, running my hands through my hair.
“That doesn’t leave me a great deal that I can do, then,” I grumbled. “I can’t go far. Hell, we had to spend most of our day of ‘freedom’ while you were sorting the yacht on the beach with my head down, or in places where I’d hacked the cameras.”
“It’s better than being exclusively locked down to the yacht, though,” Ingrid said.
“That’s unfortunate, as I think that’s the best thing we can do for a little while,” James said, smiling as I glared at him. “Think for a minute, please. We can do a great many of the smaller jobs ourselves aboard the ship over the next few days. While I understand that you’d much rather go elsewhere, the next few days will be far more dangerous than any others. Even if Hans wasn’t...being Hans, it wouldn’t change much appreciably. You simply need to hide as much as possible until they think you’ve gone elsewhere...and the crew are flying in now, so.”
He shrugged, and I glared at him.
“He’s right, Steve, and you know it. Besides, is the thought of being trapped on the yacht for a few days with me really that bad?” Ingrid asked, bumping me with her shoulder to make me smile.
“You know it isn’t,” I promised her, rubbing my face and sighing. “Okay, I can do this, but—”
“Get ready, James, this is going to be the awkward bit,” Ingrid quipped.
“I need to do some healing still,” I finished, grinning at them both.
“No, I don’t—” she started, shaking her head.
I held up a hand, imploring her to listen, while James just watched me.
“Trust me, I can stay here, hidden like a good boy, but I need to improve on my abilities first and foremost, because then, as we work, I can start improving the ship.”
“Okay.”
“And to do that...I need to heal another thirty-eight people.”
“Oh gods,” James muttered, closing his eyes. “Is there no other way?”
“The quest is to heal people, fifty in total, but I’ve got some already. I’ve also got the nanites, thanks to Athena.” I shrugged. “If you can think of another way, that’s fine. But the kids at least are innocent, and in the majority of cases, they’re younger and smaller, so they need less work.”
“Fine. One trip,” James said firmly. “And I arrange it. It won’t be kids, or at least hopefully not, but it shouldn’t need too many nanites, and hopefully the people we go to see will want to keep things quiet, anyway.”
“Totally,” I agreed, grinning, excited to get to work.




Chapter Eighteen



“Goddamn motherfucking asshole,” I growled at James, glaring at him as he grinned, pulling up in his car to pick me up. “You...you—”
“Was that a thank you, Steve?” James asked me, smiling gently. “Did you manage to heal enough people?”
“Yeah, I did,” I grumbled, sliding into the back seat and glaring at him in the rearview mirror.
“Just enough?”
“More.” I grunted, then sighed as I saw the expectant look on his face. “A hundred and fifty-four people,” I said. “I got two points.”
“So, a massive success, then?” he asked.
“Yeah. Something like that,” I growled, looking out of the window and refusing to meet his eye.
“Seriously, Steve, I’m sorry, and I’m sure it wasn’t pleasant, but it did work, didn’t it?” James asked, his voice making it clear he was serious. I sighed, before looking back at him.
“Yeah. Okay, it was both cheap and massively helpful, but still.” I glanced out the window as we pulled away from the clinic, shivering involuntarily at the memories of the sights I’d seen in there.
“I understand,” James said. “So...out of idle curiosity, what was the ratio of male to female?”
“About ninety percent men,” I said, then sighed. “The worst part? The majority of the girls in there? They were the kind I’d have been chasing before this as well, and there were no outward signs...gods, I must have been so lucky over the years.”
“Not necessarily. The majority of the clients were all customers of a few ‘houses of ill repute,’ if you will. Once one of their more popular girls was confirmed as infected with a sexually transmitted disease, it meant the majority of her customers were exposed as well. It was from a panicked social media posting a doctor made that I found out about it.”
“Yeah, well, posing as a doctor and injecting them with nanites was a cheap and quick solution, literally healing them of the various diseases, but...some of them insisted on showing me. There was pus leaking from one of them, for fuck’s sake! I’m going to have nightmares about that!” I snapped at him, shivering. “Urgh! How the hell real doctors deal with this kind of thing is beyond me!”
“Well, was it worth it?” he asked.
“If I ever manage to raise you up? I’m sending you back there, for a goddamn week!” I promised him.
“Well, look on the bright side. Not only did you manage to complete the quest, but you also helped a great many people, and not just those who were infected. Think of the poor nurses and doctors who had to deal with those people. A few calls was all it took, and they were overjoyed to call in their worst cases.”
“You’re going to pay for that,” I grumbled, shivering again. “I’m going to need to shower for a week solid before I feel clean again.”
“Well, the others will start to arrive tomorrow night, so I’d suggest any changes that you want to make before they arrive be done first. Then we can settle them in, bring them up to speed on the actual realities of life, and show them a little proof.”
“What did you have in mind?” I asked him, intrigued, and desperate for anything that would distract me from the horrors I’d seen.
“Not me, Ingrid,” James said. “We can get the ship finished, set sail, and bring the others up to date while we’re at sea, then you can give them a real demonstration, as she thinks she located another nest of monsters.”
“How?” I asked, genuinely amazed.
“Well, we had some time,” he replied. “The deliveries we were expecting were delayed, so we worked out a pattern that showed a higher than usual number of missing people, along with unexplained ‘animal attacks.’”
“Sounds promising,” I agreed, sitting forwards and gesturing for him to go on as we drove through the city, the darkening sky overhead warning of another squall incoming even as the neon yellow streetlights flickered to life, bathing the hurrying people in stuttering light.
“Well, it’s a three-day sail from here. The Ambracian Gulf, ever heard of it?”
“Nope.”
“Unsurprising. Unfortunately, it’s on the other side of Greece, a few hours’ sail south of Corfu, and there’s a narrow channel that leads into the gulf. It’s an enclosed bay, I suppose is the best way to describe it, with freshwater rivers flowing into it from several areas. One of the largest has created a protected wetlands national park by the name of Amvrakikos.
“Forested hills, wetlands, and so on—it’s quite beautiful, and it’s also virtually unknown outside of Greece, which is a relief for the protected areas. The issue is there’s also a steady stream of disappearances in the wetlands, and to the northeast, in the sheltered valley lake by the name of Zygos.”
“Okay, so what makes you think there’s a monster infestation? And god, that sounds so weird to hear myself saying.”
“Essentially, the bodies in the wetlands are frequently found feasted upon ‘by the local wildlife,’ and it’s dismissed as such.”
“But?”
“The majority of the ‘local wildlife’ in these sections are dolphins and so on, birds, and more. There’s very little in the area that is likely to be drawn to human corpses, not when there’s a multitude of fish and fowl that frankly would be tastier.”
“Nothing like wild boars, foxes?” I asked.
“There’s a small population of both. However, the bodies tend to disappear from one area and turn up mauled in another. Ingrid also believes there were legends in the area of a settlement from the Minoans and their local contemporaries. It was apparently lost to the rising sea levels and sealed away. But, at the end of the Second World War there was a partisan camp that supposedly found artifacts of ancient times.”
“Right?”
“Then the locals were all slaughtered to a man, supposedly by the Germans, though no records were found to corroborate it. Since then, however, the local towns believe the area is cursed, due to the high number of suicides.”
“So, we’ve got something that was set free in the forties, slaughtered its way around the area, then hid and has been feeding on people ever since?” I asked.
“That’s what Ingrid thinks. But, for both our sakes, I’d appreciate it if you pretended to be surprised when she tells you about this later.”
“Why did you tell me now, then?”
“I thought you needed the distraction from the things you’d seen today,” James said with a smile.
“Oh gods, and just like that, the mental images are back,” I muttered, shaking my head. “What about the lake?”
“A similar story. The river between the two points used to be navigable, and the lake was apparently a local refuge of some sort. Ingrid will explain it better than I can,” James promised, and rather than pestering for answers, I leaned back and made myself comfortable, pulling up the notifications.
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I dismissed the details and instead moved straight to the SUPPORT tree to spend the points I’d gained, hopefully before Ingrid could see me and get too worried about the state of me.
I pulled up the tree and dove in. The first time I’d looked at it, I’d seen the massive potential, and I’d been determined to get some more points in it. But then I’d essentially lost myself down the rabbit hole of improving the Repair capabilities, or, you know...healing, as it was more colloquially known.
Now?
It was time to make the most of the other two options.
The first choice was Augment, and it dealt primarily with already-created items, such as the way I’d essentially poured most of my nanites into that laptop I’d left for Lars and the others. I’d taken an already-existing creation and augmented it. Nice and simple. Well, horrifically expensive in reality, as I’d no clue what I was doing, and I’d only unlocked the most basic facilities.
Now, though?
I could make a massive difference, starting with something as simple as the yacht. I could, for example, augment the hull, make it slip through the water far easier, upgrade the engines, or a million other things.
The difference was? I couldn’t create entirely new engines this way. Or I could, but it’d take forever, because it’d be upgrading the entire engine part by part, resulting in a dead ship for a long time while it happened.
If I chose Creation instead? I could scrap one of the engines entirely and build a new one from scratch in its place.
Both sides had massive upsides, and there was a lot of crossover, as it always seemed to be with these things. I could create a new hull, growing it up around the existing one and make it far more efficient.
It came down to the way I looked at the world, essentially, I decided. Did I want to upgrade the systems I was working with or scrap them and build fresh ones from scratch? Also, I couldn’t upgrade a drone I didn’t have, or a ship.
If I wanted one, and we didn’t have anything to work with? Then I needed Creation.
With that thought in mind, I selected the Creation Systems Upgrade and approved it, thinking at the last second to warn James, and speaking up quickly, as the data download started.
“I’m unlocking some of the restricted knowledge in my...arghhhh!” I cried out, clutching at my head and folding over, shaking and frantically rubbing at my skin as if it’d help with the feeling of spiders running across my brain.
I was suddenly elsewhere, subsumed into a massive ocean of data, one that grew and grew, equations rolling in waves that threatened to sink me, to overrun my mind.
I stared out on the waves while they grew, climbing higher and higher. The world seemed to grow darker, and again I felt the existential terror that I may have made a horrific mistake.
As I reached out to the waves, the streamed past, data, ideas, differential stress, and loading equations...things I was fundamentally unsuited to dealing with by my very nature were suddenly going to be the death of me, unless I learned and learned fast.
A memory of the last time this had happened flickered to life in the recesses of my mind, of the genetic templates I’d spotted, and the overlapping DNA...
And just like that, the world around me calmed slightly, as I sensed the edge of a pattern.
It wasn’t the overall thing that I had to understand, I remembered, I just had to demonstrate the capacity to understand it, and to begin the journey.
Looking at the waves again, I reached out, looking for something, anything that would let me start. After a few seconds, I saw it.
A repeating pattern, a curl in the data, one that showed a line break. I seized on it, and as soon as I did, it lifted from the sea, hovering there all alone. I flipped it around, seeing the pattern and the syntax.
I might not be able to figure out what it meant, or write it myself from scratch, but I could...
I could find patterns that matched it! I could construct the orders that this fragment referenced, and that would give me a place to start.
Ages seemed to pass as I pulled other fragments loose from the morass of data around the now-calmer sea I’d freed this section from. I found colors, sections of pattern that repeated.
I could enlarge or shrink them, and when I shrank the identical fragments, the seas around me dipped, massively lowered in mass.
I moved on, quickly, knowing that I didn’t have unlimited time to do this. Urgently, I kept working, pulling fragments free, discarding some, while others fit the section I had free. I moved them around, slotting them in here and there, until the pattern flashed, and that section suddenly fit as if it had always been there.
I moved faster, my mind speeding up as I designated a dozen more versions of me, searching the sea of data for fragments that flashed and pulsed.
Hours passed in my augmented reality, and faster and faster, the data before me grew, until finally, with a last pulse, it was complete. The vast ocean of data that I’d started with was pared down to a steady steam, with a single island sat in the middle of the flow. I found that I stood atop it, watching the data flowing down to me, unfurling and filing my mind.
Congratulations, Biological Weapon Variant #113782491603
You have survived a highly compressed and partially corrupted data download. Due to the unexpected nature of this download, as well as your non-standard solution to the issue, an error report has been filed with Facility #6B as the closest relay point.
As your Creation System is now fully active, you may select a reward from the following options due to your diligence in sorting and diverting this data.
	Receive 1 Resonance Point




	Receive 1 Cybernetics Point




	Gain 1 Point of Specialization







I read it over, even as my heart seemed to stutter and suddenly slow, like I’d been sprinting at full speed for hours, my body pushed past its limits...only to slow down to a relaxed jog.
“Steve!” Ingrid cried.
I flinched back, staring into her face, seeing that not only was I no longer in the car, but that I was sat on the sofa aboard the yacht, with James nearby, a bloodstained cloth in one hand, clearly in the act of cleaning, while Ingrid tilted my face to stare into my eyes, fear filling her own.
“Ingrid?” I whispered, blinking in confusion and feeling a massive wave of exhaustion flow over me as I did it.
“Oh, thank god!” she whispered, wrapping her arms around my head and pulling my face in close. After a few seconds, I couldn’t help but speak up, my voice muffled as she kissed the top of my head.
“I know I said this was how I wanted to go, but I really need to breathe,” I whispered, making her sob and laugh at the same time as she leaned back, freeing my face from her cleavage.
“You asshole!” she cursed me, her actions at odds with her words as she kissed me. Then her eyes closed, her forehead resting against my own.
“What happened?” I asked.
“You said something about unlocking data, then screamed and started to bleed from your eyes, ears, and nose, while choking on the blood in your mouth,” James said with a degree of calm gravity that only an old-English butler could manage. “Fortunately, we weren’t far from the yacht at the time and managed to make it here before you could drown on your own blood.”
“I...bet that was fun,” I whispered, wincing at the look of concern on his face.
“It was certainly memorable, and the inside of my car looks like a murder scene,” he replied.
“Shit, I’m sorry, mate, I’ll fix that.” I groaned, shaking my head.
“What happened?” Ingrid asked.
I took a deep breath, arranging the events in my head before I spoke.
“Basically?” I asked, and they nodded. “I‘m a Combat Class, and I activated a seriously in-depth Support Class download. Clearly, we’re all capable of accessing everything, if this is anything to judge by, but the sheer amount of data? It was like getting a cybernetics, architecture, and engineering doctorate, all at once, from MIT, downloaded into my brain. It was—”
I broke off, shivering.
“Seriously, not something I should have done,” I said finally.
“Will this cause you problems?” James asked.
I paused before answering, considering the question.
“Honestly, I don’t know,” I admitted. “I think...it’s weird, you know? I get a serious amount of data in bursts, but some of it isn’t clear, and other bits are obsolete, or so advanced just considering it makes my brain twitch. It means that a lot of things I ‘know’ are more like hunches, and they either ‘feel’ right or slightly off, letting me find things out by trial and error.”
“It sounds both complicated and...messy,” James offered.
“From what I can figure out, whoever did this to us? To humans, I mean? They either didn’t finish it, or we rebelled. Something happened that resulted in us being the way we are, abandoned, essentially, set loose on the seas of change.”
“That’s very poetic,” James said with a smile.
“It’s horrific,” Ingrid corrected. “Not only did they just do this, playing with an entire sentient race, but they stopped halfway and gave up? Got bored?”
“Possibly,” I agreed. “Basically, it means that I don’t really know things for sure, and some of the things I do know? They’re more like hunches than hard data. This is one of those situations, because I don’t think the combat classes were supposed to be as diverse as I’ve gone with my build.”
“In what way?” James asked, pulling his ever-present notepad out and scribbling in it.
“Basically, I think we were designed to be an army, or at least specialists. I’ve had to choose dozens of different categories, sections, and skills that, while complementary...watch,” I said, standing and smiling as Ingrid stood with me, ready to catch me if I fell.
I gave her a quick kiss, then I moved back from her and, glancing around to make sure there wasn’t anyone else about and checking for any anomalous signals, just in case, and finding none, I activated my armor.
It flowed up and over my skin, coating me entirely in armor but stopping short of summoning my wings.
“Okay, now watch,” I said, smiling in my helm and activating my Conceal ability.
The nanites shifted configuration, subtly bending the light around me, reflecting and altering their surface until they blended me imperfectly into the wall behind.
After a few seconds, I was as hidden as I could be, when I started to speak.
“I have four levels invested in this skill, and full invisibility is a tenth-level achievement. As it is? If you don’t know I’m here, and I position myself right, you’d walk right past...but if you do know I’m here, and you know that this kind of concealment is possible? You’d find me easily.” With that, I relaxed and the nanites returned to normal, then liquified and sank back into my skin as I retracted the armor as well.
“The abilities I’ve chosen so far? They’ve kept me alive. But if I had a partner who was, say, a direct fighter, all built around the concept of taking and dealing damage? Then I could have selected the paths I needed to become fully invisible. I could assassinate anyone, anywhere.”
“Athena and the others,” Ingrid said, nodding.
“Exactly. I could have stalked them and attacked with impunity, but because I’ve been having to battle to survive, and I’m sorry, don’t take this the wrong way, but because I’m alone in this? It means I’ve had to spread my skills out across a massive list of capabilities to cover everything I might need.
“Hell, I could probably do ten times more with my abilities than I am, but without knowing which things are possible? I’m like a toddler playing in the dark.”
“What does the latest download mean you can do?” Ingrid asked me, fortunately not taking offence at my comment about being “alone.”
“It’s Creation. Basically, I can form structures entirely separately. It sounds weird, even to myself, because I can also Augment existing creations, if I take that path, and I can do a little of each without the correct skills.”
“But?”
“But with the skill download, I can figure a way to achieve anything eventually,” I replied, shrugging. “It literally means I can start to create things, like weapons for you both, just in case, or armor. They’re entirely from the nanites I gather for now, but eventually? There has to be a way to unlock and activate them fully, so that I can create new ones. Once that happens? We can find a mine and set a few million loose, then we return a week later and take our new spaceship out for a joyride. Nanites can create anything. Well, I think so, anyway, so it’s all about figuring this shit out.”
“And do you think you’ll survive unlocking that level of data download?” James asked me slowly. “I mean, no offense here, Steve, but you’re no engineer. Spreading yourself this thin may be a significant mistake.”
“No, I probably won’t,” I replied. “But that’s why I’m hoping to not have to go too far down this route, and why I wanted to recruit an engineer. If Zac proves to be as good as we’re hoping? He’ll be graduating to spaceships, eventually.”
“And you’ll not be taking further specializations in this sector?” James asked, only for me to smile.
“I have another point to allocate in it, and a general specialization point I can unlock as well. So, I’m damn well going to use it, but in all honesty, I don’t intend to unlock additional trees of upgrades, if possible.”
“Good,” Ingrid said with a shudder. “Looking to the future, do you really think you can upgrade us?”
“Honestly, I think so,” I admitted. “But I’m not going to allow anyone to undergo what I did. If there’s no way to do it under anesthetic? Then I’m not going to let you do it.”
“Let?” Ingrid said slowly, glaring at me. “Steve, I love you, and I gave up literally years of my life for you, but you don’t own me.”
“No, I don’t,” I agreed, looking from one to the other of them. “But equally, the facility is locked down and highly dangerous, and the medical system that rebuilt me? It was on its last legs. I need to repair and rebuild it before it can be used again, not to mention needing to fight my way through the entire goddamn facility and secure it.
“Oh, and you don’t know where it is or how to get in. So, yeah, I’ll be making the decisions there. Here and in the rest of our lives? I’ll accept input, and if I’m wrong, I’ll change my plans and apologize. But there? No. I’m not helping you to undergo a full body strip and rebuild. It nearly drove me mad.” I looked around at the pair of them, then sighed.
“I need a shower,” I muttered, stalking from the room.
I clattered down the steps and into our cabin, but as I went, I couldn’t help but extend my senses, going from soft to hard hearing, and picking up the conversation as it continued between James and Ingrid.
“...right, you know,” James was saying.
“I know,” Ingrid groused, the sound of footsteps making me think she was pacing. “I just don’t like it. I feel like I’m along for the ride, like I’m just—”
“I know. If it helps, then consider this: you love each other, and are apparently a perfect match. Yet still, it comes down to his decisions. While this is less than ideal in a relationship, it is how it needs to be in a company, or a military situation. There must be a leader, a commander, if you will.”
“So, he’s my boss now?” Ingrid muttered.
“That’s between the two of you, but consider that he has access to information and capabilities we do not. He will also, gods willing, be the one that in a thousand years is still here, guiding our great-great-descendants into the void above.”
“So, what? Put up and shut up?”
“I’d suggest you consider your future, that’s all. If you want to be involved in this, in the world that he lives in? Then you may have to accept that he will lead us,” James suggested.
I winced, cutting the extended senses off and closing the door to our room firmly.
That was all I needed.
I stared at myself in the mirror, glancing around our bedroom, and smiling, seeing the million little details that spoke of a couple’s bedroom, the underwear, the drinks on both bedside tables, the daft little things like the hair clips on the floor or around the sink in our bathroom.
I wondered for a split second if that was how women marked their territory, unconsciously or not. Then I shrugged, stripping off and climbing into the shower, letting the hot water wash over me as I tried not to think about what I’d do if, when I got out of the shower, Ingrid had decided she didn’t want this anymore.
That she was leaving me.
I stood there, absently washing myself as I stared into the distance, not seeing the wall before me as I imagined her walking away.
I didn’t want that. Gods, not at all. I loved her, I knew.
I really loved her, and if it was the cost of being with her? Letting her use the Facility? Making her my equal in nanites and so on, was that so terrible?
I remembered the blades, the motion as they sliced and dug into the skin, peeling me literally like a grape, the way that they had stripped me to the literal bones. Then the way that they had rebuilt my organs, the sections that were put into me...
That raised a point as well—was I more or less as whoever had built the facilities intended? After all, I had the wireless access systems built into me, but if we were supposed to have them, why weren’t they built by the nanites in us?
I stopped, rubbing the water from my face and refusing to go down that rabbit hole. Instead, I got some more soap, starting to scrub again, the memories of the damn day’s work making me need to make damn sure I was scrubbed clean. The door to the shower opened, and Ingrid slipped inside, pulling it closed after her.
“Hey,” I whispered, rinsing the water off and turning to her, taking her in my arms as she stepped in close, and kissing her. “What’s wrong?” I asked.
“I—” She started, then shook her head, and kissed me hard.
The kiss was clearly hungry, and I felt my body responding to her need, lifting her in my arms, as she wrapped wet legs around me, and I pushed her back against the wall, bracing us as we become one.




Chapter Nineteen



It was a lot later when I finally slipped from our bed, pulling a pair of boxers on and padding from the room, gently closing the door and heading up onto the main deck.
I was as quiet as possible, hunting around and finding the coffee cups, the general bits and bobs, then moving to the coffee machine...before pausing in stunned amazement.
The coffee machine that I’d been stymied by only a few days ago was gone, and in its place, clearly as one of the “basic upgrades” that James had insisted he would deal with, was a coffee machine that looked like it could land a space shuttle.
It was copper and stainless steel, black and grey and gold, and had a dozen nozzles, dials, and gods alone knew what else. I stood there in amazement for a long minute before putting the coffee cup back down and rooting around in the cupboards again, this time in the vague hope that we’d have some coffee granules hidden somewhere.
“Can’t sleep?” came a voice from behind.
I spun, right hand flashing up, ready to extend the blade, when I saw James standing there smiling in the darkness. “I’m sorry, Steve, I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“Ah, crap, James, you nearly made me shit myself,” I muttered, straightening up.
“Apologies,” he offered again, smiling. “Can’t sleep?”
“No, I don’t really need that much anymore,” I explained. “I wanted to do some thinking, and maybe look over the upgrades tree, see what I could get working before they arrive tomorrow, and—” I gestured at the coffee machine helplessly.
“Allow me,” he offered, stepping forward and flicking a dozen switches, hands moving with surety and speed as he worked.
“Seriously, how complicated does a damn coffee need to be?” I asked him, amazed as he worked.
“A bad one? Not very. A good one, however? There’s little in the world that approaches it in complexity and wonder. Frankly, Steve, it’s an art.” He twisted dials as the machine started to hiss and steam. It ground the coffee beans, filling the air with a glorious smell.
“It’s bloody magic.” I swore as he handed me a small cup. I sipped it, finding the temperature, like everything else, to be perfect.
“It’s a skill,” he admitted. “Now then, do you mind if I join you, or would you rather be alone?”
“Please,” I said, gesturing to the upper deck, and the pair of us moved up, taking seats and looking out at the now-clear, star-filled skies above.
“I take it you have resolved your differences, then?” he asked after a few minutes.
I coughed, not sure why I was suddenly embarrassed, but I was.
“Uh...yeah.” I remembered the conversation afterwards, Ingrid agreeing that she’d rather be with me than not. She understood that, at the end of it, someone had to make the decisions about our direction. That being said, she’d been quite firm in wanting to be listened to as she explained her intentions to be “upgraded” as she called it, pinning me down and explaining firmly that she was both my equal and my partner, and wouldn’t be satisfied with being “less,” and that she intended to spend eternity with me.
She’d also made that point to me as she explained the evidence she’d found and the likelihood of a monster infestation, showing me articles on the tablet and more, amazing me with both the sheer amount of data she’d managed to collect and the fact that she was quite possibly the perfect woman for me, considering she was doing it all naked with a bottle of rum in one hand.
I blinked and nodded to James, suddenly realizing I’d been silent for a while, staring at the memory of her sat cross-legged on the bed, bottle in one hand, swigging from it while pointing out the data points and the likely correlations with older myths of the area, not to mention the number of estimated missing persons, as well as the small smugglers crafts found battered and broken nearby.
She’d even considered the possibilities of bandits, storms, and more.
I’d not have been able to put the details together if I’d had a bloody year, and she’d done it, admittedly with James’s help, but in a single day.
“Yeah, you...ummm...could say that,” I mumbled.
“Glad to hear it,” he said, smiling. “Looking to the others arriving over the next two days, I’d recommend that we keep some details from them until you’ve had a chance to show your more impressive abilities...and preferably ensure that we all have a day or two on the yacht after that as well, so they’ve got some time to acclimatize to their new realities.”
“Sounds good,” I said, breathing in the aroma of my coffee again. “Honestly, I’m going to miss the quiet aboard the ship.”
“Well, the crew are well-versed in appearing when needed and vanishing beyond that, and if it’s any consolation...”
“Yeah?”
“Casey taught me to use that model of coffee machine, and is far more skilled with it than I am.”
“You know, I’m totally fine with a few more people around?” I said with a smile, getting a snort of amusement.
“I thought you might be,” he agreed. “One last thing, then I’ll leave you to your...contemplation.”
“Yeah?”
“The Oracan.”
“What about them?”
“I recommend we take them with us, frankly.”
“Seriously?”
“They’re fanatically dedicated soldiers, you said, and they’re specifically committed to you, which means that you can order them to stay hidden aboard ship, and they will in turn provide protection for the crew...as well as Ingrid and myself.”
“Point,” I muttered. “Just seems a bit weird, that’s all. I mean, we know practically nothing about them.”
“It comes down, simply, to whether we trust Hans. If he has told us the truth, then they are trustworthy and elite warriors. If not...well, at least we would know.”
“Fine.” I grunted. “We’ll have to ask Ingrid in the morning, but if she agrees—”
“She does.”
“Oh...well, yeah, I guess you can go to Hans and collect them,” I took a sip, savoring the flavor and warmth of the coffee. “I’ll sort the tablet for Lars, and you can take that as well.”
“Then I’ll go first thing in the morning. It’s less suspicious,” he said with a smile, standing and holding out his hand for my cup. “I’ll refill it before I leave.”
“You’re a wonderful man, James. Honestly, you are,” I said, grinning.
“Far from it, but...”
“Yeah?”
“My son will finish his current term in a week, as well. Are you sure you can heal him...and that it’s safe?” he asked, all in a rush.
“I can,” I promised. “It’s totally safe, as near as I can tell, and if anything, he’ll be stronger and fitter than he’s ever been afterwards.”
“Thank you,” James said, smiling, before vanishing below to the accompanying sound of coffee being made.
I settled back and stared up at the stars overhead, thinking, then glancing sideways at the filthy sex pond. All in all, I’d been looking forwards to a lot of fun in that when miles from shore, and the mental image of Ingrid and me spending all of our time naked and basically trying to break each other in strenuous horizontal jogging sessions had been a wonderful one.
Having a crew for the yacht, even one that was apparently as trustworthy as this one would be, kinda buggered that plan, but...
I shrugged and smiled as James appeared, dropped off the coffee, this time in a massive mug, then bade me goodnight and vanished again.
There were definite consolations to having others around, I decided.
For the next few hours, I searched through the mass of unlocked data, finding a million little caveats on the capabilities of the nanites that I’d never come across until I unlocked the Creation side, the greatest of which was the first capacity on the subsequent tree.
Repurposed Materials was a little unclear at first, but once I’d figured it out, there really wasn’t any alternative options that I could choose.
Ordinarily, the nanites would take a structure that was in place, and at a massive cost, they could upgrade it, or they could reuse other materials nearby. The main issue was that the materials they used were difficult to replicate.
As an example, if I wanted a ship’s hull made of steel, for every hundred tons of ship’s hull, I needed about a hundred and twenty tons of steel, due to the energy debt that the nanites would be making.
Alternatively, if they were repurposing it, so taking an existing structure and repairing it, it was closer to equal, say a five percent additional cost.
That wasn’t bad, but the massive cost increase was when I was using, for example, copper, and wanted a steel ship.
The nanites could do it, but in the process, they’d be closer to four hundred tons of copper to get a hundred tons of steel.
This meant that the energy penalty of conversion was horrific, and in many ways, it simply made no sense to me. Why the hell did a ton of silk take sixteen tons of steel to create, for example?
But—and this was the magic bit—this upgrade could make a matter converter. Basically, a small machine that would absorb and break down anything that was fed into it, shifting the molecular composition until it created “null blocks” which were essentially square blocks of, well, anything and everything.
I had no clue why they were called null, considering that they actually were massively dense blocks of subatomic particles that could be redeployed in any configuration. If I had a ton of null blocks, I could convert it into anywhere from four or five tons of gold or iridium and similar dense materials, all the way up to enough pure oxygen to provide air to an entire arkship for a month, depending on size.
That in turn sent me down a massive rabbit hole of arkships, which, while they weren’t mentioned expressly anywhere, seemed to have a thousand little references to them here, there, and everywhere.
When Ingrid sat next to me several hours later, yawning and curling up against my side, drawing the blanket around us both, I was sitting in awe, stunned by the mental images I’d managed to create.
“I have so much to tell you,” I whispered to her, blinking in sheer wonder at the tiny fraction of information I’d managed to piece together.
“What happened?” she asked, stifling another yawn and sighing at my empty coffee mug. “Come on, then, tell me what you can. I’ll make us both coffee.”
Two hours later, James was sitting with us, staring at the small construction that was growing upwards from the deck in a small room off the main engineering space.
“This can literally solve the world’s greatest issues?” James asked, his voice hushed and disbelieving.
“Not really,” I said, shaking my head. “Yeah, it can convert nuclear waste into something useable, and a billion other things, but people will still be assholes.”
“Well, yeah, but—” Ingrid shook her head in disbelief.
“It seems insane,” James whispered, watching the flowing nanites as I nodded my agreement.
“We could literally put this at the bottom of Chernobyl and just bulldoze the entire lot, wait a few months, come back, and boom.” I winced. Maybe not boom. “There’d be no more radiation there than anywhere else on the planet, and instead there’d be null blocks that the nanites could convert into usable materials, like solving the iridium issues or...or hell, I don’t even know. We could solve a lot of the world’s problems by buying some land and letting everyone drop off their most contaminated shit there. We convert it, and we get paid for the privilege.”
“Okay, well...let’s do that,” Ingrid said firmly.
“We can’t,” I said quickly. “We need to keep off the radar, remember? Some new company turns up and starts doing that, you know there’s going to be a shitfull of scrutiny over it.”
“We could use current technology, officially,” James said slowly, rubbing his chin. “Literally, there’s a solar-pumped array design that they were testing in the desert a few years ago in northern Africa. I forget the details, but essentially it generated enough heat that it could burn anything, and other nations were paying fortune to use the facilities.”
“What happened?”
“Some kind of an explosion. I’m not entirely sure, to be honest, something about the extreme heat and sandstorm damage, plus the actual solar cells needed to be replaced constantly due to sand abrasion. I think it was more expensive to run than the company had expected, and they shut it down.”
“Check it out, James,” I said, getting excited. “That would be fantastic, especially as we could use the waste that comes in to make null blocks, then regenerate the entire facility through nanites an have people think we’re doing it the normal way, and instead we could be creating a stockpile of things we’ll need to rebuild the facility.”
“We’d need serious money,” James warned.
“We can get it. How much could it possibly cost to make one, after all?”
“Sixty billion.”
“Holy shit!”
“Dollars, US,” he confirmed.
“Oh...oh well.”
“That’s what it cost to build,” James clarified after a few minutes of further searching. “I’d imagine they’d take far less to be free of the burden, and considering that the original facility is still filled with radioactive waste and general rubbish?”
“Who owns it?”
“The state. It’s in northwestern Sudan, and was essentially abandoned. Although, to be fair, if we look at locations? It’s by the foot of some hills, or maybe small mountains.” James twisted the screen around, frowning, then tried looking at the images from another angle.
“Honestly, it looks like they built it as far from anything as possible. It might be that the state forced them to do that or that they were deliberately trying to stay as far from any scrutiny as possible. I’d offer even odds if I was a betting man.”
“How did they get the rubbish to them?” Ingrid asked, looking at the map and wincing. “Yeah, that’s literally in the middle of the desert...imagine the Dune Sea in the movie. That’s practically a holiday resort compared to this place.”
“What’s it like for ruins?” I asked hopefully. “Any chance of monsters?”
“I wouldn’t have thought so,” Ingrid said after a minute. “If there are, then they’ll be old, and I mean old.”
“Right?” I shrugged.
“By old, I mean from the last time that there was regular rainfall in the area,” Ingrid clarified. “Like ten thousand years, you uncultured ape.” She groaned, nudging me with a hip as I grinned at her.
“Okay, so probably not, then,” I agreed. “Moving on, James, can you see if it’s possible to buy that place?”
“I can. However, bear in mind that while perhaps not all, most of the northern African nations require...fees...for operating in their territory.”
“Bribes?”
“Some might name them that. I wouldn’t say that all the officials in many of these places are corrupt...but only because I’ve not met them all yet. There might be one somewhere that’s honest.”
“Chances?”
“About as much as a British politician being honest.”
“Oh god, that bad?”
“Actually that’s probably unfair...to the African nations,” he replied, completely straight-faced. “On a separate note, how long will it take to complete this? And how do you intend to deal with Zac? If he realizes what this is...that it’s nanotech, I mean, not the reality of the converter, then he’s likely to go mad trying to figure it out.”
“It’ll take two days, apparently, so we’ll just keep it locked for now.”
“Yes,” James said slowly, wincing. “As our chief—and only—engineer, he’ll insist on seeing what’s in here at some point, and that’s entirely understandable.”
“It is, and we’ll show him. Once we’re away from land, I guess. Maybe once he’s seen the weird shit we deal with, he’ll be okay with it?”
“More likely, he’ll go insane trying to figure the nanites out...but it’ll be an interesting trip one way or another,” he said, smiling.
It was mid-morning before the last load of supplies arrived, including the tablets and various high-tech wonders that we’d ordered. I quickly prepped two tablets, sending James to collect the Oracan and to drop the tech off.
While we waited, Ingrid and I spent several hours making changes to the ship, mainly packing things away. I also replaced one of the existing batteries with a Power Cell for three million nanites, almost cleaning my internal stores out. As the engines had the option to run on full electric or fuel, that singular change meant that, beyond the fuel we had in place already, we’d never need more.
I’d also invested another two million in my armor, making it slightly bulkier, but also far, far less vulnerable to gunfire.
We both stood over the unit, staring down at the writhing mass of nanites, both slightly perturbed by the dual facts that that enormous mass had been inside me at one point. More to the point, they’d once been inside of Athena.
“There’s no way that they can, I don’t know, make her again, right?” Ingrid asked.
I smiled, shaking my head. “No chance, believe me.”
“How long will they take to build it?” she asked.
“A day,” I answered, shrugging. “Jack gets in first, I think, thanks to one of the flights for Zac and Casey being cancelled, then it’s them early tomorrow morning. Jay arrives late tomorrow, midafternoon. After that, we can set sail.”
“We might need to make it sooner,” came James’s grim voice, striding down from the upper deck and looking at us both. “Hans is under heavy observation, and I’m willing to bet we are too, or soon will be if we attempt contact again.”
“What happened?”
“I pulled up at the end of the pier, and within seconds of parking, a pair of American soldiers had appeared on either side of my car. Thank you for cleaning the blood out, by the way.”
“It’s fine,” I said, smiling, I’d done it just before he left, and it’d been a minor job, thanks to the nanites. “So what happened?”
“They wanted to know what I was doing there, and I told them I was parking up and supposed to meet a friend on the pier, that we were fishing. It’s a common enough occurrence that they accepted it, but they still kicked me off with the chemical spill excuse.”
“Is it possible it was his people?” I asked uncertainly.
He shook his head. “Not unless they hate him suddenly. One of them was watching the ship at all times, and both were heavily armed.”
“The phone you gave him is secure. Why not just call him?” Ingrid suggested, all of us moving up to the main deck and the TV where the phone was plugged into the side of it, thanks to a little technical wizardry by my nanites.
I reached out mentally to it and made it connect to Hans, the call going through after a few minutes and showing a naked Hans sitting on the sofa in his stateroom, two girls and another guy all in similar states, with a kilo-mass bag of what looked to be cocaine on the table.
“Hans?” I asked, shocked, as he sat up, his face half-covered in the white powder as he grinned and waved...at the wall off to one side of the TV.
“Steve! Hey everyone, this is my friend Steve,” he slurred, the other three breaking off from their various sexual antics to wave at the camera.
“What the fuck, Hans?” I asked, horrified and in mounting anger.
“Steve...Steve!” Hans hissed, gesturing to me as if to come closer as he tried to tap the side of his nose and utterly missed. “Tears of amethyst...it’s an enhancer as well as a drink!”
With that, he held up a massive handful of mounded cocaine, grinned at the pickup, then dropped his face into the powder, taking a deep breath.
After a couple of seconds, he lifted his face, eyes rolling, powder covering him from eyebrows to chin, and coughed, expelling a cloud of dust that could have killed a rhino. Hans grinned, before falling sideways out of sight.
The other three paused at that, seeing him collapse, and one checked he had a pulse, then nodded to the others, their movements making it clear that they, at least, weren’t drugged.
I cut the connection then, sending a signal to the phone that Hans had to limit it to incoming calls only, and to release all the stored power in the nanites and battery if anyone tried to hack it.
“Well, I wasn’t expecting that,” James said into the silence after a few seconds.
“What the hell was he thinking?” I groaned, shaking my head in disbelief.
“Honestly, I don’t think he was,” Ingrid said after a few seconds, looking at the pair of us. “I got to know him a lot more over the last few years while they were...anyway. Well, he’s an incredibly lonely man, I think, and that would have driven him to alcoholism and drugs long since, if they worked on him. If that ‘tears of amethyst’ makes it possible for other things to affect him? He’s probably having a wonderful time experimenting.”
“Yeah...okay, but still, fuck’s sake, Hans!” I whispered, resting my elbows on the table and my head in my hands.
“The American guards were watching his ship and the recovery procedures as much as they were keeping anyone away,” James pointed out. “It may be that they are guards, as you suggested, but most likely, I think they’re on another’s payroll, possibly one or more factions, all watching to see what he does next...and who he talks to.”
“So we can’t make contact, and we can’t get the Oracan, either,” I muttered. “Okay, we don’t know who those people were and they might be other Arisen, but I doubt it. Most likely they’re...professionals.”
“Sex workers,” Ingrid corrected.
“Probably. Hell, for all we know, they’re his crew but that’s not the point, though. I could go storming over there now, thinking he’s being attacked, and he’s passed out on the floor while they all keep partying without him. Or he might be tied up waiting for us to go to his rescue. I think we have to leave him for now.”
“It’s the most sensible choice,” James agreed, literally as Ingrid said the same.
“We can’t risk going for him right now, and to be honest? He’s done this to himself. Let him sleep it off, or—”
“He’s passed out from excessive consumption,” I corrected. “He face planted a kilo of what looked to be high-grade coke. He’s either dead or he’s not going to sleep for a week when his brain restarts.”
“Okay...and we may well be under observation as well,” James warned me. “I did my best to appear perfectly normal, but—”
“I’ll stay below decks for the rest of the day,” I agreed with a sigh of frustration. “I need to work on the converter anyway, and the Power Cell.”
“I think I can survive staying indoors today,” Ingrid said with a smile, looking around the main deck at the rather luxurious furnishings. “I’ll keep working on the area and see what else I can find out about the Ambracian Gulf.”
“Then I’ll work on the waste disposal angle, see what I can find out about the company debts and who owns what,” James agreed, smiling. “Looks like we’re all staying inside today.”
“You can sit around on the top as well, or whatever,” Ingrid said with a smile. “You’re welcome to work with me, but there’s no need to stay indoors.”
“I may relax on the upper deck for a bit, then, before I go to collect Jack later,” he said with a smile.
I grunted. “Oh yeah, you buggers get to relax in here and sunbathe while I crawl around in the bowels of the ship. Enjoy yourselves.”
“Oh, we will,” Ingrid promised, grinning at me.
“I’m going to get dressed.” I growled, having been quite happy in just my boxers until now. But if I was going to be crawling around in the engine room, I really wanted something comfortable at the very least.




Chapter Twenty



The next two days passed quickly. Jack arrived first, a tall, gangly young man with a happy smile and an almost insanely “can-do” attitude.
Because we were still unsure if we were being watched or not, Ingrid and I stayed more or less hidden below decks. James took Jack on a multitude of minor jobs, both to give us a little privacy and to acclimatize him to the ship and role.
Jack fit in easily everywhere around the ship, picking up the slack and taking over on jobs like laying the cables for the tech upgrades, attaching and entirely rebuilding the computer systems, and generally dealing with anything technical we needed.
Then he got started on his official list of jobs, which included, as deckhand, getting to work cleaning the wooden deck and applying oil and polish to everything.
If anything, the only place he didn’t fit in perfectly was his bunk. As both the most junior member of the crew and as the tallest besides myself, coming in at six feet, four inches, he apparently had a hell of a job fitting himself into the crew quarters.
The next to arrive were Zac and Casey, arriving early the next morning, and they’d barely met us face-to-face boarding the ship before Zac was asking questions about the changes to “his” engine room.
“It’s not right, boss,” Zac said, sitting down across from me after only a few minutes of being aboard. “I’m loving the projected power ratings, but I can’t get into the housing around the secondary system. So if it goes wrong, I can’t fix it. Who built it?”
“I did,” I said with a smile, setting the cup that Casey had given me down and sighing in pleasure. “James, you were right. It’s bloody magic, mate.”
“Thank you, sir,” Casey said with a sunny smile.
I flashed a grin. “Okay, people, first rule of the house: call me Steve or whatever. You don’t have to call me sir or anything like that.”
“That’s great and all, but come on, Steve!” Zac interrupted. “The engines!”
“Fuck’s sake, man, give me a chance,” I told him with a laugh. “Okay, there’s a few systems on board that are massively outside of the normal ones you’ve worked with.” I gestured to Jack. “You’ve already noticed a few of those, right?”
“I have,” he said with a calm smile. “The infrastructure for the connections from the computers to the video wall and more shouldn’t work, but it does. Also, you can control them with a word, or even a gesture at times.”
“Point,” I agreed. “Okay, so the computers are a bit more integrated than you’re used to, and the engines are normal, but there’s a Power Cell of my own creation providing power in the secondary position.”
“Yeah, and that’s another point.” Zac said, cutting in. “You’ve got it in the secondary slot, meaning it’s running through the primary, the way the systems are rigged. But it’s also far more powerful than the primary, so the primary is useless! It won’t pick up the slack if the secondary fails, they’re rigged the wrong way around, wasting fuel, power.”
“Darling,” Casey whispered, gripping his arm and shooting him a savage warning glance. “Perhaps Steve would like to tell you more, but you keep interrupting him?”
“Oh,” Zac said after a minute, grinning sheepishly. “Yeah, sorry about that, bossman.”
“It’s fine, mate,” I said, smiling. “Okay, there’s a lot of details that we’ll explain once we’ve finished the next trip, as by then we’ll have gotten to know each other a bit better. This is a last-chance-to-walk-away situation though—you’ve already seen that there are a few little bits of tech that are valuable onboard.”
“And that thing in the storeroom as well!” Zac said suddenly. “Almost forgot about that!”
“The converter.”
“What’s it convert?” he asked quickly.
“I’ll show you in a few days,” I promised, grinning at the crestfallen look on his face. “Look, you asked for some parts to be ordered so that you could make a few changes to the engines, despite them being fully serviced last week. They’re all in the main storeroom. You’ve got ‘til tomorrow morning, as the last member of the crew should be here later today, then we set sail.”
“We’ll be ready, Steve, Ingrid,” Casey said with a smile, taking her husband by the ear and half-dragging him from his chair as Zac winced and followed along, grabbing Jack on the way past.
Once all three had left, James turned to us both and raised an eyebrow in question.
“I like them,” I said.
“Me too,” Ingrid agreed, smiling. “Jack’s sweet, and Casey and Zac certainly seem to know their roles. I know we’ve got some diving equipment to get sorted out yet, so I’ll have her give me a hand with it.”
“It’s part of her role,” James said with a smile. “She shouldn’t be helping you with it. She’ll do it all and teach Jack the correct ways to store and prepare it.”
“Oh, okay. It just seems—”
“A bit strange having them do it all?” James asked, and she nodded. “It’s part of their role aboard ship, Ingrid, as is helping Jay maintain the kitchen, serving the meals, and clearing away, changing the sheets, and making the coffee. I know this seems alien in some ways, having others serving you, but frankly, they need it. There’s enough work it would be too much for one person to do two of the roles, but not really enough for any of them to be busy, and they’re being paid extremely well for their time.”
“I know. I mean, I remember the reasons for hiring them, but...”
“It still feels wrong?” he asked, and I nodded along with Ingrid.
“It really does.”
“Think of it this way. Even though this is your yacht, view it as a small luxury hotel. You don’t expect to go into the hotel kitchen and prepare your own meals; that’s the hotel’s job. This is the same. I’ll keep working with you and run the crew. But frankly, I’ll have lots of time to be able to assist you both as well once we leave port. There’s too many of us for the jobs we have and too few to get rid of a member of the crew, so just enjoy it.”
“I’ll try,” Ingrid said with a smile, reaching under the table and interlacing my fingers in hers, taking a deep breath and nodding to me. “Are you ready?”
“I am,” I agreed with a smile, and James smiled back, wishing me good luck before backing away and heading off to join the rest of the crew in the getting-to-know-you session that was undoubtably going on below decks.
We shifted around a little, getting comfortable. My stomach rolled a little with nerves as Ingrid used the small remote I’d made for her, connecting the video wall to another tablet James had arranged to be delivered by a courier company he personally trusted a few days ago.
The video wall flared to life, showing a calling sign, one that was quickly answered on the other side by a woman who appeared barely older than Ingrid, and whose face broke into an ecstatic smile at the sight of her daughter. An older man appeared quickly and looked down at the screen alongside her.
“Hi, Mor, Far!” Ingrid called out, clear tears in her voice as she waved frantically at her parents.
“Inga!” the older woman whispered, smiling proudly. “It’s been too long,” she said in lightly accented English, clearly for my benefit.
“It’s okay, Mor, he’s learned Dansk,” Ingrid said proudly, lifting my hand onto the table and gripping it tightly. “Mor, Far,” she continued, switching completely to Danish. “I’d like you to meet Steve, my boyfriend.”
I smiled somewhat self-consciously, waving one hand as I spoke up.
“It’s an honor to meet you,” I said.
“We’ve heard a great deal about you, Steven,” her father said slowly, watching me carefully. “But despite you dating our daughter for some time, this is the first time we’ve seen you. Can we hope this will be the start of regularly seeing Inga again?”
“I apologize, sir,” I said formally, remembering Ingrid telling me that he was an ex-navy captain. “My business has kept me very busy of late. Unfortunately, certain opponents in the industry have made things very difficult, hence providing you with a secure device to make calls to us on. Hopefully, though, we’ll be able to meet properly soon.”
“Hmm.”
That was all I got from him. After a few seconds of silence, Ingrid’s mother, Freja, jumped in and started asking questions about our lives. Ingrid and her mother talked quickly, clearly loving being able to talk properly, and after a few minutes, I excused myself.
As I stood, though, inclining my head formally to both her parents, it made the relative difference in our heights clear. Ingrid was tall for a woman, at six feet, but at seven feet, two inches, I overtopped her significantly, and their eyes widened when my toned and significant muscles became evident onscreen.
Once I was out of the room, though, I dropped the smiling “lord of industry” persona and leant against the wall, letting a sigh loose.
I’d faced vampires and werewolves without a thought. Hell, I’d gutted Athena herself, but meeting Ingrid’s parents? Fuck, that’d been terrifying!
I left her to talk to them and grabbed a coffee, moving down to our room and stripping off, jumping in the shower, then collapsing on the bed. For the first time in ages, I didn’t plan or plot or chase my girlfriend around. Instead, I just lay there, clean and relaxed, and took some time out.
Ingrid joined me after an hour or so, and we fooled around for a bit, then another shower, and we were back on deck for a late lunch, having Marie and Martin, our neighbors, over for lunch and enjoying a little downtime at James’s encouragement.
He’d pointed out that, until the crew were settled in and we trusted them, they couldn’t really be used to help with anything sensitive, and I certainly couldn’t do anything “unusual,” so that basically left relaxing and playing at being yacht owners.
The elderly couple from the next yacht over had been friendly enough so far, and they were nice people, so it made sense and let the crew get a bit of a feel for working on the ship. We all got to laugh at Martin, who’d been thoroughly told off for his attempts at working on the engines himself.
Zac took the time to examine the engines once he’d gone over our own, and had pronounced them a disgrace, then vanished for twelve hours straight, declaring that, as an engineer, he couldn’t ignore the state of them, overhauling the entire system, using the spares they had and a few hundred euros worth of extras.
While he was doing that, Martin and Marie were thanking us for our generosity in “lending” them a fully trained and enthusiastic engineer who would have cost them thousands normally in a boatyard. Casey was thanking them for distracting him so thoroughly.
“Honestly, he’ll claim it’s a ‘disgrace’ and more, but it’s what he lives for,” she assured them. “He’s never happier than when he’s playing with an engine.”
“Well, thank you all!” Marie said firmly, gripping her husband’s hand and smiling. “He’s an old fool, but I’d not be without him, and one more attempt at the engines himself might have killed him! He’s getting a pacemaker fitted, you know? When we made him go to the hospital after then engine fell on him, they found that...”
And just like that, Marie was happily talking again, and the afternoon passed quickly.
Jay arrived a few hours later, James having gone for him, and once Marie and Martin had returned to their own ship, we got him settled in, then handed a wedge of cash over to each of the new crew members, sending them out to collect the final essentials they needed to operate at sea.
Jay and Jack had gone together, the pair already arguing. Apparently, Jay’s American drawl of “y’all” drove Jack insane, and we’d all agreed that, once we were away from shore, and he couldn’t change his mind, we’d all start doing it as well, because what was life without a little fun?
The meal that night was spectacular, and I had to admit, as I lay there on the sofa, recovering from what had to have been half a cow, perfectly cooked, and ribs that were to literally die for, that regardless of anything else, there was no way I’d swap my life for anyone’s.
I owned a goddamn yacht, ate like a king, and was in love with the perfect woman for me—not to mention I occasionally got to fight to the death with assholes.
It might not be the life some people dreamed of, but for me? It was perfect.
The crew, including James, went out for a last night ashore, leaving us for the first time in ages fully alone, and we made the most of it, just relaxing and not worrying about anyone else hearing anything—besides our neighbors who, apart from Marie and Martin, seemed to think we were some sort of sexual deviants, for some reason.
By the time we got up the next morning, it was sunny, the seas were calm, and everything was ready. The breakfast was great, as was the coffee, and James was regaling Ingrid and me with the tales of Jack’s adventures. He’d gotten outrageously drunk, not being a drinker previously, and trying to keep up with Zac and Jay.
The end result was that he’d mistaken an obvious “lady of negotiable affection” for a genuinely interested lady asking him a question.
That in itself wouldn’t normally have been so funny, but because he had just left the bar, the fresh air hit him, and he was so tall, he’d leant down to try and hear her better...then fell over.
He’d taken her with him, then rolled the pair of them down a small bank and into an ornamental stream, where the lady had beaten him with her handbag repeatedly while demanding money for her ruined dress (the top half, having been tiny, had “popped,” leaving nothing to the imagination) and makeup.
When he’d fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a thick wedge of cash, she’d grabbed it and tried to run. She’d then had to be grabbed by Casey and relieved of Jack’s ten thousand euros. I’d given them the same amount each earlier as an advance in case they wanted anything when they were out.
He’d been sensibly keeping it, and had nearly ended up losing it all to a very, very cheap hooker.
The lady had then shouted something in Greek, and a half dozen others ran in, all trying to grab the money, or jump Jack, having decided he was rich and an idiot.
James, being the consummate professional that he was, stood back and got Zac to film the entire thing for Jack’s parents, who we were assured were Aussies and would find the whole thing hilarious.
Then, he’d stepped in and sorted things out, giving the first lady a hundred euros to “sort herself out” then peeled two more ladies off Jack, while making it clear that Jay wasn’t allowed to take three more back to his crew quarters for a “night they’d remember.” He also had Casey release the one who had gotten violent with her, and had ended up eating soil while Casey explained why the “scream and flail wildly with nails that were virtually claws” method was a mistake.
Jack was now trying to appear to be fine, while sweating and having to run and be sick, while James taught Ingrid and me to pilot the yacht.
We waved goodbye to Marie and Martin and passed a miserable old bastard who always glared at me from a few yachts further down. Because I was never going to grow up, I mooned him as we passed, on our way out to sea.
All in all, it was a great morning, as we discovered that we actually loved sailing...when we were in charge of a seriously luxurious yacht, anyway.
We sailed west out of Athens, with me scouring the sky regularly, as well as the sea around us. We found a few dozen hidden data devices, but nothing that was specifically looking for us or interested anyway, reaching the Corinth Canal a few hours later, then mooring at the city of Patras that evening.
Another magnificent dinner followed a video call with Ingrid’s parents. Her sister had come round for the call as well, and knowing this, we’d made a bit more of an effort, making the call from the deck of the yacht, with me speaking a little, then leaving Ingrid to talk to them all, showing off the yacht.
I jumped back in only when she introduced the yacht as “Steve’s yacht.”
“Actually,” I corrected her, leaning into the camera’s field again, “Ingrid picked it and paid for it from our money, so it’s our yacht, not mine.”
“You’ve got a yacht?” her sister asked slowly. “I’m flying down to join you. There’s more than one cabin, right?”
“There’s four main cabins,” Ingrid acknowledged with a smile, embarrassed but unable to help showing off a little to her sister. “There’s another three crew cabins as well. They’re all taken, with the crew obviously, and James, our friend and right hand has the second largest cabin, but there’s a double and a twin left for now.”
“Seriously, I’ll get a flight tomorrow,” her sister said quickly, pulling her phone out and starting to look for flights. “You don’t know how much I need a holiday.”
“I’d love it if you could,” Ingrid said sadly. “But we can’t. We’ve got things we’re working on, but as soon as this is sorted—”
“Oh, come on!” her younger sister said, glaring at the pickup. “None of us have seen you properly in years. Dad was convinced you were being held hostage somewhere—it’s that bad—and then suddenly you’re back, and you’re talking normally? Well, you don’t look exhausted and like you’re being used for slave labor anyway, but you still won’t tell us where you are? Or come home?”
“She’s right, Inga,” her father said firmly. “As much as I don’t like imposing, I do want to see you, and soon.”
He glared from his daughters to me, then sat forwards and spoke directly to me.
“As an ex-naval man, I understand there are sometimes needs for operation security, Steven. However, you are not, as far as I know, affiliated with any government, or military?”
“No sir, I am...independent.”
“A mercenary?”
“Something like that, sir. A contractor, however, would be more accurate.”
“And why is my daughter involved in your ‘contracts?’”
“We deal with archeological sites,” I said truthfully. “You’re aware that many have been plundered or destroyed in the last few years? Well, I’m involved in the examination of these sites. Your daughter leads these investigations, and I provide security as much as anything else.”
“So, we’re back to why you would need operation security.”
“Because some of these sites are both sensitive and contain artifacts.”
“Treasure hunters,” Ingrid cut in. “Basically, Far, we spend a lot of our time trying to keep ahead of the treasure hunters. They can be very violent, and would think nothing of trying to use you to get to us. I know it’s ridiculous, but some of the artifacts we’ve found so far? They’re worth millions, if not billions.”
“Very well, then. In that case, is this line secure?”
“It is, sir,” I said firmly. “That’s why we sent you that device specifically, it’s...upgraded for this kind of thing.”
“Then, while I’m certain there’s nothing here in our home, I’ll have a friend sweep it for listening devices, and we will talk in a few days. When we speak again, I expect you to have a way for us to see Inga, properly.”
“I’ll do my best, sir, but I make no promises. If the risk is unacceptable—”
“Then I will come alone. But that is my daughter, and I’ll do whatever I have to do to see her again and make sure she’s safe.”
“I—” I paused, not sure what to do. My own family weren’t anything like this. Hell, my mother had gone out, supposedly to the shop for cigarettes, and hadn’t come back, and my father...well, he was a cockroach with legs.
Walking away from him had been immensely satisfying, and I knew that there was a good chance he’d not even noticed I’d left them for good.
“I’ll do what I can, sir,” I agreed, before leaving Ingrid to the call. “How the hell do I do this, James?” I asked him, off to one side.
“I’m not sure you can,” he replied. “While there are definitely ways, there’s...the risks are considerable.”
“Yeah, but the grief her parents are going to give her, not to mention the rest of her family,” I muttered.
“Perhaps a compromise?”
“I’m listening.”
“We could sail there. With the ship as it is, it would take maybe a week? A little longer perhaps, considering the distance we’d need to travel, and arrange for the family to have a seemingly totally separate outing, then have you meet them? It means you might not get all of them, as you’d have issues arranging the meeting.”
He paused. “Actually, once we’ve got things a little more settled, we could send Jack or Casey to them, have them bump into them and...” He paused again, rubbing his chin. “Leave the logistics to me. The issue with sending them a text with the details is the same as if we have a physical meeting. Essentially, it can be seen by a camera, or they may discuss it somewhere that a listening device can pick it up. Or, if the factions believe you’re making direct contact, they may decide to intervene and threaten you. I’ll see what I can come up with.”
“Thank you, mate,” I said, sighing, watching how happily Ingrid was talking to her family and wishing it could be as easy as just jumping on a plane.
The evening meal was wonderful, and I even enjoyed leaning against the railing, drinking rum, and listening with Ingrid to Casey berating Jay, who apparently refused to use arugula, whatever the hell that was.
My only rules when it came to our meals was that the foul herb coriander—that the Americans called cilantro for some reason—was banned. The goddamn thing tasted like soap.
The next morning dawned clear and warm, and we left Patras with the morning tide, sailing due west, looping around the island of Kefalonia and then heading north. Cranking the engines up to full, we let Zac monitor them before we turned due east, passing between the harbors of Preveza and into the Ambracian Gulf at last.
The last few days had been fun, but also weirdly on edge, making both Ingrid and I feel like we were playing a part in a play. We weren’t able to relax, knowing that our crew, beyond James, had no clue of the sights we were going to see.




Chapter Twenty-One



We docked the next morning at the tiny harbor of Salaora, meeting the bemused port authority—a fifteen-year-old kid whose father was the official port inspector but was on holiday—and I got on the bike that James had arranged for me, a Harley Davidson, Iron 1200, the best that could be arranged on short notice, and a jeep for Ingrid, James, and the others.
We’d agreed that Jack would be left aboard ship this time, and Casey the next, and while that was a little unfair, the truth was that the others weren’t really needed for this at all. If anything, they were a risk both to themselves and me, but it was also the best way for them to see the realities of what was to come.
Ingrid and James had managed to narrow the various attacks and disappearances in this area down to a three-mile stretch of the wetlands national park.
The problem was, they really meant wetlands.
The entire area was essentially a bog, one that was massively overgrown with tall grasses, rushes, weird trees that loved the water, which just freaked me out, massive stretches of shifting forests, and small islands that came and went according to the tides and seasons.
It was going to be terrible to search, and we all knew it, but fortunately, James had again proven his worth beyond arranging transport. He’d managed to convince the locals that we were internationally renowned scientists in the field of ancient conservation and exploration.
Once he’d managed that, we were given the all clear to borrow a small skiff to explore. It was a shallow, almost flat-bottomed boat that looked like it’d be at home in Florida, but it was perfect for our needs.
It also helped that I donated a cool million euros to their accounts, and as such, the local guides were all smiles and welcomes, the next few years of desperate funding crises averted by that unexpected windfall.
I rode the bike, leading the way, my helm showing me the route on the heads-up display while the others followed in the jeep.
Zac had offered to ride the bike as well, thinking it was a space issue that had resulted in the extra vehicle, and Ingrid had explained it was in case I needed to spend more time on site than the others, more than anything else.
That had got some frowns, as they understood her desire to examine the few ancient ruins that could be found in the fens, but me?
Nobody really had a handle on my part in any of this yet.
The trip only took an hour from the small harbor, and another twenty minutes got us all to the rangers’ station.
It was a small wooden cabin, a single large room, with a separate small bedroom and storeroom at the back, the kitchen in the main room, and a toilet outside, weirdly.
When we arrived, we found the two rangers waiting, standing side by side and smiling widely as we pulled up. The boy in the port authority had warned us about the fens and how easy it was to get lost, but the rangers seemed oddly enthusiastic about our trip.
It took another ten minutes of us all pretending interest in the various animal prints and so on that had been found in the area at the rangers’ post, but then they seemed almost relieved as they gave us directions to the section we needed to see and a GPS locator for the skiff, “just in case.”
Then they waved us off, inordinately happily, and for the first time, I had the horrible thought that we weren’t the ones that were conning anyone.
I reached out, as slowly and as subtly as I could, sensing the pair of them, and finding...something.
I didn’t know what it was, so I triggered my examination facility, getting a description of a local Support Variant for one, and a Combat Variant for the other, making me slightly more cautious, but...
“You getting cold feet, bossman?” Zac asked.
I looked back at him surprised, realizing that the others had moved on, and I was just standing staring at the pair of rangers, who were staring at me, equally silently.
“No, sorry, mate, just lost in thought!” I said quickly, forcing a smile at the rangers, who smiled back in unison, teeth abnormally white.
I shook my head and moved down the little jetty from the rangers’ station, climbing aboard the skiff and letting James take the controls, nudging us around and into the fens, the land vanishing from sight in seconds.
The protected wetlands were made up of thousands of small islands, mudflats, and sandbanks, with a veritable forest that covered at least half of the area as well.
The protected area was about two kilometers across at the top, and four or five at the bottom, maybe ten long. In the section that we wanted?
It was the most heavily overgrown by far.
We had roughly twenty-five kilometers to search, or fifteen miles, with a specific area that was maybe three miles in size that was the epicenter of the disappearances. Almost as soon as we left the shore, Casey growled under her breath.
“There’s no signal out here,” she warned us, shaking her phone. “I just went to take a photo and realized that even the emergency band is gone. It’s totally dead when it comes to calls...best not to fall in, darling,” she said to Zac, smiling at him.
“In there? It’d take me a week to get clean!” he whispered, seemingly horrified at the thought.
We gave him amused glances. Since he’d arrived, he’d been filthy, spending most of his time working on the engines. Even when he’d declared them to be in perfect order, he still somehow managed to get oil over his face and arms, not to mention his clothes, at every opportunity.
The next half an hour while we closed on the area we wanted was quiet; most of the time we were more worried about not falling out of the skiff, as even James was having difficulty navigating. Twice, we’d already hit something submerged, making the entire skiff lurch.
“We should have taken two,” Ingrid whispered to me, looking sick with worry.
“Look on the bright side—I can get you back to the yacht, if need be,” I promised.
“If you have to. At least the skiff won’t be overloaded for the others, but still.”
“I know, but let’s face it. If we need it, I can fix probably any damage it gets,” I said, smiling to her and winking at James, who’d heard my comment.
“I’m sure, between you and Zac, we’d certainly have no issues.”
“You trust us enough to talk about the little black box yet, boss?” Zac asked after a few minutes, and Casey promptly smacked his arm, making him grin at me. “Come on, you knew what you were getting with me, and you promised me access to cutting-edge tech.”
“Hold that thought,” James said, slowing the skiff as we took a wide arc around a set of trees, only to find a half-dozen other skiffs.
Four were docked, tied up to a small island, with a single space in the middle of them that ours would just pass through.
The other two were sticking out of the water, clearly badly damaged.
“Oh shit,” Zac muttered, “Mate, we can’t pass by...they might need help!” Casey nodded, while Jay frowned and turned to look at James, Ingrid, and me.
“What do you want to do?” James asked me.
“Take us in,” I said, rolling my shoulders and moving forwards. “Okay people!” I said in a louder voice. “We came here for three reasons. First, yes, we needed to see the ruins, but that’s not the main reason. There’s a lot of unexplained deaths going on in the area, and that’s what we as a team are going to be investigating.
“Zac, you know just about all there is to know about engineering, including a hell of a lot about fuels and chemical leaks. Casey, as a marine biologist as well as crew, you might spot things nobody else would. Ingrid is an archeologist, and if she spots something that’s wrong, well, you better listen to her.”
“If she sees a goddamn dinosaur around here, I’m gonna be pissed,” Jay muttered. “They made me leave ma guns at home!”
“Well, that’s a point.” I grunted a laugh. “Next time, we can see about getting you all some weapons...just in case.”
“Yeah, I’d appreciate that, as well as an explanation next time. No offense, boss, but we weren’t recruited for this shit. You want to hunt nutters, you feel free. But if Casey gets hurt on this because you felt like a thrill? You and me are gonna have words.” Zac growled at me.
I smiled at him, unable to help myself.
“Zac...all of you,” James said firmly, “I’m well-aware of what you signed up for, and I’m the one who picked you out specifically for the jobs that Steve has mentioned. And I’m also aware that this would count as recruiting you under false pretenses, however...I picked you for these roles because I believe you to be ideal for them. You are in considerably less danger currently than you think, primarily because, if Steve says he will protect you, then by my word, you could march across a battlefield and emerge without a scratch.”
“You have no idea what Steve is capable of,” Ingrid agreed, looking around. “Believe me, there’s a danger here, but we wouldn’t have brought you if we didn’t believe it was both manageable and minor.”
I started to respond, then froze, twisting around and looking at the water, having sensed something, but it was gone in a flash. I spun, sensing something on the far side of the boat, then it was gone as well.
“James!” I snapped, overriding the conversations around me as James attempted to make the others feel happier about being there. “Get us to solid land, and fast.”
“Brace yourselves!”
He didn’t question it, punching the throttle hard and sending the little skiff lurching forwards. The shallow draft was enough that, when he deftly steered between the other boats tied up, instead of slamming into the shore, it bounced and rammed up a few meters onto the land.
We’d all been thrown about a bit, but I leaped free as soon as we came to a stop, landing on surprisingly solid grassy ground and taking a few quick steps. The high rushes and low trees on either side of the landing spot hid the majority of the island from view.
The others jumped down and followed me, Zac starting to open his mouth, glaring at me, when my senses went into overdrive, and I spun, feeling the approach of something that was all sorts of wrong.
“Please, sir...please help,” called a little girl’s voice, and I glared at the trees, instincts roaring to life at the pathetic, weak voice...until a prompt lashed up.
Base Auditory Assault Identified: Nanites Assessing...
Countering...
Base Olfactory Assault Identified: Nanites Assessing...
Countering...
I blinked, frowning, as the sound of the little girl’s voice shifted, the sound dopplering away, becoming warped as if I was listening to it underwater.
I blinked, seeing the others rushing forwards, and I reached out, shoving them back and glaring around.
“Steve!” Ingrid said, horrified that I’d stop her. “It’s a child, and they need help!”
“No,” I growled. “It’s not.”
The chest-high grasses shifted from side to side, signs of passage of dozens of small figures.
“Come out!” I ordered in a loud voice, only to be met with a low susurration of laughter.
“What’s happening?” Jay asked in a low growl. “What happened to the kid?”
“It wasn’t a kid,” I snapped, filtering the sounds as best I could. “It was an auditory assault. James, Ingrid, congratulations, you found some of the fuckers right off the bat, so explain it to the others.”
While they started to speak in a low voice, I watched the area, trying to catch one of the movements long enough to trigger an identification.
“Why don’t we get back on the boat?” Zac asked.
I shook my head. “Because there’s something in the water, and it’s playing with us.”
“Fuck’s sake! I don’t even have a damn knife!” he snarled. “Bossman, you’re getting a punch for this! And next time, I’m bringing my goddamn knife!”
“Knives sound good,” I agreed, a sudden thought springing to mind as I reached down and picked up a large rock with a grunt.
I focused on it, bringing up the Conversion ability and accepting the loss of the majority of the mass, for the much smaller resulting lump of metal, about three kilos in weight.
“How the hell did you do that?!” Zac yelped, stunned. I kept working, pouring nanites into it, separating it out into six smaller forms, then altering them further, separating them out and forming grips, then narrow blades.
The giggles and laughter from the long grasses around me stopped when I started forming the metal, becoming hisses of anger when, after only a minute or so, they became identifiable as blades.
I snapped the first one off, carefully gripping the blade, and passed it to Jay, who was on my left, speaking very firmly as I did so.
“Whatever you do, don’t cut yourself with these. They’re sharp enough it’ll go through bone before you feel it.”
Jay immediately reached up, clearly intending on touching the edge, probably carefully, and I grabbed his hand, glaring at him.
“I mean it. You’ll lose a finger,” I warned him.
He swallowed and nodded, stepping to the side and slashing the blade at a tree instead.
He paused, then went to do it again, only to have the branch fall free before he could hit again.
“Shit...I thought I missed,” he hissed, staring down at the knife. “I barely felt—”
“Trespasser!” came a new voice, and it was behind us.
I spun, seeing nothing, then spun back acting on instinct, kicking out as I felt something nearby. My foot connected with something that snarled and backed away, the air fuzzing around it.
I triggered my examination ability before it could flee fully though, and the prompt made me stare in shock.
 
	Fen Nymph

	Biological Weapon Variant


	A simplistic and easily tamed creature, the various sub-races of Nymph owe their survival to the creature they bond to, gaining powers that work in symbiosis with their controller. These Variants make ideal support creations, and were deemed worthy of continued research due to their extreme lifespans and cheap development costs.
Capabilities:
Glamour: Nymphs with this ability can convince the unwary to move closer and to let their guard down, or to act in ways that are appropriate to their nature, but are limited in their effectiveness overall to actions the target is willing to undertake.
Phase-Shift: Nymphs of the Cave, Fen, Forest, and Mountain all have the innate ability to phase-shift through seemingly solid matter, if in the center of their power, or close to their bonded master.
Paralyze: These Nymphs have bonded with a creature that has an innate Paralytic ability, gaining a weaker, but still effective variant of this ability.


	HP 60/60

	Nymph


	
	



“Fucking hell,” I snarled, glaring at the little creature as it backed away, my nanites highlighting the edges of the fuzzing in the air and making it clear that the reason I’d been unable to see them before was that they had a similar stealth Conceal ability to me.
“What is it?” Ingrid asked as I started handing the blades out again.
“Fen nymphs,” I said slowly. “Looks like they’re not necessarily violent and evil, but they’re bonded to something that is.”
“What the fuck is that!” Zac screamed, his voice cracking and warbling like a fourteen-year-old as I spun in the direction he was pointing, seeing a figure hauling itself from the muddy water.
 
	Mavka

	Biological Weapon Variant


	Mavka were created as advanced Insurgent Class Biological Weapon Variants. Able to survive on most forms of flesh, the Mavka are extremely hardy creatures, able to survive in almost any form of water, regardless of depth and temperature, provided they have sufficient meat to consume to fuel their changes.
Mavka breed extremely slowly, but will defend nests to the death, gathering entire communities to defend a single spawning.
Capabilities:
Ensorcell: Mavka can force those with lesser wills to serve them, regardless of the targets’ personal preferences, and will develop local populations that will seek to draw in outsiders to add to their number...or to feed the Mavka.
Hydro-Warp: Mavka are capable of short-range hydro-warping, enabling them to travel short distances through seemingly unconnected bodies of water in times of extreme stress.
Paralyze:
The Mavka secretes a powerful acidic paralytic from its fangs and claws that enables it to restrain much stronger prey, giving the physically weak creature a powerful attack.


	HP 60/60

	Water Spirit


	
	



“Mavka!” I snapped, breaking the remaining knives free and dropping them on the floor to continue the change, now that the nanites were flowing across them all. “She’s mine. The rest of you get back on the boat and get the hell out of here...and stay clear of any locals! She’s been twisting them to guide in travelers. I should have known the rangers were too easily convinced to step aside,” I muttered.
“We’re a crew,” Casey said firmly, picking one of the knives up and brandishing it, moving to put her back to Ingrid’s as she took one too, James, Zac, and Jay moving in as well, knives held at the ready.
I stepped clear of them, moving towards the mavka and examining it, seeing the origin of a dozen myths clear before me.
She, because it was clearly a she, judging from the tits, was humanoid from the waist up. She had a single long, serpentine tail from the waist down, with four arms, each ending in black claws. Most of her face was hidden behind a mass of wet hair the color of seaweed, but her mouth...it was a mess of sharp fangs, and I shook my head as I marched forwards.
It was her that I’d sensed swimming around us as we’d come in towards the island, and I couldn’t help but grin at the mass of nanites I sensed. It wasn’t as many as some of the vamps I’d fought, but it was a lot more than the werewolves had, and that meant one thing to me.
This was a fight that was well worth it.
“Boss, get back here!” Zac called. “No need for heroics, all right? We forgive you for the shit you pulled.”
“I appreciate that, Zac,” I called back, starting to circle the mavka as she slithered up the bank to face me, the tail carrying the humanoid body aloft. “Try not to kill any of the nymphs, but defend yourselves until I’ve killed this.”
“Have fun, dear,” Ingrid called, smiling at me. The others, save James, glanced at her in shock, noting the lack of any concern for me.
“Watch your sections,” James called, stooping and grabbing a handful of mud from the floor and throwing it forwards, left-handed. “If you think you see something, throw mud at it. You’ll soon see if it’s real or not.”
“Uh, James, the boss—” Zac started to say, when the mavka threw herself forwards, arms outstretched, and fanged mouth wide. The lower jaw dislocated like a snake, ready to ingest me.
I grinned, pulling my armor free and coating myself in it as I stepped in close.
“HOLYfuckin’shitonacracker!” Zac grunted, stunned as I was suddenly covered in liquid black nanites, my armor building itself and granting me a few extra inches in height, even as I caught two of the mavka’s arms, twisting them back and breaking her forearms with an audible crrrrack that rang out across the small island.
The mavka screamed, lower arms scrabbling against my armor, claws leaving trails of viscous fluids. The tail flicked forwards, drawing tight around me as she attempted to crush me.
I felt my legs drawn together, and I released the arms I’d already broken, grabbing the lower ones. But before I could snap them as well, I felt pain, actual pain on my chest and lower ribs.
Advanced Acidic Paralytic Identified: Nanites Assessing...
Countering...
I growled in fury, twisting the arms as hard as I could and making her scream as I broke them. Then I pulled my head back and headbutted her, smashing her teeth back into her throat, before pulling back and doing it again.
The pain was spreading, but so was a numb feeling, and I started to swear, realizing that if the nanites couldn’t counter it soon, then the bitch might win, after all.
Nanite Prioritization Request:
Acidic Regulation: Yes/No
Paralytic Counteragent: Yes/No
“Acid!” I snapped out loud, unintentionally. If I was paralyzed, I might still have time to fix this, thanks to nanites not being affected properly by it. But if it burned its way through me entirely? The others would almost certainly die before I could recover enough to kill the bitch.
I threw my head back and slammed it forwards again, even as the mavka wrapped her tail around me tighter...then twisted, hissing, and rolled us both into the water.
I heard someone scream my name, then the water was streaming past. We were sinking, mud blooming and blocking out the sun overhead as the mavka thrashed and tried to drown me.
I twisted the arms I held savagely, yanking them this way and that, the water suddenly filling with greenish blood as well. She screamed, the water shivering as she shrank, almost falling away from me as she tried to flick me free of her tail.
The arms came loose, shed much in the same way a lizard might abandon a tail, and I triggered my claws, sinking them into her back and tail, wrapping my legs around her as best I could before triggering the tentacles and punching them through her as well, locking them onto each other to make sure the bitch couldn’t escape.
She screeched again, the sound...weird, making my head hurt as vertigo like I’d never encountered suddenly tore into me, making the world roll and roil. My vision blanked; I was unable to focus on anything...
Then it was gone. The water all around me suddenly exploded in movement. She thrashed violently, air touching my skin, then water as we fought and writhed in a sudden shallow patch.
I released one hand, flexing my claws and digging them deep into her upper chest, a childish remnant lamenting the loss of such cracking tits. Then I tore down, opening her from sternum to stomach.
She tried to scream, her mouth a mass of broken teeth and leaking acidic paralytic venom. Then I’d managed to drag myself up far enough, even as she squeezed with all her strength with her tail, trying to crush me....I drove my right fist down into her face. The augmented strength, the suit, my hatred and determination, all enough to overcome the water’s drag as I pinned her head back against a rock in the shallow stream and smashed her skull into splinters.
Her tail spasmed, then she started writhing and shaking as the last uncoordinated commands fled through damaged and broken nerves, making her body alternately try to crush me and flex away.
In seconds, it was done, and I wearily dragged myself up onto the shore, her remains still plastered to me, body twitching, as I looked around for the others, swearing violently.
I wasn’t on an island surrounded by overgrown weeds and shitty trees anymore...
I was in cavern, one that was filled with pools of water, bones, and tumbled-down buildings, half-formed huts, and more.
All around, I heard movement.
“Well, fuck,” I muttered, pulling her body free fully and tossing her aside before standing tall, feeling pain from the sections of my chest and stomach that were exposed to the air and the acid. Feeling returned then fled again, and eyes appeared all around, long-haired faces lifting from pools with hisses of rage. “Fancy calling it even, and we can talk about this?” I asked, only to hear more enraged growls building, chorused by dozens of smaller figures and their hungry growls.
I’d somehow ended up right in the middle of their nest, and they clearly weren’t happy about it.
“Fine,” I panted, my helm opening at a thought as I spat on the floor. “Come on, then. Let’s see if I can make sushi.”




Chapter Twenty-Two



I glanced around quickly, trying to get a rough count and finding there were at least a dozen of them and perhaps half again in tiny versions that I’d call kids, if not for the whole glowing eyes, fangs, and lack of arms. They were seriously freaky-looking snakes, and I really understood that whole fear of snakes thing that some people had when I laid eyes on them.
I was standing on a small island surrounded by random pools of water. The air reeked and was clearly thick with shit. The walls of the cavern were coated in various mosses and small fungi, and the rough stonework that I’d seen at first glance resolved into a partially collapsed and heavily overgrown dome with sections tumbled down. What I’d taken for buildings were clearly a mix of fallen interior rooms and attempts at rebuilds over the centuries.
The mavka were pulling themselves from pools all around the room, some larger than the one I’d already fought, but the majority smaller with at least thirty of them, all told.
“Let’s get this done,” I muttered, watching them slowly slithering across the muck towards me.
“Tressspasssser...” First one, then another hissed.
I gestured with my left hand, waving for them to get on with it.
“Yeah, whatever, bitch. I didn’t expect to come here. She brought me, somehow,” I growled, pointing at the now fully dead form of their sister.
“Murrrrderrrrerrrr,” a dozen voices hissed.
“Hey, fuck you, you started this,” I snapped before I felt the nanites incoming behind me. I spun, extruding the punch dagger and ramming it home into the chest of one that had tried to take advantage of my distraction, even as I shifted my nanites from storing and building the kinetic charge into enhancing my healing.
She slammed into me, staggering me back a few steps. My blade crashed through her ribcage, piercing her heart and starting to feed, tearing her nanites loose.
The body twisted and thrashed for a second, then sagged as the others closed in.
I ripped the blade free, throwing her back into another that was approaching, and lengthened the Harvest Blade. When I flicked out the Vorpal Blade, the distinctive high-pitched thrummm of its arrival filled the air.
I yanked that arm sideways, carving through the forehead of a leaping creature with one jerk, sending her crashing to the floor. Blood sprayed, tail frantically hammering on the floor as the top and bottom of her head fell separate.
Others leapt from all sides, smaller ones leaping onto me, tails wrapping around me, and fangs attempting to get a purchase. Their larger sisters gathered their tails under them and leaped, propelling themselves through the air, arms spread wide, teeth gleaming in the little light from phosphorescent fungus.
I spun and ducked, slashing and kicking, trying to keep moving and knowing instinctively that staying still was death in this fight. Stabbing out with either blade and ripping them apart, I paused, slapping at my legs as the smaller fuckers worked together, trying to bring me down.
I smacked one of the largest aside with the flat of the Vorpal Blade, sending her reeling, and twisted, punching the Harvest Blade forwards. The blade altered and unlocked, forming its whip shape. I yanked back to get momentum, then flicked forwards again, wrapping around her neck.
The whip extruded a dozen spines, jutting out into her neck. I pulled hard, the spines acting like tiny sharp teeth, ripping through flesh and sending her head flying in a great gout of green blood.
I yanked the whip back into a dagger, then speared a little fucker, barely three feet long as it wrapped itself around my right leg, trying to bind my knee straight and slow me.
I tore it in half, then retracted the Harvest Blade entirely, grabbing the still-connected lower half and pulling, even as I ripped the Vorpal Blade up and down in the air blindly, safe in the knowledge that any hit with it was a nasty wound.
The air was full of screams, flying blood, and clouds of venom, and despite my determination, I was slowing.
The acidic compound had been countered, eventually, but not before I lost half the armor over my stomach and sides, and certainly some of the chest and leg plates as well.
It’d stopped now, the nanites able to counter it and ignore it. They’d even managed to rebuild the skin and burned organs...but they’d been focused on that, and now the paralytic was really starting to kick my ass.
As I lost more and more feeling, I slowed, unable to move as cleanly. I started to get more hits, claws that managed to catch me for just a second or two, but long enough to do damage, tearing bloody lines across my frantically healing skin, chunks of flesh tearing free.
I countered it as best I could, using my nanites to replace the muscles that snapped and slithered free. Tendons that tore were ignored, and nanite bands worked to bend my body, to flex and hold it together, even as fresh nanites flowed forth, pouring across the wounded and uncovered areas, trying to repair and replace their lost brethren.
The nanites were practically liquid in this form, though, and before they could join fully, rebuilding the eaten armor, claws would dip in, tearing them free, flinging handfuls of half-formed armor free.
I cut and sliced, my nanite tentacles flowing out and splitting, half sinking into the ground, lifting me and carrying me like additional legs, the others flickering back and forth, frantically driving the creatures back.
I moved as quickly as I could, seeing the wall nearby and driving tentacles into it, grabbing bricks and slabs, hauling myself upwards, climbing the dome like a spider and dragging my body up out of reach.
As the last fell clear, leaping and missing, unable to reach me, I grinned. My arms that had been beating them back now reached out, plucking the smaller forms free of my legs and waist. One of the fuckers had managed to wrap itself around my upper right thigh. It sank its teeth into the fully numbed lower left side of my back, chewing its way into me and spreading the goddamn venom even deeper.
I tore it loose, its face bloody and furious, screeching in triumph as it saw the blood flying free as it was dragged out, only to howl in fury as the tentacle holding it whipped it around and slapped it into a slab of stone, practically bursting the fucker apart.
I lifted it before me, extending the harvest tool filaments, too weak to use the blade, and the body too damaged, sinking them into the flesh and draining it quickly, even as my nanites frantically rolled across the wounds, sealing bloody vessels, coating organs and missing sections, cutting off my blood loss, and making me sag, exhausted, but for now at least, still alive.
The room grew dim as I hung there, my nanites focusing in on the worst of the damage first. I lost track of time, only the hisses and screeches of the creatures beneath me keeping me aware at all.
It could have been minutes or hours; I had no way to know. But eventually, I was roused by a warning tingle from my right, and I roused myself enough to flick a glance over, seeing a medium-sized one of the bitches dragging itself upside down across the dome, clinging to sections of moss and cracks in the stones, or slabs of rock that were hanging free and more.
I waited as my body slowly seemed to come back to life, feeling returning to it as I watched the fucker come closer. The beast had no clue that I was watching it, thanks to the helm covering my face. I grinned, doing my best not to move my head at all, only my eyes.
There were five of them left, with two distracted feasting on their sisters, one near me on the ceiling, and the other two...
They were the largest of them, and apparently were in the middle of a heated argument, judging from the violent gestures and furious hisses.
But I was no expert on mavka body language. They might have been declaring undying love for each other or discussing the latest episode of Bake-Off, for all I knew.
Okay, that last bit was unlikely. Unless I’d been down here a lot longer than I thought, there were still weeks until the new season started. Ingrid had been getting caught up on last year’s competition, after all.
I waited and waited, refusing to consider the others. I knew that anything could have happened to them in the time I’d been down here, but I couldn’t help that. I had to kill the fuckers. Then, I could go find my people.
It inched closer and closer, reaching out with one hand...and I slammed a previously dangling tentacle up and into her, grabbing the back of her skull and smashing it like a melon into the stone before her.
The tentacle attack was harder than I’d intended in my excitement, and it’d punched through the back of the skull, killing her instantly.
I released the other tentacles’ grips and fell, plummeting the twenty meters to the ground and landing next to one of the feasting ones, grabbing her by the back of the neck with a tentacle and dragging her close enough, even as I flicked out the Harvest Blade and stabbed it into her forehead, tearing nanites free and making the terrible hunger that being low on nanites brought die down slightly.
The others reacted after a second. The two that had been arguing were the closest beyond the two dead. They looked at each other then spun, diving into a nearby pool in unison. The last, her face covered in the green, fish-like blood of her sister, looked around gormlessly.
I leaped forwards, and she screeched in fear, spinning around and heading for another pool, only to have my claws sink into her tail halfway down it and drag her back, hissing and screaming, as I alternated between my Harvest Blade and claws, driving them in and ripping, dragging the body closer with each blow.
In seconds, the screeching had dropped from full-throated howls to whimpers, then gasps, then silence. The only sound in the room was my own panting breaths as I hunched over her corpse, the Harvest Blade tearing the last nanites free of her.
I straightened, moving quickly from corpse to corpse, draining them as quickly as I could, the final clawing hunger fading away as I regarded the pools, clearly leading down to somewhere else, and tried to decide what the hell I should do.
I suspected I was under the fens now. After all, the sea level ten thousand years and more ago, according to Ingrid, was about sixty meters lower, if not more. That meant that if this was that deep in truth, it’d be a fuck load older than when people thought the Minoans were around, so it might have been their ancestors, or something else entirely.
That was still a damn tower block in height. Yeah, a small one, but still. I finished my harvesting and stared down at the pools, finally pulling a notification up and accepting the new quest.
Quest Uncovered!
The local Support Class is being decimated by an unknown force. Investigate and free any captured Support Class Workers.
Reward:
	+1 WAR Point




	+1 ESPIONAGE Point







Quest Complete!
You have identified the threat posed to the local Support Class population: Quest Updated!
Terminate Mavka Nest inhabitants and clear the local infestation with extreme prejudice to receive the following additional rewards:
	+2 WAR points







I had a WAR point available, but as much as I wanted to, I didn’t dare use it. Yes, it could help me massively, making me much more fucking lethal for a start, but...
But it could take me out, as well, if the data download was too much. It could leave me debilitated and defenseless if the two that had run for it returned with reinforcements.
I couldn’t risk it, and I stomped back to the pool they’d fled down with anger building. There were times I saved my points out of choice, but I goddamn hated not being able to make that choice, and I really wanted a new ability to make this fight go faster.
I tamped down my worry over Ingrid and the others again, knowing that, while I might be only a few meters from them, if I climbed up and started digging, I also might be anywhere up to sixty below them once I made it to the top of the dome. Digging my way out might make it all collapse, killing them above me and trapping me here for fuck knew how long.
The ability, Hydro-Warp, that I had to assume the first mavka had used, was an emergency thing, and there was water down here, so I had to assume there was another way up to the surface, if I just searched.
I checked my armor, finding it was fully sealed again now, and I nodded to myself. Yeah, I was still being rebuilt—literally, entire sections of flesh were missing, and organs were being regenerated and reconstructed; muscles were missing or snapped—but I was intact enough to keep going. I dove into the water, finding it much clearer than it was up near the surface. Sinking deeper and deeper, I started to worry, passing mounded bones, many human, but...
There were a lot of others, too, some clearly beasts and animals. Others...I passed something that I had to assume was a fucking elephant leg, and not the kind that rotated on a spit in a dodgy kebab shop.
If it wasn’t an elephant’s leg? Then I had no clue what the hell it was, but I also knew there weren’t many elephants here in the middle of Greece, and that really concerned me.
It had said short range after all...but this data all came from the nanites and had to have been programmed by whatever gave us the upgrades and rose us up from the damn apes. They might consider the solar system short range, for all I knew.
I moved on, growing more and more concerned as I finally reached the bottom. My feet sent up clouds of silt that blocked my vision for a few seconds as I peered around in the gloom.
Here and there, there were faint lights, I assumed from phosphorescence. Fuck it, it could have been underwater rave fish for all I knew.
I couldn’t feel a beat, so that was unlikely, and I’d been to a silent rave before. Unintentionally, just smashed off my tits and got lost, so the thought of a load of fish doing that lightened my mood.
I slogged along for a few steps, then grunted as I realized what I was doing and what I was capable of, and instead crouched. Then I kicked off, floating up and forming fins, extending nanites from my boots into thin but strong flippers, and started to swim.
At first, it was hard work, but after a few minutes, I managed to get the hang of it and started to power through the water, passing caves and more. Most were clogged with mud, but some had clearly been dug out. I slipped into one, recognizing the shape of ancient walls. Someone or something had clearly dug it out, forming a nest, although all that was left now were faint fragments of shell and bones.
I left, swimming on, passing down ancient roads and pathways, the majority of the buildings long since buried and still there, but occasional signs of recent habitation showed up.
It was almost ten minutes before I saw real light, and as soon as I did, I picked up speed, thrashing the water. Faster and faster I swam, passing through narrow caves and sections where massive rockfalls had clearly broken through.
Only to have a sudden warning feeling come too late as I was hit from the side and dragged back, spinning and rolling into a wall, which promptly collapsed on me.
I thrashed, pinned, and twisted as best I could, grabbing rocks and dragging them aside. More rolled down atop them, even as a net was dragged across me and pinned down with more rocks. The two escapees swam into sight, their hair floating free in fans around their faces as they grinned down at me.
One moved to the right, the other to the left, and they started to dig, pulling at the rocks and walls, sending great clouds of silt billowing free as small fish fled in terror. The walls fell, covering me deeper and deeper, even as I frantically tried to dig myself free.
I couldn’t survive indefinitely underwater, and the increasing pressure from the rocks was making me start to panic...until a shape swam forward from the depths, blocking out the light and giving me a real reason to panic.
My senses screamed at the nanites I could feel coming closer, and I gaped in my helm at the creature that moved in, clearly one of the fuckers, but a big one.
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I glared up at the fucker as it swam in, seeing the way it watched me, and waited while its minions continued to try and bury me.
I shifted, extending my tentacles and pulling the nanite fins in, shifting the tentacles around to brace them one against the other, holding them steady. I started to move in small ways, freeing myself steadily as nanites flowed from the tentacles, forming a protective frame.
The mavka queen was massive, easily twenty meters long, and four or five across at her widest, with a dozen small fins that rippled even as the tail flicked, propelling her gracefully through the water.
The lower half in the others was more snakelike, becoming humanoid from the waist up. But she apparently had discarded the need for that, her body serpentine all the way to the throat, with three sets of arms growing from wide, bulbous shoulders.
She had also lost the tits, which was a good thing for both of us, really. I’d rather not die having been actually crushed by giant norks, I decided. And the comparative drag ratio of tits that size, had she stayed comparable to her smaller brethren, would have been insane. Not to mention she’d have been buoyant as all hell.
The head had changed as well, and where smaller variants looked like crazed women with some canine ridges to their face and spines, she was entirely inhuman.
Her face was wide and long; a muzzle full of sharp teeth was surrounded by spines that flicked and twitched. A diffuse shimmering in the water around their tips suggested a permanent pheromone release, and a frill that extended back from the top of the head protected the back of her neck.
I waited as she flicked her tail and coasted closer, then punched my fists into the rocks below me, heaving hard and angling my tentacle-tent upwards, sending the rocks cascading to either side.
Then I leaped upwards, the tentacles spreading out to either side and changing their shape, flowing around to form my wings as I beat them hard, once.
They weren’t as efficient as they were in the air, but they were far better than my damn arms, sending me rocketing forwards through the water towards the massive creature, and it flicked its tail again, rolling to the left and dipping down. As I closed on it, it dove deeper, heading for a large cave mouth I could see further down, even as more of the goddamn medium ones erupted from a dozen smaller caves, rocketing up towards me.
I flipped around to face them and dove, pulling the Harvest Blade into a trident form, the first time I’d made something so big, and loving the way it reflected the light from above so ominously.
Until it was coated in blood.
I tore through two more as they closed in, the trident stabbing out. As soon as I drove it into them, it shifted, the tines flashing blades out and tearing great sections apart, draining nanites. I dragged them free, the bodies falling apart, reduced to so much torn flesh and blood now, where before they were living creatures.
I dove faster and faster, working to catch the bitch, when she suddenly flipped over. Her snakelike form curled back on itself as she opened her maw wide and flashed towards me, clearly planning on biting down hard.
I flicked a wing at the last second, barrel rolling to the right and stabbing out as soon as I was clear, the tip of the Harvest Blade shifting into a glaive I’d seen on Ingrid’s computer when she’d been researching the area, and I’d liked it.
The majority of the trident was a staff, basically, and the glaive was the same, but the main difference was that, where there had been three tines or prongs before, now there was a thick sword blade, single-edged, with the back thick and wedge-shaped. It added extra strength to enable the weapon to punch deep and hold together under serious force.
In this case, the narrow blade sliced into the muscles along the mavka queen’s jaw and tore a long gash before she jerked her head free. I pulled it back, reaching out left-handed and grabbing at the tail with my claws as it flashed past, but too slowly to get a decent grip.
Instead, the end of it slapped me hard in the side of the head, sending me reeling and flipping end over end. She vanished into the distance, the only sign of her passing my ringing head and the dissipating cloud of blood in the water.
More of the lesser mavka closed in, smaller and fast, but more a distraction than anything else. Still, I couldn’t afford to ignore them. I beat my wings, subtly altering their shape to send me speeding through the water. I extruded both the Harvest and Vorpal Blades, slicing left and right, cutting into them, frantically trying to kill them all before the queen made her presence known.
I failed.
She’d vanished into the distance earlier, and while the water was considerably clearer here than it had been by the surface of the fens, it was still water and full of all sorts of crap, meaning that even with my eyes, I couldn’t see that far.
That meant I had no clue when she, a creature evolved and uplifted deliberately to live in this medium, returned, striking from below, her maw wide.
I sensed her approach at the last second, twisting around. The last few scattered and ran, but I was searching left and right, not used to the three-dimensional underwater battles.
She hit me from below, teeth clamping down and digging into my armored chest, even my nanite armor unable to deflect her entirely as her acid made its presence known.
My breastplate held when she first bit down, pinning my arms to my sides and diving again, clearly intent on taking me to the deep places of the world to consume. I could feel the acid weakening my armor almost instantly, and the nanites that I sent to strengthen it unconsciously added only seconds to its strength.
I twisted, frantically trying to get my arms free. But they were held fast. I snarled in frustration, pulling my wings in, and instead extruding tentacles, two grabbing onto the teeth on either side that weren’t in contact and hammering down. I tried to break them loose while the rest braced and struggled to overcome the great creature’s muscles.
A normal beast, even one this size, would have been easy to break free of. But this was a fellow BWV, and she had her own nanites, hundreds of thousands, if not millions of them, due to her great size.
I saw the wound I’d carved down one side of the jaw, and I growled deep in my throat as it started sealing itself. It wasn’t as fast as my own nanites could do it, but it was still far faster than a natural healing would happen.
I shifted the two tentacles, slapping them on either side of the wound and gripping, then tearing the flesh wider, making her scream...but not let go.
Instead she bit down harder, and I screamed in return. The fangs slowly punched through the nanites, biting into my flesh.
Highly Advanced Acidic Compound Identified: Nanites Assessing...
Countering...
I snarled and discarded the message, not giving two fucks about that right now. I might be eaten and digested by the time it figured out a counter.
I tried extending the blades slowly, my arms pinned in close. The Vorpal Blade, at least, would cut me as easily as this monstrous fucker.
I managed an inch of the Vorpal Blade before stopping and retracting it; it was pressed against my side. I’d lose my fucking leg if I went any further. Instead, I extended the Harvest Blade, hissing as I carved a trench in my own armor, flexing into a spear form. Then it was past and extending down into her throat.
I grinned at her, even knowing she couldn’t see, and not giving two fucks. I changed it again, forming a Chinese double halberd.
I had no clue what the fucker was called properly, but it was a sword blade at the end with a pair of crescent blades facing outwards from the staff.
She flinched, and I gritted my teeth, pulling two of the tentacles back, letting the teeth sink deeper into me. The acid burned, pain racing deeper as I used the nanites from the tentacles to extend the Harvest Blade further, finding it was slow, but it slowly carved deeper into the creature’s mouth as the water around us started to boil. A scream built in the fucker’s throat.
I recognized the feeling from the bitch who had warped us earlier, and I remembered that this big fucker couldn’t do that.
Instead, she could manipulate the water pressure!
I felt it building and building, my armor growing tighter and tighter as it tried to protect me, but it couldn’t last long, not as damaged as it already was.
But she wasn’t the only one that could change reality around herself.
I retracted the two tentacles that were trying to force the teeth back, and then the Harvest Blade as well. Despite the few thousand nanites it’d managed to collect already, I needed them all, as I was going balls to the wall.
I knew it was going to hurt, but fuck it.
I sacrificed the pain I knew I was going to feel, shifting all the tentacles to the left, and forcing the mouth open slightly on that side, the teeth sinking deeper on the right and making me scream in earnest.
Instead of the Vorpal Blade, now that I had my hand free enough to change the angle. I was going for a fucking kill, not a maiming blow.
I did what I’d only done in one fight before, and I channeled a fuckton of nanites into a single form, building it in the bitch’s throat.
There had to be some kind of innuendo to me building my one shot in her mouth, but I was too furious and in too much pain to focus on a quip.
Instead, I created the first form, a small ring that extruded a dozen filaments, currently folded back. The secondary ring formed around the first, building a positive charge and setting the small primary ring to spinning.
The next ring formed quickly, hovering a quarter inch from the first. The gap was barely enough, but the magnetic flux was sufficient, and it started to spin up as well.
Dozens more formed, hovering just below my hand, as I used my gravitational inverter, usually used for flying, to hold off the warp around me.
I couldn’t fire the Gravity Cannon without the Gravity Inverter, but equally, I’d never be able to live long enough to make the weapon, unless I held off the building pressure.
I gritted my teeth, refusing to scream even as the fucker’s acid tore through me, carried in my own veins. Nanites frantically worked to counter it as quarter-inch by quarter-inch, the teeth slid deeper into me. And more blood bloomed.
The fucker thrashed deeper, diving into a cave and continuing, and I saw the wrecks of ships laid here and here, cars, and more. I snarled at the fucker’s obvious nest before us, and the massive caves that led off to the right and left, making it clear that they vanished into the distance, connecting the lair with god alone knew where.
A scream was torn from me as the acid reached my heart, and I knew that I had less than a second before it hit my brain. I’d lose all control, driven mad with pain.
I had no choice. I flipped the inverter, channeling all its force into the Gravity Cannon, even as a dozen tons of pressure slammed into me, my armor bucking, bones cracking.
And the Gravity Cannon discharged, just as the acid reached my brain, making the world vanish in screaming pain.




Ingrid



“Steve, get back here!” Ingrid screamed, then she spun, grabbing Jay’s arm as he tried to run to Steve’s rescue, exposing the right side. “Get back, you idiot!” she snarled, Jay blinking in confusion as the beautiful and soft-spoken woman, so happy-go-lucky most of the time, took charge.
“Get into a circle, backs together. And watch for more of them!” Ingrid snapped, and the others who’d started to spread out, quickly fell back into place, knives ready.
“What the hell was that thing?” Casey asked.
Ingrid spoke up quickly. “A mavka, apparently. Look, we’ve not got time to address it all now, but Steve isn’t what he seems. He’s immortal, so believe me, he’s coming back. We just have to hold on.”
“He’s fucking what?” Zac hissed, wide eyed.
“Immortal, apparently,” James said, then asked coolly, “Ingrid, could you tell us about the nymphs and mavka please?”
“Okay, the nymphs were supposed to be neutral. Some were evil; some weren’t. Depends if you upset them, but they’d generally only act in self-defense, unless they wanted to breed.”
“I’m not shagging that goddamn thing!” Jay shouted. “It’s uglier than my third wife!”
“What the hell did you marry her for, then?” Zac snapped back, as they all grabbed at the sodden earth and threw it about randomly, occasionally seeing a hint of something as the nymphs fell back, seemingly confused and unwilling to attack.
“Well, you know. I was in love.” Zac looked at Jay questioningly. “And yeah...she could suck a golf ball through a garden hose.”
“That’s more like it, mate!” Zac grinned, until Casey smacked him across the back of the head.
“Behave!” she snapped at him, glaring at Jay as well, then turning to speak to Ingrid. “I’m sorry, Ingrid. I’ll discuss their manners with them tonight.”
“If we live that long,” Jay muttered.
“Focus, children!” James’s voice came out controlled and firm. “Ingrid, the mavka?”
“Right, they were the same. Some were evil, some not, but as opposed to the nymphs, which were aboveground spirits. Like wood nymphs living in the forests, the mavka were powerful water spirits, and they had little patience for our kind. Humans were occasionally amusements to be played with and even friends, again in the stories, but mostly, we were prey.”
“Yeah, that thing didn’t look friendly.”
“What happened with the water?” Jay asked suddenly.
“What?”
“When that thing took the boss, one minute they’re both fighting it out down there, thrashing around, then boom, the water just dropped a few inches and went still.”
“You don’t think it killed him...do you?” Zac asked.
Casey smacked him across the back of the head again, glaring at him and nodding in Ingrid’s direction when he looked confused.
“Ah. Oh shit, I mean, uh.”
“Believe me, if it kills him, it’s going to really piss him off,” Ingrid said flatly. “He’ll be back soon, and if that thing managed to kill him, you’ve all got my permission—no, my encouragement—to wind him up about it!”
She growled under her breath and stepped forward, holding the knife up and speaking in a loud, clear voice.
“Nymphs, we mean you no harm! Will you speak with us?”
There was a long silence before a figure slowly stepped from the reeds to Ingrid’s left and paused, the fuzzing of the air dying away to leave a slight figure standing there, watching the group.
It was slim and short, perhaps three feet tall, a large child more than anything else. Its skin was patterned in greys, browns, and greens, and it had large brown eyes and a delicate mouth and nose.
It stopped there, watching the others, then pointedly glanced at the knife that Ingrid held and back at her, saying nothing.
“You attacked us,” Ingrid said simply, lowering the knife slowly, then stabbing it into the ground, hilt standing proud and ready to be grabbed at a moment’s notice.
“You trespassed on our island,” the nymph said slowly, its voice high and sweet.
“We didn’t mean to disturb you,” Ingrid replied, lowering herself to sit on the floor as she relaxed. “We saw the boats, all drawn up around here, and our leader sensed the mavka in the water below. He directed us to land here, and you attacked.”
“The Cirrulan hate all who trespass in their waters,” the nymph replied, gesturing to the water where Steve and the mavka had vanished.
“The Cirrulan? The mavka?” Ingrid asked. “The thing that attacked our leader?”
“Yes,” the nymph said. “We are permitted to remain here, provided we do not enter the water...and we gift our young to the Cirrulan.”
“They take your babies?” Ingrid asked, horrified.
“Yes...unless we give them humans instead,” the nymph explained.
“Well, we came here because we heard that something was killing people , so our leader is hunting what we call the mavka. When he kills them, will you agree to a truce?”
“We do not wish to harm you, but we cannot let you leave. If you do, and the Cirrulan return, they will take my people instead,” the little nymph said sadly.
“But if our leader returns, and he has killed the Cirrulan?” Ingrid pressed.
The nymph shrugged, its slim body moving oddly.
“We would have let you pass by and have simply hidden, if we had our choice.”
“And now? Now that we know about each other, will you speak with us? After all, you want us to stay until the mavka returns. If we agree to stay until either our leader has killed them or they return, will you speak with us while we wait?”
“I...yes?” the little figure replied, clearly confused but unwilling to start a fight if it didn’t have to.
“You can all sit down,” Ingrid said to the others as she turned and pulled a notebook and pencil from a pocket, smiling at the nymph, she started to ask it questions.
Several hours later, as the nymphs were starting to get confused—apparently, the mavka usually came at sunset, and there was no sign of them yet—the earth suddenly rumbled and shook, the others shouting about an earthquake.
Ingrid smiled.
“Ingrid?” James asked her, catching the look and speaking as much for the others as himself. “Anything you’d care to explain for the rest of us?”
“Of course, sorry,” she said, smiling tight-lipped at the nymphs who were now gathered in a small circle around them, apparently friendly. “That was our glorious leader losing his temper. He did the same thing a few weeks back, and well...the island we were on at the time is mostly still there. It’s just a bit smaller now.”
“Ah yes, I remember, There was a debate about the event for some time. It’s probably still going on,” James said, smiling ruefully. “Apparently, the Koreans thought it was a nuclear weapons test, while most identified it as an earthquake. That was Steve?”
“Yeah.” Ingrid went red. “Athena’s right-hand thugs were hurting me.”
“And...he levelled a fucking island?!” Jay asked, as Zac laughed aloud.
“Fuck, I love this guy! Uh, Ingrid? I know some real assholes back in Sydney. I don’t suppose we could go there next? Introduce the boss to them?”
“Maybe.” Ingrid smiled, turning back to the nymphs, all of whom were unsettled again. “Please, sit. Our leader will come to us soon. But while we wait, could you tell me about...”




Chapter Twenty-Three



The first sensation to return was, of course, pain.
I felt it, digging into the flesh of my leg and I slowly opened my eyes, feeling my lungs burning, my entire body aching like a broken, infected tooth, and my leg...
I looked down and saw the flickering tail of a fucking mavka spawn, barely a foot long, flicking happily from side to side as it tried to chew its way through the nanites that were bubbling around my wounds, sealing them. It was feasting on my upper left thigh, but others were chewing at my lower leg...or where the lower leg should be.
Instead there was a gleaming spur of regrowing bone, and flesh that was trying to form around it, while being picked off by the little bastards.
It was tearing at them with its teeth and spitting them loose, then biting my flesh, and then them, as they tried to close the wound, over and over, and had managed to take a hell of a chunk of the meat of my leg out already.
I grabbed the little fucker and rammed the Harvest Tool into it, ripping its nanites free even as I felt the world swirling around me again. The lack of oxygen starved my brain, and I realized I didn’t have time to deal with the others.
I recognized what had happened, and was happening to me, realized that this wasn’t the first time I’d come to here.
I was somewhere deep in the water, my armor was too heavy to swim in easily, and I was drowning. I’d come to again, as the nanites repaired me,. And restarted my heart and brain...and then without oxygen, I’d die again and again.
As I had been for possibly hours.
I had points. I knew I did; they were mainly WAR points, and one I could choose between a Resonance, Cybernetics or a single Generic one that could be used for anything. I frantically pulled up the tree, diving down and down, flicking through the options, Infiltration, Assassin, Personal Equipment, Nanite Manipulation...
The world was fading again, and I did the only thing I could. I focused on what I wanted, and chose the generic point for added versatility as well, then went for upgrading my armor and myself to survive where I was...and stabbed my right fist out. The Harvest Blade sinking into the mavka queen’s corpse where it lay next to me. It began to harvest, even as I ordered my nanites to make it so I could breathe.
Then I was gone again, sinking back down into death.
The next time I came to, I was hunched over, the tide having changed apparently. I’d shifted with it, laid atop the corpse of the mavka queen as the little ones feasted on it.
I blinked, my mind slowly clearing as I looked around, before glaring at the fuckers. There were flashing notifications I could see, but I didn’t have time for that, not right now.
Instead, I stabbed out with tentacles, my nanites reserve back up to full. I grabbed the little bastards and yanked them in close. Then I stabbed them over and over with the Harvest Blade, tearing the nanites free and catching the last few that tried to flee.
I shifted around, looking at the cavern I was in now, having seemingly been dragged by the tide or current or whatever, along with the corpse into a new one, with no clue which goddamn way it was to get out.
I looked at the massive corpse of the mavka queen and growled to myself, knowing I didn’t have the time to make the most of it, but equally damn sure that I wasn’t leaving it, not as it was.
I had just under a million nanites in reserve again now, and I’d used three goddamn WAR points, I saw, pulling the screens up and growling under my breath.
I still had my general point, but where before I’d stopped my investment in the ARMOR tree at unlocking the armor, now I had Atmospheric Integration and Biological Cleansing in the ARMOR tree unlocked as well.
Atmospheric Integration was clear enough; it basically allowed my armor to process any form of atmosphere to enable to me breathe normally, and was a subsection of my chest piece.
Biological Cleansing, on the other hand, was apparently needed to clean and repair my body fully after the toxins that had been released by that giant fuck, the little ones, and the whole dying in the depths with a nasty buildup of CO2 and nitrogen. That was a subsection of my back armor.
Last of all, and one that had been needed to unlock the Biological Cleansing, was Biological Weapons. Apparently, I needed to understand them, or my nanites did, to counter them fully, and because I’d already encountered some nasty ones? I could now reproduce them in limited quantities.
That dickbag Shamal was in for a nasty surprise the next time he fucked with me, that was for sure.
I was pissed about the lack of choices I was left with, as Biological Weapons wasn’t something I’d have picked under normal circumstances, but I was alive. I’d missed the exploding feeling of the data-dump, and even with the upgrades done to both my chest and back armor, I had just under a million nanites available.
I’d also killed all or enough of the mavka that the quest had completed. I had a giant souvenir...and apparently, even my legs had grown back. Immortality for the win!
I slid the Vorpal Blade free and stomped slowly around the corpse, seeing the massive hole I’d blown in it. It was six feet across and ran from the back of the throat all the way down its back and away, at least a quarter of the mavka queen having apparently been destroyed by the blast, including her entire spinal system and most of her organs.
I cut steadily and carefully, freeing the head entirely, then slid the blade back into the forearm sheath, shifting around and picking the head up—awkwardly, due to the size of the damn thing—then formed my wings and lifted from the sandy ground, slowly floating forwards, carried by the current.
I passed from cave to cavern, sometimes encountering areas where I could rise to the surface, finding hidden areas where the air had stayed, still and silent for centuries.
Other times I was carried along for miles in fast-moving waters, seeing and hearing nothing beyond the frantic waters.
Occasionally, I sensed creatures nearby, but invariably they were small and weak, moving as quick as they could away from me.
Eventually, literally hours after setting off, I was growing really bored with the damn head as the flow narrowed again, and the speed picked up. The damn thing banged off the walls as I went, and we came out into a new section, the ground falling away into a glacial canyon, even as the water overhead flowed away. The surface was dimly visible high above, and...
“Stars,” I muttered, the word sounding weird after so long cursing everything and anything. I shifted around and angled my wings, floating upward and picking up speed.
Minutes later, I breached the surface, looking around in awe at the deep valley and the steep sides of the canyon, the roads high above with their glowing neon lights guiding people late at night.
I grinned, retracting my helm, then winced. The goddamn mavka stank!
I shifted around, checking the local area and making damn sure I wasn’t being observed, or at least not as far as I could tell.
There were no devices broadcasting nearby. One was active, a short distance away on the shingle shore nearby—inside a tent, it looked to be. Judging from the figures outlined by the faint light inside and the rhythmic sounds in the distance, they weren’t going to be giving two shits about anything I was doing.
I swam closer to the shore, stopping about a hundred meters from the couple in the tent, and crouched, leaping into the air.
I nearly sodding fell back down. The only thing keeping me up was the Gravity Inverter. I’d made dozens of changes to my wings so I could engage in fast and efficient travel through the water. The sodding huge head—actually bigger than me— combined with the ‘water’ form of my wings to almost drag me from the sky.
I made the changes needed quickly, pushing more power to the inverter, and lifted, reaching out and using the couple’s signal while they weren’t, to triangulate. I was about fifteen miles from the point I’d left the others, in the glacial valley of Zygos...which was convenient.
At least it meant there probably weren’t two lots of creatures feeding on people, considering that the underground home of the mavka emptied out into both Zygos and Amvrakikos. That solved that problem nicely.
I finally let myself think about Ingrid and the others, and without conscious decision, my wings started beating harder and harder. I flew across the sky, desperate to reach them, hoping against hope that the goddamn nymphs hadn’t hurt them and that none of the mavka had returned.
I headed southwest, banking slightly to take advantage of a strong breeze and picking up speed until I was flying at a seriously fast rate. Dipping low, I suddenly realized that my usual stealth coating of nanites that meant I didn’t need to give two shits about radar...wouldn’t be covering the massive skull in my hands.
That meant I needed to go low, like seriously low, to keep off the radar.
I bottomed out at about ten feet, twisting left and right occasionally to dodge large trees. But mainly, thanks to the fact there was so much of the local area given over to farms, I could simply follow the hedges and fields, seeing things flash by below me.
Admittedly, that meant that the wind of my clearly insane speeds tore the occasional owl from the sky with an explosion of soft feathers ripped free by my passage, but I didn’t give a shit beyond wishing a fox or badger well in its easy snack.
Bare minutes later, I was closing in. Feeling my knotted stomach unravel, I zoomed in on Ingrid yawning hugely, but sitting with a small figure and talking happily over a collection of berries.
I flared my wings at a distance, slowing my frenzied flight. But even with beating my wings and throwing power wildly at the gravity inverter, I still ended up battering the small island with heavy gusts of wind as I came in for a landing, shedding my speed at an insane rate.
The smaller figures spread across the island frantically ran for cover, blurring and vanishing. Ingrid and the others gathered together, grabbing their knives and getting ready to defend themselves.
I was pleased to see, just as I came close enough that they could make me out against the night dark sky, that one of the nymphs ran forward and grabbed Ingrid’s hand, apparently trying to draw her away to hide.
Then I dropped the head of the mavka queen onto the clearing with a great crash of bone as it flattened the long grasses. I landed beside it, folding my wings in as I stalked forwards into the light given off by the small torches my party held.
“And just where the hell have you been?” Ingrid called out to me, stalking forward as I retracted my helm, grinning down at her.
I swept her up in my arms and kissed her soundly, feeling her arms wrap around me tightly and cling on for dear life.
“Are you okay?” she whispered in my ear, and I held her back, gently but firmly.
I whispered to her in response. “I am. It was nasty, but it’s done now.”
“You sure?” she asked in a worried whisper, pulling her head back and staring at me. “I made out that this is just another day to us, but...”
“Well done, my love,” I whispered back, smiling. “And yeah, I’m damn sure that fucker is dead. Got a quest and everything,” I finished with a wink as I raised my voice, turning to the others and striding forwards, holding Ingrid to me easily.
“So, sorry about leaving you all so suddenly back there. Have Ingrid and James told you what we’re really doing yet?” I asked the others, noting that, when Ingrid had run to me, the nymph that had been with her had stayed, retreating to the back, but staying in sight.
“Yeah, we’re fucking monster hunters with alien tech,” Zac said into the silence, stepping forward and glaring up at me. “I want a fucking raise, an upgrade, and a damn bigger cabin when we get the superyacht sorted!”
“And share options!” Jay called quickly. “Oh, and I want to be the one to tell Jack!”
“I just want a bath and a very large drink,” Casey said slowly, shaking her head. “But yeah, boss, we know what we’re signed up for now. While we’re a bit pissed and have a list of ‘requests’”—she said that last bit with fingers flashing in air quotes—“we’re in. There’s no way we’re missing an adventure like this.”
“How bad are the requests?” I asked Ingrid and James, and got a few winces and shrugs.
“Not too bad,” James said, stepping forward and looking at the head on the floor, then up at me. “Mainly things we should have thought of already. Now that you can form external structures, such as armor and weapons...ah, what is this?”
“Oh, don’t touch the fangs,” I said quickly, setting Ingrid down and holding up one hand. “Powerful acid,” I explained, gesturing at the head. “You all know the little mavka that attacked us?” I asked, looking around and getting a series of nods.
“Well...this is the queen. Or was, anyway,” I declared, shrugging. “Bitch to fight. The little ones kept distracting me, and she tried to eat me.”
“Looks like you didn’t agree with her,” Casey commented, looking at the damage to the back of the head. “Ummm, any chance I can take this with us?”
“The head?” I asked, blinking.
“Oh, yeah,” she whispered, crouching and looking it over, peeling the eyelid back and staring at the massive orb. “It’s a totally unknown-to-science species, massive, and overly aggressive. It’s clearly an apex predator and a queen, and yet...how the hell has this been kept out of the history books? I mean, there should be fossil records at least?”
“Simple,” I said, shrugging. “First of all, it’s a monster, not indigenous, so there weren’t many of them throughout history, and they were hunted near to extinction by our ancestors. Add to that, Ingrid has a theory about the shitload of random bones that museums apparently have.” Ingrid nodded and took over the explanation.
“Basically, I don’t know about wherever you trained, Casey, but everywhere I’ve ever worked—in museums, I mean—they have drawers and drawers, sometimes entire rooms in the basement, all filled with random unknown bones. Most of them are just single bones, but that aren’t identified. A femur here, a clavicle there, tusks...whatever. Basically, these bones are found, and when they can’t be identified, they’re put away there until a match is made.
“Sometimes it’s easy. A tusk is found then, a few meters upstream a few years later, a mammoth skeleton is found, missing a tusk. Hey, presto, add them together, and we’ve got a match. Well done, everyone. The thing is, though, there’s thousands of these bones that can’t be identified. What I think happened is that the ancients killed most of the monsters, keeping a few as examples and for arena-type fights, and because there’s only these few left? When we find the bones, we assume there’s a mistake, or that they’re part of something else. Imagine how many complete monster skeletons we have, but we just can’t figure out what they are, so...” She shrugged, and Casey winced, nodding.
“I’ve seen them, and in marine biology and zoology, it’s even worse, as most don’t have bones, just cartilage,” she added, looking the skull over. “But seriously, can I keep this?”
“Where are you going to put it?” I asked her, grinning. “There’s no room on the ship.”
“We...I—” she started, looking it over, then sighed. “Okay, well can we come back tomorrow with cameras and film it? Take samples?”
“We’re coming back tomorrow,” Ingrid said firmly. “You found structures didn’t you?”
“Yeah...but that’s an issue,” I admitted, scratching the back of my neck.
“Why?” Ingrid growled. “You better not have destroyed them, Steve.”
“Hah!” I laughed, grinning at her. “Nope, I didn’t! Well. I don’t think I did, anyway? No, the issue is that one of the abilities of the mavka is a short range Hydro-Warp, essentially like a local teleport...no!” I snapped, seeing everyone’s faces light up. “I’ve no idea how it worked! It just did, and no, I’ve no idea where the hell the damn thing took us.”
“Well, you have to have. I mean, you got back here, right?” Jay asked, confused.
“I spent a few hours being bounced off walls and dragged around by the current, then I came out in the Zygos Valley lake. Before that? I could have been directly below us, or in the mountain, or just about anywhere.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Ingrid wailed. “You found more ruins, and you lost them?!”
“I didn’t lose them, per se.” I winced.
“And there we have it, folks, proof that, after all of that, he is human, as his girl beats the crap outta him for something that’s not his fault,” Zac said dryly, grinning as Casey tried to clip him around the ear. He dodged, backing away and laughing at her as she stalked after him, one finger jabbing.
“You need to sleep at some point, oh darling husband. Remember that. I’ll get you back!”
I couldn’t help but laugh at that, the honest joking and clear love that the pair had for each other making me grin as I watched Casey chasing Zac around, trying to kick and smack him, but clearly in a “you drive me nuts, but I love you” way.
I sighed and turned back to the woods and long grasses, sensing the approach of the nymph and sobering up as I got ready for a fight.
“Steve,” Ingrid interjected, stepping up and taking my hand. “Retract your armor, please.”
I glanced at her, confused, seeing the steady look in her eyes and sensing nothing wrong. I did as she asked, the others making various sounds of shock and awe as the armor flowed back into my skin. I shrank...by a small amount, to only seven feet.
The small nymph stared up at me, eyes wide, and I felt Ingrid’s gentle tug on my hand. Trusting her, I went to one knee, bringing myself down to closer to the little creature’s level. Much to my surprise, they knelt as well, bowing their head and holding their arms out to the side.
“This one is called Par’a’nuit, and on behalf of the fen nymphs of Bar’atu’nuit, we swear service.” There was silence all across the clearing until Ingrid nudged me, and I looked down at the trembling figure.
At first, I’d been amazed by their grasp of the language, but now...
“Why?” I asked the creature, and they lifted their head slowly, shaking even more, and I realized that the angle they were crouching at had to be uncomfortable as all hell. “For...okay, stand up, Par’a...uh.”
“Par’a’nuit,” they repeated, slowly raising their head. “Will you accept us?”
“Par’a’nuit,” I repeated.
“I remember humans as being busy creatures. You may call me Par’a, if this helps, and in this form, I am male...more or less. It’s inaccurate, but it amuses me, and makes it easier for you to speak to one of our kind.”
“Right, Par’a it is. Thanks. Okay, I have no idea what you want or why you want to swear yourself to us.”
“Not all of you, just you,” he corrected me, glancing around. “The others are kind and simple enough creatures, but they cannot offer my people protection, nor power, not like you can.”
“You hear that?” I heard Zac whisper to Jay. “The little dude said you were simple.”
“He called you simple too, you fucknut,” Jay muttered back, the pair of them elbowing each other like schoolchildren. I settled back onto the floor on my arse, gesturing to Par’a to sit, as Ingrid joined me, Casey on her other side. James, as always, made notes.
“Okay, Par’a, tell me what you want and what you’re offering,” I said.
“You wish access to the ruins below the fens?” he asked shrewdly.
I glared at him, deciding that “him” being inaccurate was too complicated to keep up, yet having no clue how to ask about genders or if he just picked one at random for me to use.
I started to respond, then sighed and hung my head.
I’d started again with this new life, I reminded myself, and I’d done it with the intention of being better than I was before.
“Par’a, first, before we go ahead, answer a question, if you don’t mind?”
“Of course,” he replied quickly.
“You said it’s inaccurate, but are you male or female?”
“Neither.”
“Okay, now I’m confused,” I admitted.
“My species has no set genders,” he replied. “When we need to birth new nymphs, we develop characteristics you identify as female and male. When there are no breeding requirements, or we do not wish pleasures of the flesh that necessitate them, we shed these forms, reverting to a less complicated and stressful shape.”
“Oh, okay,” I replied, totally nonplussed, thinking that the world just got weirder every day.
Oh well, at least it wasn’t boring.
“Okay...so, moving on, what do you want from me?” I asked.
He smiled, settling in to bargain.




Chapter Twenty-Four



Three hours later, I finally collapsed onto our bed, exhausted, as the sun peeked through the porthole. I glared at it, offended that once again, that fucker was winking at me.
It might have been because the yacht was bobbing gently on the waves, but I didn’t give a shit. The goddamn sun was winking at me, and I shifted around, pointing the chocolate starfish at it as a demonstration of my feelings. I pulled the pillow over my head and tried to block it out.
“What are you doing?” came Ingrid’s amused voice a few minutes later, and I pulled the pillow off my head, rolling over and grinning up at her as she stepped from the shower, towel already wrapped around her as she looked down at me. “Seriously, your butt was not what I needed staring at me when I left the bathroom.”
“It...would take too long to explain,” I replied.
“Ummm, did you want me to,” she started, going bright red and gesturing to my ass.
I sat up quickly. “Nooooo,” I said, drawing the word out. “That’s a big no. My ass is marked ‘exit only.’”
“Glad to hear it,” she said awkwardly, before taking a deep breath and going on. “I mean, if that was what you wanted—”
“Nope!” I said firmly, putting my hands over my ears and loudly going, “Lalalalalalala!”
“Okay, you big lug!” She laughed, leaning in for a kiss. “Come on, then. Why were you pointing your ass at me?”
“It wasn’t at you,” I grumbled. “It was at the sun.”
“Right.”
“Look, I wanted to go to sleep and relax, and that fucker’s right there, winking at me!” I gestured at the porthole.
“So it’s winking at you, and you showed it your ass?” she asked, grinning. “I mean, are you sure you’re not repressed, or—”
“That’s it!” I grunted, rolling off the bed and picking her up, tossing her over my shoulder. “You’re going back in the shower, cold water time!” I declared in mock anger.
She laughed, hitting me and giggling as I tickled her, carrying her into the bathroom.
Eventually we stopped joking around, getting much more passionate instead, with one or the other of us frantically shushing the other at certain points as we got louder and louder, lost in the throes of passion.
It was midafternoon before the entire ship’s compliment gathered on the main deck. When we did, it was around Jack, as the others tried to convince him of the reality that was behind the sugar-coated one he’d always believed was real.
“It’s just not possible,” Jack said, sitting back and shaking his head. “Creatures like that don’t—holyshitohfuckinggod!” He broke off, jumping to his feet and scrambling away as I pulled my armor to the surface, flapping my wings gently and trying not to break anything.
“Come, young one...join my harem. I’ll try to be gentle,” I said in as deep and menacing a voice as possible, reaching out to him as he bolted for the other end of the cabin. Everyone else fell about laughing.
“What the hell?!” Jack cried from the other end of the deck. I retracted the armor and bent over laughing, unable to speak for the look on his face.
“I’m...sorry...mate,” I forced out, shaking with laughter. “But daaaaamn.”
“Oh, that was cruel!” Ingrid said, slapping my arm and gesturing to the seats as she called to Jack. “Jack, it’s all right. Come on, come and sit down, please.”
“What the hell—” Jack started to ask again, eyes wide. We all descended into giggles, with Zac surreptitiously connecting his phone to the TV and replaying the scream as Jack ran for it.
“You recorded that?” James asked him disapprovingly.
“Oh, hell yeah, man, I wasn’t gonna pass that up! It’s okay, though. I kept the bossman out of the shot,” he assured us all. pausing the picture and zooming in on Jack’s face. “You know, I’m gonna get that shot framed...maybe put it on the door.”
“You’ll behave!” Casey told him firmly, taking the phone from him and disconnecting it. “Honestly, Jack, you’re safe. Come in.”
He did, slowly, sitting at the end of the seats and looking around, stunned.
“So, go over that again. The mavka attacked, and you killed their queen, the fen nymphs swore fealty, and now we need to empty the hot tub to put a tree in it?” he asked, some time later, shaking his head in disbelief.
I took the coffee Casey passed me, smiling my thanks to her. “Thank you, Casey. You know, I really like that the fact that I can transform into an avenging immortal angel, there’s werewolves and vampires and evil immortals out there, there’s a species of giant snake-women-spirits that live in ancient ruins below us, and real live nymphs on an island nearby...and the thing you have the biggest issue with accepting is that we’re planting a tree in the hot tub.”
“Yeah, but you gotta remember, he’s a fellow Aussie like me,” Zac pointed out, smiling. “We take this kinda shit in our stride, but cleaning mud out of the hot tub filters? That’s a pain in the arse.”
“Point,” I muttered.
“Okay, so tell me again, why are we planting a tree in the hot tub?” Jack asked, shaking his head as he looked at me uncertainly.
“Par’a is joining us, both to see the world and to give us a little help should we need it.”
“The nymph?” he asked again slowly.
I nodded.
“Par’a is, well, curious about the world. They agreed to hide from any other humans—which is something they prefer to do anyway, so fuck it—and they’re powerful creatures. They just grow very, very slowly. Par’a is nearly three hundred years old and is dying, because they bond with a tree to live. The trees on the island are withered and stunted, therefore so is Par’a, and all their kind.
“Normally, they’d have gathered more trees and made their island into something of a paradise, but each time they did that, humans came and built on the islands, forcing them to move on and bond to new trees. In the process, lots of their kind died, so we’re going to see what we can do to get some bigger, stronger trees moved in now. The area was declared protected a few years back, anyway. It's probably one of the safest places that the nymphs could be, really, but they had no way of knowing that.”
“Why didn’t they just move on?” Jack asked, and Casey shook her head firmly.
“The mavka were using them as a subject species. They were kept on the island and forced to pull in humans for the mavka to eat, or give their own children up.” Casey lifted her own coffee and sipped it, sighing appreciatively. “You sure you don’t mind us having this coffee?” she asked me.
I frowned, shaking my head. “Of course not. Why?”
“Some ships’ crews are restricted in the food and drinks they’re permitted by the owners,” James informed us delicately.
“You mean some dickbags think that the crew don’t deserve decent coffee?” I asked.
“Essentially, yes. Not all, but some ships have very clear delineations on what is permitted and what is not.”
“Yeah, look, guys. I hired you all under false pretenses, and if you stay? You’re going to be at risk of all sorts of things, including and not limited to dismemberment, alien things probing you, and being eaten, so yeah. You can have the good coffee if you want it,” I said, getting smiles from the crew.
“Returning to the nymph issue,” James said after a few seconds. “They wish to send Par’a with us as a member of the crew, both to show willingness and to allow Par’a to experience the world. Apparently, the fact that they spoke to us first is just down to them as an individual being naturally curious and outgoing. That’s not a survival trait as far as living with the mavka as well, so the others are fine with it, as they were waiting for Par’a to die soon, anyway. It also means that’s a space for a new tree to be planted, allowing a younger nymph to live.”
“Their life-cycle is fascinating!” Casey cut in. “They need a tree to survive.
Something about the sap actually heals and strengthens them, while granting them longevity and strength. Apparently, there’s certain trees that are massively more beneficial for them to bond with. Then the trees change as well, becoming stronger and healthier, and having an effect on all who live near them.”
“It’s a tree.” Zac groaned. “They literally stand there all day and drop leaves, that’s it, that’s their job.”
“And they also provide your oxygen!” Casey snapped at him.
“And I like that about them!” he replied. “But that doesn’t mean we should buy that land!”
“What’s this?” Ingrid asked.
“I want to buy some land with our wages. There’s a section of land near our home in Australia that’d be perfect for planting a load of trees around a small pond. It’d be the perfect place to raise a family one day,” Casey said, glaring at Zac.
“One day, not now!” he retorted, clearly ready to start in on an ongoing argument.
“Okay, that’s something for you two to sort in private,” I said firmly. “Rule one of the ship...actually, rule two, since rule one is keep fucking quiet about who and what we really are. Anyway, rule two is leave your arguments in the goddamn cabin!”
“Yes, boss,” Casey said quickly.
I nodded to her as Zac muttered something under his breath.
“That’s why y’all shouldn’t get married to someone y’all work with!” Jay muttered to Jack, who glared at him.
“You all,” he said clearly. “Not ‘y’all.’ You, all. It’s two separate words.”
“Y’all know I’m gonna win this one, right?” the big American said, grinning around at us.
“Okay, so how about we finish breakfast—” I started.
“Lunch.”
“Whatever!” I groaned. “Fuck’s sake, what I wouldn’t give for some peace and quiet. Hell, I might just drop over the side for a bit and walk there.”
“Now, dear,” Ingrid said with a smile as she gripped my hand. “It’s not that bad. We’re going to the fens again. Par’a will show us the entrance to the upper ruins, and you’ll act as security in case any mavka survived.
“James will sail the yacht across to Preveza and get an appropriate tree. Jay will help and sort the evening meal. Zac will do some planning on the engines, now that he’s aware of the possibilities, and Jack gets to come with Casey and us to meet the nymphs and see the mavka queen.”
With that, we set to breakfast. Or lunch. Jay had prepared a dozen tureens, all filled with sausages, pork chops, beans, toast, and more. Hell, there were even hashbrowns and burgers, and I swore it was the best brunch I’d ever had.
A few hours later, we were clambering through the knee-deep silt and muck of the fens, the entrance to the ruins having been used only by the mavka since they broke loose long ago. Their snakelike form meant they could enter and leave far easier than we could.
It took two hours of hard work to get into the upper cavern and another three to get down to the domed room I’d fought in first.
The dozens of corpses laid around made Par’a giddy with joy, knowing that, at the very least, there were nowhere near the numbers they’d dealt with for years left to plague their home. Casey, Jack, and Ingrid spent a happy few hours cataloging the ruins for a future expedition, examining the walls and structures that they could reach.
“How far down did you say these go?” Ingrid asked me, stepping up to the edge of a pool and gazing down into the darkness. The surface gently rippled and reflected the lights she and the others held.
“Deep,” I said. “Far too deep for you to swim. We’re talking diving equipment and more.”
“Maybe we could—” she started.
I shook my head. “No, I need to go hunting down there first, make sure the damn mavka are all dead before you go anywhere near it.”
“Okay, well, you could go now, and we could return to the ship. We’ve got some diving gear aboard already, so we could—”
“You’re also not diving down there until I’ve got armor ready for you,” I insisted. “Look, the mavka are little threat to me—individually, at least—but they’ll kill you easily. For all I know, there’s more down there. I’ll check it out before we sail, because I don’t want the nymphs at risk, but there’s no chance I’m taking anyone down yet.”
“But—”
“Not happening,” I said firmly, getting a glare from her. But she wasn’t surprised, the same argument having gone on several times already.
The next hour was spent extensively photographing the area. Then I escorted everyone back up and out of the ruins, helping the nymphs by moving several heavy stone blocks across the entrance, making sure that nothing was coming out until I went back in.
With that done, we returned to the ranger station, dropping the skiff off, along with two others, and getting uncertain thanks from the rangers.
We had to assume the mavka had been gradually affecting the entire area, probably through the queen’s pheromone releases, into just accepting the constant disappearances and deaths. Once we’d killed her, the pheromones stopped being released. The effect had already started to dip, leaving a lot of local people very confused.
We returned to the yacht, finding her anchored at rest just off the harbor, and boarded the little shore boat, travelling out quickly and keeping the diminutive figure of Par’a hidden from the local port authority as we did.
The hot tub had been filled with good soil and stones, apparently an important thing for drainage, although the facilities were set up in such a way that wasn’t an issue, apparently. Five trees, each saplings only a few years old, were laid on the deck, ready for Par’a to examine.
They ran from tree to tree, enthralled by species they’d not seen in years, or at all before, and ended up settling for three, begging on their knees to be permitted to “grow with their potential” and for the other two trees to be given to their family.
The orange and olive trees were to be given to the fen nymphs, while Par’a would bond with the apple, oak and Japanese maple. I tried asking about where the other two would go, with the hot tub only being so big, but the nymph clearly didn’t understand the issue. Once we’d made it clear that they couldn’t grow too big, nor get too rooted, as we’d need to move to another ship soon, we left them to do their magic.
We ate together that evening, everyone tired and glad to relax, until I finally set off, unable to put it off anymore. Activating my armor and taking the two trees, I flew to the small island and deposited them with the nymphs, who were similarly as awestruck by the gift as Par’a had been.
The next five hours were spent in the depths, and as I finally returned to the others the next morning, flying low to the water to try and hide as much as possible, I was both exhausted and pleased I’d taken the time to do it right.
I’d re-covered the entrance to the ruins for the nymphs before heading out. But I was damn sure by the time I left that there were no more mavka in the area, having found three tiny ones and a single one that was almost the length of my arm.
I’d expected to feel something over killing what were essentially helpless kids...until the little fuckers attacked me on sight.
I killed them all, taking the biggest and smallest, once I’d broken their necks, as samples for Casey to work on. The others I drained, and I searched the area, unfortunately finding nothing beyond an old German base that Ingrid had told me was last in use in the wars.
Either way, it’d become a sunken nest for the smaller mavka. That was where I found the last few swimming around lazily.
I’d landed near the yacht, dropping into the water and swimming a few laps of the boat, getting the damn armor cleaned, then I’d clambered up onto the deck, retracting it. I stood, sweaty, tired, but dry...until Ingrid came for a kiss, and distracted me so that Zac could push me off.
The crew had decided that was the cost for lying to them about the whole thing. By the time I’d climbed back aboard, spluttering and glaring, they were all smiles again.
They’d apparently gathered when they heard me hit the water for my swim, James having suggested it to me, and Jack having been on watch to get everyone ready, as it was barely six in the morning by this point.
I grumbled a bit, but took it with as good grace as I could manage, settling in to eat breakfast. Then, for shits and giggles, I slipped the two dead mavka into a spare tureen and set it at the end, waiting patiently as I ate.
“Glad you understand that had to happen, bossman!” Zac said after a few minutes, having gone to get a drink and returning to the table.
“Oh, it’s all right, mate. I understand,” I said with a smile as Casey nodded and spoke up.
“Zac, could you get me some more from that last one?” she asked, passing him her plate and surreptitiously getting her phone ready, filming him as he strolled over, picking up the tongs and reaching in, still barely paying attention. Then he picked up a foot-long dead mavka that flopped towards him, face full of needle-sharp teeth seeming to move as he picked it up.
He screamed in terror, flinging it away, and ran for the back of the boat. His mad sprinting took him past Jack, who casually stuck out a foot and tripped him, sending him tumbling into the water with a serene smile.
“Payback’s a bitch,” I called to him as he surfaced, spitting water and staring in shock at us all.
“You...that was—” he gasped, before apparently getting control of himself, seeing us all sitting laughing. He swam back in, climbing onto the deck staring daggers at us all. “Oh, I’ll get you all for that,” he promised darkly.
We set sail an hour later, James at the helm as we passed through the entrance to the Ambracian Gulf. Then we sailed out into the Mediterranean Sea, looping around to the south and intending to take a few days to sail back to Athens, or possibly Crete.
Mainly, we were taking the time to settle into our roles and get used to working together, as well as giving Par’a time to adjust. The process of bonding with the new trees and growing them together apparently took several months, and in that time, the nymph was unable to move, laid half-melded into the tree in a wooden cocoon that would form soon.
Par’a would apparently evolve through the bonding, and at some point in a few months, they’d emerge a new creature that was both stronger and with additional abilities, thanks to a gift of blood I’d given them.
That gave us several days to relax, and originally Ingrid had wanted to spend it exploring the buried ruins. But the growing confusion and unsettled state of the locals made that unwise, so we moved on, enjoying the warm sun and the sheer bliss that was sailing a luxury yacht in the Med, and basically being rich as fuck.
We stopped off at small ports, bought fresh meat and fish, ate tremendous meals, and argued over possible hidden details and meanings in the various pictures that Ingrid had access to.
They’d set up a cloud storage for the data as they worked, just in case, and now that the various computers were all integrated, she’d gained access to it again.
I spent hours with Zac in the small engine room, debating the advantages and costs of changing the various systems over versus the possible other uses for those nanites.
And, after two solid days at sea and a formal discussion that had taken most of an entire night, in which everyone put forward their views and thoughts, we finally had a stable plan.
We would purchase and rebuild the recycling facility in Sudan, then use it to build null blocks. It had the twin bonuses of helping the planet by clearing away all the dangerous shit that was out there that nations were definitely not just burying and dumping in hidden places currently—honest—and enabling us to make serious amounts of legitimate, clean money.
Once we had a decent number of null blocks, I would attempt to secure Facility #6B and begin the repairs. Just deciding that made everyone excited, knowing it was the first step in making them immortal, like me. I was forced to describe in painstaking detail, again, the realities of the augmentation and rebuild process.
By the end, Zac held a hand up slowly.
“What?” I asked him, gesturing amusedly at his hand. “We’re not in fucking school, Zac. Speak, you damn fool.”
“Could you do this without repairing the facility?” he asked.
“Hell no.” I shook my head. “Well, I don’t think so. No idea where I’d start or anything. Plus, the pain, Zac. Seriously, having your eyes drilled out and reconstructed isn’t fun.”
“Yeah, I get that, but...you can make anything you want from your nanites. You’ve no idea the things I could make,” he whispered, his gaze distant.
“Zac, you’d need to level it up as well. That means fighting.”
“I’m a fuckin’ Aussie, mate! I’ll fight anyone!” he retorted, looking offended.
“Fighting fucking werewolves isn’t the same as a normal fight, Zac,” I told him.
“Maybe not, but I bet that wasn’t the only way they intended us to level, right? I mean, they wouldn’t expect the medical team to fight on the front lines, or the engineers to stab things. There had to be a plan for us to unlock our capabilities by doing things that were appropriate.”
“Well, yeah, all right. I gained a load of points healing people.”
“And you managed to unlock my nanites, I believe,” James added calmly.
The entire room went silent.
“What?” Casey asked after a few seconds.
“When I was killed by the Albanians.” James paused, shaking his head. “That seems ridiculous to say...but still, when I was killed by the Albanians, you did something to me. You said that you attempted to hack the most basic functions of my nanites, and you gave me a small amount of your own to jumpstart the process.”
“Yeah, I remember...sort of. I was a bit pissed at the time,” I replied.
He gave a small smile. “I’d been murdered by gangsters while attempting to protect Ingrid. Not exactly in the job description, but a very worthwhile end to my career, I thought. Until suddenly he was there, standing over me, in full ‘avenging angel’ form, telling me I wasn’t allowed to die yet.”
James snorted, shaking his head. “It was an extremely effective method, I have to say. In my confused state, I genuinely believed I was being ordered to stay and get better by...anyway, that’s not important,” he said, coughing and suddenly changing what he was saying. “The important thing is, since then? I’ve never felt better. I wake in the morning feeling refreshed and ready in a way that used to seem a dream. I’ve lost weight and gained muscle. Even my knees and the pain in my back have healed, and minor things, such as twisting my ankle when we were on the island? They heal in minutes.”
“Sign me up!” Zac said quickly, offering his hand to me. “Come on, bossman, hook me up!”
“Dammit, I’ve no idea what I did!” I groaned. “I was stressed to fuck and acted without thinking. I don’t know if I can do it again!”
“Let’s try!” Zac said, grinning.
“No, let’s not!” Casey snapped, grabbing his hand and yanking it back. “Think about this for a minute. If you don’t understand what you did, Steve, then I’m sorry, but you could as easily accidentally encourage the nanites to break down the current host, or transform it, as heal it.”
“And that’s what I’m afraid of!” I said quickly. “That’s why I’ve not done it yet, or why I’ve not started making you armor. Look.” I formed my gauntlets and focused in, thinking my way through what I wanted to do, and then, for the first time, instead of reabsorbing the armor, I removed it, pulling it off and laying the gauntlet on the table, which creaked under the weight of it.
“This gauntlet magnifies my strength. It has inbuilt razor-sharp claws and more...but if you tried to use it?” I said, looking around the room at those gathered there. “I have no idea, and I mean that—no idea—if this would work for you. It might sense you’re not me and eat your hand. It might break your bones with the augmentations. It might do nothing at all. I don’t know. Because of that, until I can get access to the medical systems in the ruined facility, I’m not going to make you armor.”
“What!” Zac cried, reaching out and waving his hands in the air. “No, come on, bossman, we just need—”
“I think that’s sensible,” Casey said, with Ingrid and James agreeing as well. Jay and Jack stayed quiet as Zac tried to change everyone’s minds with all the eloquence at his disposal.
“Fuck’s sake, you lot! Just think about it! I wanna fuckin’ fly and leap over large buildings!” he complained.
That put an end to that argument, and while the others would have preferred the armor, they also agreed that the intention was that they wouldn’t fight anyone or anything. Next time, until the damn area was pacified, they were staying on the damn ship.
With that sorted, we all agreed that the next step was to get as many nanites gathered as possible, making it possible for us—or, more to the point, me—to rebuild the facility in the desert.
With that in mind, I did the thing I was most worried about, and making sure everyone else, including Ingrid, was outside of the camera’s pickup, I called Hans.
The call was short and clearly strained, with Hans kicking someone out of the room as the connection went live, then hurrying over and pulling the phone from the connector to the TV, then speaking quickly.
“I can’t talk my friend, too many ears,” he said firmly, looking down at the screen, wired earphones plugged into the phone and covering his mouth. He was clearly worried about someone reading his lips.
I covered mine as well, and spoke quickly.
“Are you all right? Do you need help?”
“No...they suspect, but can’t prove anything beyond that you were here and told me to salvage the ship. I told them that I’m going along until I can learn more.”
“Okay.” I paused, unsure where to go with the conversation for a second, until Hans went on.
“I’ve not called Lars in, not yet, and I pulled as many of the observers away as I could. But honestly, Steve, I don’t think you should reach out to him. Not yet. There are too many signs of others in the area.”
“Okay. Thank you, Hans,” I said, well aware that was going to upset Ingrid. “I’ll not say anything about our plans, but—”
I broke off as he looked up, then swore viciously.
“We have to be quick!” he snapped, looking down at me again. “What do you need?”
“I...I need to train. To kill monsters,” I said after a seconds hesitation.
“Okay, fine. The far north. If you want to find monsters, look where there’s no people! Go to Tunguska, Russia, then head north.”
“How far?”
“All the damn way! Look, we’ve no time, but Tunguska? Not a meteorite! It was a Russian attempt at stopping a monster infestation. They used heavy explosives, and they still lost thousands...but they won! They eliminated enough that, when we went in, along with our hunting parties, it took days to find any. Took years to cover it all up, but we’ve all been too busy with other things to go back for a few decades. That means that what’s there should have bred again and be strong enough for you. Go, and good luck!”
With that, he set the phone down and snatched up something from a nearby shelf, bringing it down hard on the phone. The signal cut off abruptly, and I turned the TV off, looking to the others.
“Well. That sucks,” I said.
“Which bit?” Ingrid said, moving over and sitting next to me on the sofa, taking my hand in her two. “That Hans is being watched and is afraid on his own ship? That he had to smash the phone? Or that there’s monster infestations in Russia big enough that they had to use artillery to deal with it?”
“Well, all of those suck,” I agreed. “But the really sucky one?”
“Yeah?”
“I need to go hunting across mountains for the damn monsters, and I’ve no clue what the hell they are.”
“Shit, he never said what they were, did he?” Zac grumbled, sitting on a spare chair and biting a pastry, dropping flakes everywhere as Casey glared at him.
“I’m going to have to clean that up, Zac,” she growled at him,
He looked down at the flakes guiltily, then across at the rest of us, mumbling an apology.
“The real question is, do we accompany you?” James said.
The room went silent.
“Well, of course we do!” Ingrid said quickly, looking around as if confused.
“No,” I said slowly. “No, you don’t.”
“What?” she growled. “I spent years waiting. I’m not letting you go anywhere without me.”
“Realistically, you’re going to have to,” I said sadly. “I don’t like it either, but honestly? I can move much more freely on my own.”
“Freely maybe, but—” Ingrid started to reply, until I squeezed her hands gently and went on.
“I need to be able to track them, to chase them down, and, well, to be able to judge them on their own merits. I can risk giving them the chance to talk to me, to attack or not to, if it’s just me. If I have the rest of you? I might never catch them, and if I do? I might have to kill them to protect you.”
“But—”
“And besides, you’re going to be busy, anyway,” I said, smiling at her. “If we all went to Russia, it’d take us months to cross it, to track the monsters, and to get back out. Alone? I can do it in weeks, and while I’m doing that, you can be getting the recycling facility up and running. Besides, I can draw their attention away by doing this.”
“How?” James asked.
“I can be seen on some cameras and steal a plane. They’ll think I’m trying to run, flying low over Russia to hide, then I bail out, let the plane crash, and they’ll divert everything to look for me. It’ll leave you and Hans to get on with things, and with some luck, if the monsters aren’t like Par’a and they need to be dealt with? They’ll see them and act, rather than waiting until they start attacking human settlements.”
“No,” Ingrid said firmly. “I refuse, no way!”




Chapter Twenty-Five



“Don’t worry, you look amazing!” Ingrid said, smiling up at me and brushing some imaginary lint off my shoulder as we stepped into the elevator, heading up.
“I’m really not sure about this,” I muttered for at least the twentieth time, looking down at her.
“Well, it’s too late to back out now. Come on, Steve, you fight werewolves with your bare hands. You can meet my parents,” she told me, smiling widely at how clearly nervous I was.
It’d taken two days to convince Ingrid that I needed to do Russia alone, and three more to convince the rest of the crew, Par’a especially, that they were needed in the desert rather than, as they apparently had all believed, that they alone should go with me.
Par’a especially was vocal about being left behind, mainly because the vast majority of Russia where I was headed was heavily wooded, and was the ancient home of the dryads, a cousin to the nymphs.
I’d asked questions, but had cut them off quickly when Par’a started to go into far more detail than I wanted. Apparently, while the nymphs could form male and female pair bonds to breed, the dryads couldn’t.
They were all female and apparently captured men to “help” in their reproduction. The men generally died after a few years of “helping,” exhaustion being a big reason for it.
Zac and Jay had immediately volunteered to come with me, Jay volunteering Jack as well. Zac had tried to explain to Casey that he was planning on coming with me to help keep me free of the dryads, as he could never be tempted by another, and she didn’t have to worry.
Par’a had helpfully pointed out then that the dryads could adjust themselves to appear as the perfect mate, and apparently would frequently take turns pleasuring their mates to make sure they stayed happy with their lives.
Ingrid had taken one look at me and had sighed, shaking her head. “I trust you,” she said, then kissed me damn hard. “But remember, you’re mine.”
“I am,” I agreed, having no intention of mixing with the dryads. I was curious—of course I was; what kind of a man would I be not to be curious after all—but I was going to hunt and harvest nanites. The dryads were apparently like the nymphs in that they weren’t interested in hurting people. They mainly wanted to be left the hell alone...unless they were in a breeding cycle, in which case, well, the males they caught...weren’t generally wanting to leave.
They were treated like kings, worshipped by the dryads, and played with until their hearts gave out, then their bodies were given to the trees as fertilizer.
I was a little on the fence about them, as it felt a little like people were being trapped and kept their against their will. But Par’a had been adamant that their abilities, like the dryads, couldn’t make people do anything they didn’t want to; they could just nudge you in the direction you were already considering.
The doors before us whisked open, and the simple music we’d been ignoring on the way up in the elevator was replaced with a beautiful piano being played somewhere nearby as the room before us came into view.
I stepped forwards, Ingrid on my arm, my expensive and very well-fitted black suit matching her golden dress as we walked out, and I felt like everyone stopped to stare.
I couldn’t blame them.
Ingrid looked stunning in a gold dress that hung from one shoulder and ran all the way to the floor, exposing one leg from mid-thigh, the other covered almost to her ankle. The dress was tastefully understated and matched with a simple belt of interlocking leaves, diamond earrings, and necklace, and a matching bracelet.
All in all, she didn’t just look a million dollars—the jewelry and dress were only a few thousand off that in actual cost. They were all also nothing compared to the perfection of the woman they framed, and I’d been shooting surreptitious glances at her ever since she’d stepped out of our room and joined me on the upper deck of the yacht.
I’d fallen in love all over again, and I utterly couldn’t believe that this woman, the most intelligent and wonderful I’d ever met, whose brilliance inside was only matched by her beauty outside, was with me.
I glanced at a mirror as I strode forwards with her, swallowing hard as I forced myself to smile at the people watching. I couldn’t help feeling like an ape in a suit and like I could flex hard and tear through it at any second.
“Good afternoon,” the manager said quickly, stepping forward, all smiles as he inclined his head. “May I ask, have you a reservation? If not, we will, of course, arrange a space.”
“We’re meeting guests,” I rumbled, my voice deepening with my nervousness. “In the private room.”
“Ah, of course, sir!” the manager said, bowing even lower, and quickly guiding us to one side of the room, away from the regular folk, and into the private dining room James had arranged.
He’d worked wonders with this, getting us into the most exclusive and expensive restaurant in Denmark, along with Ingrid’s family, sending a message to her father through back channels that I had no idea about. Somehow, he’d made sure that the father, and he alone, knew the truth.
Then her father had ostensibly “won” the dinner, with James having reached out to an old friend who’d made the arrangements for this, the most sought-after restaurant around, to offer the dinner on a radio station as an advertising ploy.
In reality, and as the manager damn well knew, we’d paid for it and the inconvenience to them. The fact that the advert had worked—and that they’d gone from a mere nine months’ waiting list to nearly having parents putting their children’s names down at birth for a table—was just a happy coincidence.
As it was, though, the door before us was drawn open by two smiling and well-dressed staff, and for the first time in years, Ingrid and her family saw each other in the flesh.
There was a few seconds’ pause as they all saw who we were, then a longer pause as they all took in Ingrid’s splendor. Then it was cries and sobs, chairs falling over as they were shoved back, glasses being put down far too hard for their crystal, and gruff handshakes all round as the men of the family stepped forwards to examine the interloper with their Inga.
“Sir,” I said, inclining my head to her father, who nodded, then allowed himself a slight smile.
“Steven.” He offered his hand, reaching out to take mine in a firm grip, shaking it once and letting go as he eyed me up. “Come, take a seat, and take that jacket off. You look like you’re going to burst it.”
“He does, doesn’t he!” Ingrid’s sister whispered to Ingrid, grinning admiringly. “I know you said he was big, but...”
I barely managed to cut off my instinctive “that’s what she said,” but a glance at her father told me that was damn lucky. I might have been murdered on the spot had I gone through with it.
I smiled and sat, and spent the next three hours answering questions as carefully as possible, until her father stood and led me from the table to a side area “for a chat.”
“So...you and my daughter,” he started.
“Yes, sir.”
“Call me Anders,” he said briskly. “You’ve done your damn best to not tell us anything about what you do, and Inga is clearly smitten and happy. I know her well enough to know that she’d not be like this with a criminal, but I want at least some answers, boy.”
“I’m not a criminal,” I said firmly, then sighed. “Look, Anders.” I shook my head and grabbed a bottle of rum from the table by the side, pouring us both a large glass, passing his to him and taking my own. “I don’t know what to tell you, not because I don’t trust you, but because I don’t know you, and the things I deal with?” I shrugged, taking a swig from the glass and glancing down, impressed with the drink despite myself.
“What do you actually do? Tell me straight,” he said, turning to stand next to me, as we stood side by side staring out across the city through tinted glass.
I paused, thinking fast, and remembering Ingrid’s warning about her father. He knows a lie and will be furious if you lie to him. Anything but that he’ll understand, but lie to him? He’ll view it as if you hold him in contempt...
“I hunt the monsters in our society,” I said after a few seconds. “I kill them, and I use their funds to pay for the hunt of the next one. I’ve killed, and I’ll kill again, but I’ve never killed an innocent. I spend my life hunting those who do. I met Ingrid through her love of archeology, as several of the incidents I’ve ended up in happened at old archeological sites.”
There was a few seconds of silence as he considered my words, then he nodded.
“And Inga?” he asked slowly.
“She helps me. The creatures we hunt,” I said it carefully, letting him assume I was being figurative, not literal, “they tend to like ancient sites, presumably because the kind of black market that buys and sells artifacts like that, well, they’ll deal in anything.”
“And you use her as bait?” he asked slowly.
“Gods, no!” I snapped, glaring at him, only realizing after a few seconds that it’d been a test. “I have to fight with her half the time to keep her from hitting the sites before me!” I paused and glanced back at her, sat surrounded by her family, smiling and laughing.
“Anders, you know what she’s like. I do my absolute best to keep her as far from any danger as possible. I swear it.”
“I do know her,” he agreed, looking up at me. “And I know that the happy young girl that went away with her friends is not that lady sat there at the table. She’s harder, colder, and frankly stronger than I ever dared hope she could be. Something changed her.”
“She was captured by some of the worst scum on the planet, kept safe, but...” I broke off, shaking my head quickly. “She wasn’t abused, not like that, she tells me, but they made her watch as they tortured me. It hurt her.”
“They tortured you?” he asked slowly, his voice changing, uncertainty leaking into it as I spoke, staring out of the window again and into the past.
“They drugged and cut me, carving to the bones and testing new medical procedures on me. Needles, burns, pressure, and more. It changed me. I thought it broke me, for a long time,” I whispered, staring out.
“What happened?”
“They brought her to my cell, thinking to break her with the state I was in.”
“And?”
“And I killed them. I killed them all, tore their fucking precious hospital and experimentation wing down, killed their guards, and then hunted down their leader and gutted the fucking bitch.” I growled, glancing down when I heard the sound and felt the pain and cursing.
I’d crushed the crystal tumbler in one hand, shards digging into my flesh and blood flowing.
“Careful!” he barked.
I held up a hand to Ingrid, gesturing to her to stay there and to leave us to talk, having seen her half rise from her seat at the sound of shattering crystal.
I held my hand up where only he could see, and I pulled the fragments of crystal free, setting them in a napkin that grew red with blood, then I laid my palm down on the cloth so that he couldn’t see the nanites.
“Anders,” I said in a low, hard voice. “They tested things on me, and this is the result.” I lifted my hand again, feeling the last fragments of glass falling free of unblemished skin.
“That’s not possible,” he said slowly, eyes wide at the lack of any wound.
“No, it shouldn’t be,” I agreed, letting him probe my hand with his thick, stubby fingers, plucking a fragment of glass free that was resting on the skin. I took a cloth and wiped my blood free, then collected the fragments and wiped the side down, making sure to get every spot. I tossed the cloth into the open fire on one side of the room before returning to Anders and going on.
“When I say they tortured me, I mean it, Anders. You have no idea of the things they did to me. I destroyed their research, their notes, and killed their people. That’s one of the reasons we have to be so careful. They hunt me, and they hunt her.”
“How can I help?” he asked firmly.
I paused, having not expected that.
“I...I don’t know that you can.”
“Of course I can.” He grunted. “What do you need? Money? Men?”
“We have a crew, and more money than we need.”
“You can always use more money,” he started to say.
I grinned, pulling my phone out of a pocket, thumbing the screen for his benefit, and pulling up the bank account, showing him that it was over a hundred million in credit. I got a stunned look, then a low laugh for my trouble. “Okay, perhaps you don’t need my money.” He shook his head. “What do you need?”
I paused, thinking, then I nodded.
“We’re buying a recycling facility in the Sudanese desert. It was a high tech plant, but failed.”
“Sandstorms.” He grunted, nodding. “I looked at it. Damn stupid place to build it.”
“Well, we’re buying it, refurbishing it, and making it damn well work.”
“The storms?” he asked, pouring us both another drink, and glancing at the tumbler he passed me. “Don’t break that.”
“I won’t,” I promised, taking a swig and thinking about how far I could go with him. “We have a way around it, a new method for destroying the most harmful waste out there, and a hell of an engineer in charge of it,” I said, thinking of the crazy stuff Zac had been coming up with. “The existing site will be a cover, keeping people from getting too curious about how we do it.”
“Did you develop this technology or steal it?”
“Bit of both,” I admitted, grinning and getting a quick grin back from him. “Put it this way. The original owners of the tech weren’t innocent and won’t be filling complaints.”
“And your engineer can make it work?”
“He’s done it already, dozens of times,” I said, thinking to the toy-block-sized null blocks that were stacked in the storeroom, multiple tons of random crap having been fed into the converter, resulting in the twenty-seven small, finger-length blocks that were denser than gold.
“And what do you need?” he asked me again.
“I’m going hunting to the east, and it’ll be dangerous. I’m sending Ingrid and the rest of the crew to start the renovations. If you could help them with any arrangements they need?”
“Do you need a manager?” he asked gruffly. “I might be older than you, but I can handle myself. I run a factory and am on a company board now. How much more complicated can it be?”
“A lot,” I said slowly. “If I bring you in, it might make them aware of the site. I’ve made sure it’s not connected to Ingrid or myself at all so far.”
“Because you’re not going to be there,” he said, nodding. “A good plan. However, my company has been looking at investing in a recycling plant for some time, and we’ve been very open about that. Perhaps the company could push a loyal employee out to make the most of the site, lead the rebuild, et cetera.”
“So...there’s an existing paper trail,” I muttered, thinking.
“A significant one. I’ve been sent to three sites already as part of the team that’s been overseeing them, as an evaluation.”
“So, if someone were to buy your company out, the board of directors and so on, maybe keep them in place as a front,” I mused.
“You’d need more money than that,” he said, gesturing to my pocket. “We’re valued at sixty-three million. If you want these people to roll over and keep things quiet, they’d need a powerful reason. Plus, the site won’t be cheap.”
“A hundred and fourteen million.” I grunted. “That’s what it’s going to take to buy it, pay the necessary bribes, and get the gear there to fix it up.”
“So maybe two hundred million, all told,” Anders said slowly. “Think you can raise that?”
“How soon?” I asked.
“Soon.”
“By the end of the weekend suit you?” I offered, grinning.
“It’s Friday,” he pointed out.
“Crime doesn’t sleep. Neither should justice. I’ve found that the gangs that infest most cities are both rich and surprisingly unwilling to complain to the police when they lose money.”
We looked at each other for several seconds, the silence growing. Then he grinned, set his glass down, and stuck his hand out, taking mine in his and pumping it hard.
“Then we have a deal!” he declared, slapping me on the shoulder, then turning back to the others, who’d gone silent watching us speaking so intently. “Congratulations, Inga!” he boomed, striding back to the table and kissing her noisily on the forehead. “I approve!”
And just like that, it was settled.
I stared after him, wondering just what the hell I agreed to, and if I’d just gained a team member, an employee, or a father-in-law.
I followed along, smiling round and sitting down next to Inga again, taking her hand in mine under the table and squeezing it gently.
“What happened?” she asked me in a whisper when her father went to the toilet. I smiled, then leaned in, putting my lips close to her ear and whispering back.
“I have no fucking idea...but he’s on board with the desert plan.”
“You told him? He knows about it?”
“He’s practically going to be running it all for us!” I replied. “And I’ve no clue how that happened!”
“That’s my Anders,” Ingrid’s mother piped up from two seats away, turning as an amused smile quirked her lips. “Don’t worry, dear, I’ve always had sensitive ears, and some men simply can’t whisper. So Anders is going to help you with something?”
“Ah...uh,” I managed, as Ingrid laughed.
“Mar, leave him be!” she said, grinning at her.
“On one condition,” her mother said slowly, picking up her wine glass and watching me as she topped it off.
“Yes?” I asked carefully.
“You tell me where the dragon staff came from.”
“Ah!” Ingrid cried, sitting forwards. “I’d forgotten about that! It arrived okay?”
“It did. Henrik practically broke my door down demanding to know where it came from.” She sighed in motherly frustration. “Now come on...explain.”
“It was,” I said, then paused and looked at Ingrid helplessly, having already been totally outmaneuvered by her father and not wanting to lose to her mother as well.
“Well,” Ingrid said, taking the wine and pouring herself a fresh glass, “it all started on Crete with a group of dog fighters.”
She proceeded to tell a ridiculous story of grave robbers, thieves, people smuggling, and dog fighters. It would have been ridiculous, if not for the fact that it was her telling it, rather than me. When her father came back, after a few minutes of sitting in silence, he pointed out that he’d heard about some of the events on the news and toasted me “doing the right thing.”
With the patriarch of the family approving and basically declaring that he was accepting it as the truth to everyone, they all wordlessly accepted it as well. I spent the rest of the meal alternating between nodding and staying as silent as possible out of sheer terror.
I didn’t want to fuck up and hire the entire family, after all, so I spent most of that time playing along with Ingrid’s nine-year-old nephew, acting impressed while he showed me his muscles and told me about how he was going to be just like me when he was older.
By the time we left the restaurant, having dropped six figures on the bill, much to my utter shock, Ingrid and her family could barely walk, they’d drank so much high-quality booze, let alone question me anymore. I was massively relieved as we returned to the yacht, carrying Ingrid in a princess carry from the taxi and grinning at James as he greeted me on the main deck. Wishing everyone goodnight, I edged past, carrying Ingrid down to bed.
I had to peel her out of the dress, and she was practically unconscious before I could do it, which was a hell of a shame, considering the things she’d been whispering drunkenly into my ear that she was going to do to and for me, once we were in private.
I just had to hope she was still feeling as proud and willing in the morning, I guessed.
I showered and climbed into bed with her, tucking her in and kissing her gently, before going to sleep myself, grinning up at the seventies-style mirrored ceiling of the cabin as I allowed myself a little pride over surviving meeting the parents.




Chapter Twenty-Six



The next morning dawned dark and wet, as well as a hell of a lot cooler than I was used to after years in the Mediterranean, making the coffee that was waiting on the main deck even more appreciated as James joined me, handing a small envelope over.
“What’s this?” I asked idly, munching on a thickly buttered slice of toast.
“It came for you late last night,” James said.
I shot him a look before ripping the small paper open and looking down at the neat, although slightly drunken words before me.
Steven,
I’m well aware that you told me less than I’d like, but you also told me more than you had to, and as thanks for your trust, I’ll extend my own.

The Albanian gangs are renowned for violence, drugs, and extortion, as well as being a major player in the international people smuggling scene, and appear to be heavily concentrated in the south of NØRROBRO.

The Serbian Mafia, on the other hand, are known to be primarily heroin-based and are found in the north of the same district.

I trust in your discretion.
Anders.
I nodded to myself, then handed the note to James, who read it then glanced at me.
“Is this Ingrid’s father, Anders?”
“It is.”
“And he’s sending you to take out the gangs?”
“He is.”
“Either you decided to tell him considerably more than you said you were going to, or he’s decided he’d rather kill you than risk you as a son-in-law.”
“It’s...well, it’s even odds, really,” I said after a few moments thought. “He seemed to like me, but...”
“But you’re having sex with his daughter.”
“Yeah,” I admitted, chewing on my lower lip.
“Okay, don’t forget we already rerouted my son once, so I’d appreciate it if you dealt with him before you go and do...whatever you’re going to do,” James said firmly. “His flight lands in an hour, and he was definitely looking forward to a visit with me in the Med, rather than Denmark.”
We both looked at the windows to either side of the main deck, watching the rivulets of cold rain that ran down them then back at each other.
“Well, look on the bright side,” I said to him after a few seconds. “Nobody that’s not got a good reason is going to be out there today, so fewer people are likely to spot me.”
“Oh, joy,” he replied flatly. “I’m overwhelmed by such wonderful news.”
“I knew you would be.”
“Truly, it’s as though you knew exactly what would make my day.”
“Am I paying extra for the sarcasm?” I asked him.
“No, it’s a free bonus.”
“Joy.”
“It’s forty minutes’ drive to the airport, and my car is due any minute. Before I wake Casey to take over, is there anything else you need?” James asked.
I thought for a moment. “No. He arrives in an hour?”
“Thereabouts.”
“Okay, don’t worry about Casey,” I said with a sigh. “I might as well get dressed for the weather and go snooping, then come back, deal with your son, and then we can make more of a plan tonight once I’ve seen the area.”
“Do you speak Danish?”
“Yeah, sort of anyway, I need some practice though,” I replied. “I’ll do some work on it as I go.”
I sighed, getting to my feet, walking to the end of the deck and looking outside.
The rain was heavy and solid, clearly not going anywhere for the day, and considering my clothes? I had one jacket. It was leather and more suited to sitting on a motorbike and looking cool than stopping anything like this. Looked like it was goddamn shopping time again.
“I’ll practice it in a few shops,” I said, straightening and cracking my back as I yawned and stretched. “I need a long coat or something I guess.”
“Cameras?”
“I’ll deal with them as I go,” I said. I was getting to be an old hat at this now, the effort to fuzz or simply loop the recording as I passed cameras now almost unconsciously; it was becoming that easy.
James got Casey, anyway. Apparently, it was standard to have one of them up and ready at all times, especially when we were in port, and she’d been getting ready. He offered to drop me somewhere on the way to the airport, as he’d hired a limo to travel there and back as a treat for his son, but I declined.
We were only a half-dozen miles from the area Anders had pointed out in his note, and I decided that even with the damn surety of me getting soaked between here and there, it was better to walk.
I’d get a better sense of the area if I went for a little walk and bought a coat, rather than sitting in the warm yacht and trawling social media and so on like some of the others were, after all.
I set off once Casey was up and about and James had left, strolling off the marina and deeper into the city with my collar raised and hunching down a little. Inside a dozen meters, I was already regretting my decision.
My coat might be protecting my chest, but it was doing sod all for my legs, which were soaked already, especially as the water ran down my jacket to soak into my jeans.
It took twenty minutes of walking to find the first shop that could even stand a chance of outfitting me, most places selling standard off-the-rack things that I’d never fit into now. As I ducked under the door, shaking the rain off and looking around the warm, well-lit shop, I couldn’t help but sigh in relief.
The wooden floor was oiled to a golden gleam, and the tables were racked with outfits by the dozen, with several low-hanging, storm-lantern-style lights that swayed and bobbed in the wind that had buffeted me inside.
I closed the door firmly, a small bell positioned over the door tinkling a second time and announcing my presence as I closed it.
A pair of ladies, mid-fifties each, I’d guess, bustled out of the back room, coffees in hand to greet me, and paused, shocked.
“Hi,” I said after a few seconds, in my roughly accented Dansk, and it was as if the word set them free from stasis.
“You poor dear!” one exclaimed, then vanished as the other set her coffee down and strode forwards determinedly.
“Let’s have that coat off first. You’ll catch your death in it! That’s no use to a man your size. What was it? The last thing in the shop?” the second asked, a matronly woman with her hair drawn back in a slight grey ponytail, shaking her head in dismay.
The other woman reappeared seconds later, a big fluffy towel in hand, and approached, waving me into the fitting rooms set to one side.
“Come now, you’re here for clothes?” she asked.
I nodded dumbly.
“Then into there with you. Dry yourself off and give us what you’re wearing. You’ve underclothes on?”
“Yeah?” I asked, unsure.
“Then off with everything else!” she proclaimed. “The towel will dry you and protect your modesty, although it’s nothing we’ve not seen before, I assure you, and we’ll get you looked after. You can be telling us what you need while your clothes dry in our machines.”
“Oh, thank god,” I muttered, nodding my head and ducking into a fitting room at her direction.
The next few minutes were a blur, but somehow by the time I finally stopped being rushed about and having orders given “for my own good,” I was sitting beside a large heater in the surprisingly roomy office at the back, towel wrapped around my waist, a large mug of coffee, and a selection of biscuits sat by my elbow as I gave the ladies a much abridged and sanitized version of my life.
I was a common boy done good, essentially made some money over the years and now touring with my girlfriend, who was a native of the area. She was asleep back on the boat, and I’d come out thinking I’d get some clothes and the lay of the land, as well as some pastries for her for when she woke up.
In short order, I had a list of the best local places for the pastries, I’d been measured, weighed, and I got the feeling the ladies could have told me what I had for breakfast a week ago, but they’d also decided that I was just a poor foreign idiot of a man, too simple to stay out of the rain, and had apparently adopted me.
I was fed biscuits and more coffee as they compared materials and colors with my size and coloring, speaking a different language that included terms as “double-stitched,” “Chesterfield,” and that a peacoat wasn’t weather appropriate but would set my shoulders off nicely for better days.
I just assured them that cost wasn’t an issue and drank the damn coffee.
Half an hour later, and after an idle comment about my beard being unkempt and hair in need of a trim that I’d agreed with, suddenly I was being escorted through a back room and into a barber’s on the far side of the building...still wrapped in my towel. There, I was attacked from all angles by three very determined young women, as well as an older, grey-haired man.
Long story short, my planned two hours or so to get a rough idea of the local area cost me a small fortune, but by the time I was ushered back out of the tailors’ shop, I was well-dressed for the weather. Two more coats that were “proper” coats and not “rush jobs” would be delivered over the next few days to the yacht, and from my damn toes to the tips of my hair, I was now trimmed, pampered, and evaluated.
I was also five figures lighter, and that was in US dollars, as I’d not yet got my head around the exchange rate, but that was the least of it all.
I had a bag with my old clothes in, now all dry, and a second, smaller bag, filled with pastries.
I waved to the ladies uncertainly and set off, mind awhirl with all that had happened, and I wondered if I should be allowed out in public alone.
I didn’t know if I’d just been ripped off or not, which was my usual assumption when the people I’d just handed money were that happy afterwards, but...
But they’d all seemed genuinely welcoming and wanting to help me more than anything else.
I was totally confused and now was wondering—if this was an example of the customer service and general ethics of the area, if I was going to be able to fight people at all.
I might make it to the supposedly dangerous areas and end up finding a quaint little spot filled with grandmothers knitting.
I made it back to the yacht shortly after, dropping the bags off, and explain to highly amused Ingrid what the hell had happened.
She’d arranged for her sister to come and visit, and she’d turned up this morning, the pair of them laughing their asses off at me. Then James returned, took one look at me, and demanded an explanation, sighing that I had been essentially fleeced by a very efficient pair of older ladies.
His son joined the impromptu gathering and spent most of it staring slack-jawed at the ladies, until James had a word with him.
The afternoon sped by as we all talked, until James finally gave in and asked me quietly if I’d examine his son now.
We took him down to James’s cabin, having him sit on the bed as James gave a highly truncated version of events, leaving most of the details out, beyond that I had access to highly advanced medical nanites. Then James handed him a sixty-page non-disclosure agreement.
I commented jokingly it wasn’t that bad, only to be told by the pair that it was, because it literally covered everything, while normal ones were more specific.
I had Michael lay back on the bed afterwards, and I reached out, putting my hand on his head and starting the examination, while James continued to explain things.
I nodded to James after a few minutes, the full medical examination having shown a considerable number of issues, most of which I suspected they’d never known about, considering the condition of the younger man.
The disease he suffered with was identified as “replication breakdown” by the nanites, and essentially was caused by a single failing chain in the instructions the nanites had, resulting in a faulty activation, then deactivation happening regularly.
Part of the effect was that the nanites would suddenly activate at random and begin the repair process, breaking down “non-essential” mass to begin the repairs...then they’d reset and return to quiescence.
The result had not only damaged his body heavily, but it had also left buildups of what appeared to doctors to be calcium, as the nanites were essentially breaking his body down to build extra bones in places.
This left James’s son in constant pain, with a collection of bumps and growths beneath the skin that ran in various directions, limiting his mobility as well.
Despite all of this, and showing his father’s spirit, he still played sports and was an honor student.
I shook my head as I finished the examination, amazed at all he’d achieved, then looked at James and Michael, before telling them the simple truth.
“It’s going to be painful, so we need to knock you out, but beyond that, I should be able to fix this.”
“You’re sure?” James asked quickly, tears starting to gather in the corners of his eyes.
“Literally, it’s a few hours of regrowth, and that’s it,” I assured them both.
“Are you ready?” James asked Michael. He nodded, settling back again and taking a deep breath as James produced a needle.
“It’s been a few years since you’ve had to knock me out, Dad, but if it might be the last time?” He took a deep breath, then blew it out in a whoosh, clearly emotional as well as nervous.
“Do you want me to give you a few minutes?” I asked, gesturing to the door. Michael shook his head, drawing a deep breath and asked his father to “do it.”
James hugged his son one more time, then injected him with a practiced movement, setting the needle aside and speaking softly as Michael slowly sank into unconsciousness.
“We had to do it regularly when he was younger, before a series of operations to remove the bone spurs were carried out,” he told me quietly. “The painkillers weren’t working, and the only way he could function was if every few days we did this, as dangerous as it was.”
“Well, he survived this long thanks to you, and to him being a fighter, so let’s see what we can do about a little more of a permanent solution,” I said, reaching out and focusing.
The nanites were the problem I could see, and as such, they were the first stop.
I could have simply given him a hearty supply of my own, and essentially repaired him, much as an engineer would repair a car. But with his nanites, that would result in a slow deterioration in the future as the faulty batch overrode and interfered with the good ones.
That meant that James was going to get his wish, and Michael was going to get the healing function unlocked.
I explained exactly what was going to happen to James, and he nodded, accepting responsibility. I should have been asking Michael for permission, I knew, and explaining the possible issues to him...but that would require him knowing far, far more than we could risk telling him.
I started with the Hack, extruding the filaments for my harvest tool and plugging them into him, burrowing into his body and beginning the process. I syphoned nanites out with one filament and injected them with another, all the while hacking the distributed program that was the nanite cluster.
The encryption was complex, six-dimensional geometry, blurring forms that raced around, sections altering as I worked. But as each level fell, they stayed down, giving me hope for the future.
Minutes passed like hours, segments falling into place and forming new shapes. I pulled my armor up, allowing my own distributed consciousness to join the fight, picking up speed as we broke the encryption of layer after layer, dropping finally into the most basic of the nanites’ functions and instantly seeing the issue.
It was the replication, an entire sub-layer of the code that locked the nanites from activation, or at least as near as I could tell, it seemed to be that. Sitting in the main medical segment, it broached two sections, joining them together in ways that could never have been intentional.
I examined the code, comparing it to my own, and nodded in satisfaction, removing the fragments that were in error and activating the full medical suite.
Instantly, his body was assessed and a priority list established, with a six-month list of adjustments, after assessing the nanites currently available inside him.
I detached a hundred thousand of my own, sending them surging into the bent and twisted body before me, and smiled as the counter adjusted from six months to fifteen minutes.
“He might come round while this happens,” I told James, retracting the filaments and standing. “Believe me, if I could stop the nanites from scrubbing the drugs from him, I would, but they’ll view it as a foreign poison, and will work to scrub it even as they rebuild. Give him as much as you dare. I’m sorry, I don’t know anything about the side effect the drugs will have. But, in fifteen minutes, it’ll be finished. You don’t want him to feel what’s happening, though.”
“How bad is it?” he asked me.
I winced. “He’s getting his entire body rebuilt from scratch. It’s seriously painful.” Then realization struck me as to the minor issue I’d not considered in my excitement.
“He’s going to be visibly different, though. Might want to send him on a holiday for a few months, let his friends all think he’s getting some cutting-edge medical treatment.”
“How different?” James asked worriedly.
“Fully healed. All the bumps and shit will be gone. Hell, he’ll be in perfect health, if seriously hungry.” I smiled, reaching out and putting my hand on the older man’s shoulder. “You did this, my friend. You made this happen, so stay here and enjoy it when he wakes up. Don’t worry about anything else.”
He nodded, tears in his eyes as he let me leave the cabin, quickly taking my seat next to the bed and reaching out, taking his son’s hand in his.
I returned to the main deck, finding Ingrid explaining the trees and the wooden egg in the hot tub to her sister, getting disbelieving stares as she explained it away as modern art.
Dinner was pleasant, and an hour later, her sister was gone, leaving Ingrid and me alone for all of three minutes, until James and Michael were there.
Michael had gone from a weakened, wizened man, old before his time and uncomfortable as he moved, to a strapping six-foot lad who couldn’t help doing stretches and exercises, reveling in the joy of a pain-free existence.
He spent the next hour eating everything he could get his hands on, before escaping to the local bars with James and the others, over the moon to enjoy his new capabilities.
“You could have gone with them, you know,” I told Ingrid, getting a smile and hug instead as she stood with me, watching the others leave.
“I’d rather be with you, and even though there’s not many cameras down here, there are some. I don’t need to bring the eyes of the factions down on the others.”
“I’m sorry,” I said to her, knowing how much she’d genuinely love to walk the streets of her home city. Thanks to meeting me, she was now being hunted.
“If that’s the cost for having you?” she said, smiling and cuddling into my side, then standing on her tiptoes for a kiss. “I pay it happily.”
She rubbed her nose against mine and sighed.
We sat for a little while, talking about the area and reminiscing on the nights out and her friends, as well as filling her in on the actual conversation with her father and the cost we now had to cover.
“We’re back to fighting the gangs?” she asked, frowning.
“Only for a night or two,” I said. “We need the money, and they’re right there. Plus...”
“Yes?”
“Your dad suggested them.”
“And?”
“And it’s your dad. It’s like a test, or I get that feeling, anyway.”
“Steve, believe me, Far is a strong-willed and imposing man, but he’s not going to send his prospective son-in-law out to fight gangs as a test.”
“You might think that, but believe me, this is a test, both of me as a person, and as a ‘prospective son-in-law,’” I disagreed.
“I don’t think so,” she said, smiling. “But if that’s how you want to see it, then what do you want to do?”
“I’m going to eliminate the gangs.”
“How?” she asked slowly. “I mean, yes, you did a serious number on their leadership and people in Athens, but...”
“That’s just it. I took out the leadership, but thinking about it logically, the little guys will just step into the power vacuum, or others from outside the area will move in on the territory.”
“Right, that’s the issue with it. There’s no way to get around that,” Ingrid said with a thoughtful shrug. “Not in a night or two.”
“There is, it’s just going to be a bit dramatic, and possibly messy,” I said.
“Oh gods,” Ingrid whispered, closing her eyes and covering them with her hands as she leaned on the table, going on with her face hidden. “Okay, I’m ready. Tell me what I need to have nightmares over next.”
“Well, the simple solution is that we don’t do most of the work, right? I mean, Interpol and the FBI and so on exist for a reason. They always say in the movies that the problem isn’t being willing to act, it’s a lack of information?”
“Right?”
“Well, I’m going to give them that information.”
“How?”
“By raiding every single hideout and drop-off, drug den, and club they use as distribution centers, and slaughtering them all. Hell, I’ll even send them emails with all the data in it. I’ll leave a single survivor tied up at each, and I’ll make sure they know that speaking to the police and so on is the only reason they’ve been left alive.”
“You think that they’d rather turn on their friends than die?”
“Well, they all say they’ll never do that, right?”
“Because they’ll get murdered in prison,” Ingrid pointed out.
“Yeah, they would.”
“But?”
“But I’m going to start with the prison,” I pointed out, grinning.
“Oh gods.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven



Vestre Fængsel was a pre-trial prison, rather than a full-on normal one, but that was fine because it was also inside the city limits and held literally hundreds of inmates of all kinds.
I waited until it was dark, although due to the driving rain, that made little sodding difference, and landed on the belltower of the prison, hunching and wrapping my wings around myself as I reached down, slapping one hand against the camera that sat beside my feet.
Nanites flowed into the system, speeding up my Hack as I formed a direct connection to the network, burrowing down and grinning, as instead of the usual careful methods I’d followed, I played more to my personal tastes.
I’d used my general point to invest in Information on the Hack tree. It essentially unlocked the entire system directory for me, but it did it at the cost of Stealth.
As soon as I accessed the system, going full bore for the bits I needed, the security monitor programs went apeshit. Rather than spend my time shutting them down and hiding, I went all in.
I pulled up the criminal lists, finding out who and where they were, then activated a full lockdown across the prison. Cutting everyone off from each other, I sealed security doors and wiped the guards’ access cards, killing all the lights and cameras.
Then, with a little cross-referencing, I launched into the air again, heading for the southwest wing.
The second floor of four was the one I wanted, and almost the furthest cell along. I blasted in through the skylight in an explosion of glass and steel.
The inside was open-plan, four floors of cells on either side of a central walkway. Prisoners were milling uncertainly in their rooms, staring out of small windows and trying to figure out what had happened.
When I came through the skylight, some decided it was the signal they’d been waiting for and started trying to batter the doors down or settle ongoing scores, attacking cellmates and worse.
I ignored them all, twisting around and pulling my wings in landing on the central walkway in a superhero landing with a boom.
Straightening, I passed cells filled with everything from pickpockets to murderers, and judging from the system I still had access to, most of them were guilty as all hell.
I ignored the vast majority of the inhabitants, pausing as I passed a cell opposite the one I wanted. I needed to make a point to those watching through the little windows.
There were frantic cries for help coming from the cell to my right, and I extruded the Vorpal Blade, carving the door apart and stepping through the collapsing metal, finding the cellmates fighting.
Or, more accurately, one of them being beaten half to death by the other.
It was the wounded one I’d come for, as I’d accessed his crimes when looking for one to use as an example, and found...
I’d found a plethora of fucking reasons that this man was perfect as an example.
He was the focus of six different investigations and had taken great pleasure in refusing to tell anyone where the bodies were hidden. That meant that the only reason I’d stopped his cellmate from inflicting some serious “justice” on the fucker was because his would be over too soon.
I grabbed the one on top, yanking him around and staring at him in full avenging angel mode, complete with the glowing eyes. My fist clenched around his throat as I stared into his eyes.
I accessed his file, finding a case of an ex-con who’d been at the wrong place at the wrong time and had been swept up in a general arrest, and I nodded to myself in satisfaction.
His bad luck would serve as my good luck, as well as saving those families a great deal of pain.
“You want to live?” I asked, getting a frantic nod of the head. “Then you write,” I ordered, throwing him out of the cell, then throwing some paper and soft pencils out to him from a desk by the side.
I had no idea why he’d not tried to kill the man with the pencil, until I picked it up. It was basically soft rubber with a tiny bit of something in it to make marks.
As a pencil, it worked, just, but as a weapon? You’d be better off trying to remove your own foot and beat yourself to death with it.
I dragged the other man out, hearing his whimpered “thank you” and pleading to be gentler with him.
And it infuriated me.
I picked him up and held him before my helm, letting him stare at my glowing eyes, the massive wings, the claws, all of it—and come to the obvious conclusion that I wasn’t human.
Ingrid and I had made a few mainly cosmetic alterations to the armor this afternoon, resulting in two forms that I could use, one of which was the “dark crusader.” That one was essentially a cool-as-fuck mix of a fallen angel and a stylized modern version of a knight, all outlined in black, copper, and gold, and it was seriously impressive.
It was the kind of armored figure that would have choirs of angels singing its praises as it flew to battle, and I couldn’t wait to show it off, especially as Ingrid was working on plans for new weapons once I’d told her just how malleable it was.
The second form, though, was the one I was wearing, and if the first was all honorable and glorious, this looked like it’d make a demon swear off misbehaving forever.
The face was entirely blank, for a start, just the eyes showing, and they glowed with an unholy fire that even Ingrid had admitted was disturbing, then the rest...
It looked much more organic, and less like armor than a natural, or unnatural creation. The wings were scaled and black as pitch, the claws were jagged, and I had dozens of spikes and shit everywhere.
I smelled it as my chosen victim pissed himself in fear, and I grinned. Clearly I’d made an impression.
“I am here to dispense JUSTICE!” I roared, and my voice shook the cell block, making people shy away from me as I shook the dangling figure. “ADMIT THY SINS, CHILD!” I boomed, and nanofilaments extended from my fist, writhing into his chest and beginning their work.
I’d not told Ingrid about this part of the plan. He started to scream in horrific agony, and I’d been unsure if I could go through with it on the way over, but after seeing his crimes and the evidence, then looking him in the eyes...I no longer had any problem with this part of the plan as my medical knowledge was reversed, and I began to systematically tear his body apart.
He screamed and shook as I focused on the left leg. His skin peeled away, dropping to the floor, muscles twisting and pulling as I moved from the foot up, making every cell turn against the next, breaking his body apart.
He screamed and screamed, his body going into shock...until I stopped it all.
His scream went from terrible to hear to trailing off into a series of shuddering sobs as he tried to understand what had just happened, looking down at the mess that had once been his left lower leg.
“ADMIT THY SINS!” I boomed. Then I started again, the right leg starting instead.
I ignored his attempts at speaking until I reached the knee and paused, giving him long enough to speak, and speak he did.
He confessed to everything, begging me for forgiveness, my rage building. The police hadn’t a clue about more than two-thirds of his victims, and this tiny, frail man was admitting to crimes that were numerous enough to qualify him as one of the worst serial killers in history.
I waited and waited, the other inmate frantically scribbling, as I made him admit to the locations the bodies were left, until after an hour almost, with the guards frantically trying to break the doors down, I dropped him to the floor.
“YOU WILL ADMIT TO THESE CRIMES TO THOSE BELOW.” My voice echoed, and he nodded frantically. “HIDE NOTHING, OR I WILL RETURN.”
With that, he frantically shook his head, whimpering and begging, as I ordered the other inmate to drag him inside the cell and stay there.
With that done, I strode to the cell I wanted originally, one occupied by two Albanian Mafia, who backed the hell away as I moved closer.
I cut the door from the wall and stepped in, pausing as they both attacked me, and I stood there, waiting.
I checked them both over, making sure I knew which one was which. Then, once the kinetic energy from their attacks had built high enough, I grabbed the lesser of the two and slammed him against the wall.
I lifted my hand, resting the point of one claw over his heart in warning. The pair froze, watching and seeing that nothing they’d done had so much as rocked me in place.
I waited until I was sure they were paying attention, then I rerouted the kinetic energy, boosted by the Power Cell to a thousand times more powerful than the original blow, and fed it through a single tap of my finger to his chest.
I felt the damage that routing such an overabundance of energy through such a small location did, as entire sections of my armor basically shut down, nanites frantically flowing internally to repair it, but outside?
The effect was gory in the extreme.
The simple tap had condensed the impact of a truck doing seventy miles an hour into the center of his sternum, and pressed as he was against the wall, it effectively turned his internals to liquid.
He detonated, bits flying everywhere, nothing bigger in size than a tooth to find later as identifiable, adding to the sheer terror my visit engendered.
Once he was dead, I reached out, taking the other man almost gently by the throat with my left hand, then I raised my right, extended the same finger that had just turned his friend to marmalade, and extended it towards his left eye.
“Please!” he begged frantically. “Please, no!”
I paused.
“I want to know about thine organization. All of it,” I told him in a low rumble. “Safe houses, distribution, prisoners, guests, stashes...all of it.”
“Okay!” he agreed desperately. “Please, just—”
“ADMIT THY SINS!” I boomed again.
He went white with fear, starting to babble, as I made internal notes and recorded his words, occasionally making him repeat bits I’d not been able to hear clearly enough. By the time he was finishing, the guards were already running up the stairs, coming to a halt at the door of the cell we stood in, and ordering me in quavering voices to release their prisoner.
I waited until he was done, ignoring one of the guards who snarled in furious terror and stepped in, using a cosh on the back of one of my wings.
It bounced off, the material harder than his cosh, and almost broke his wrist, as I made a show of not noticing.
Then I turned slowly and stepped out, forcing them all to back up, before I dropped the weeping, traumatized, and broken gangster to the floor before them.
“SPEAK THE TRUTH TO THOSE WHO ASK,” I ordered him, before extending my wings and flapping them once. “LIE, AND I SHALL RETURN FOR YOU.”
He babbled something about doing as he was told, making various religious signs over himself, as I activated my Gravity Inverter and took off, flying easily up and out of the prison as if the guards weren’t there.
As soon as I was outside, I triggered my Conceal and vanished from any cameras that were trained on the building, a mix of exultation that I’d managed to do what I wanted—in that I’d found out so much more than I’d expected already—and disgust.
I was disgusted both by the criminals I’d just dealt with, the things they’d done, and the speed that they’d broken.
And I was disgusted with myself.
A part of me knew I was no better than the gangsters, although I was a metric fuckton better than the other guy. It was a case of the violence, the acts they’d carried out, the killings, and the sheer brutality. I could have been one of them so easily.
I’d enjoyed that, I knew. A dark part of me, buried deep, had rejoiced in hurting them, and not just in getting the information I wanted, just in the sheer brutality and pain I’d handed out.
It put me in a black mood as I beat my wings hard, lifting into the sky and bringing up the map.
I looked over the entire city, as the various safe houses, distribution hubs, and named gang members, from street corner runners to leaders, soldiers to bosses, all populated slowly.
I stared out across the dark city, the glowing streets and billions of signals opening to me as I deployed my augmented mind, hacking more and more, searching cameras, phones, ID cards, social media and more, confirming and cross-referencing my targets before turning and lining up on the first one, a duo of soldier and dealer who ran a street corner, one handling the cash and drugs, the other keeping it secure and inflicting pain on those who transgressed against the gang.
I swooped down, landing hard on the soldier, claws extending from my feet and punching through his back into his chest, shredding his organs. I plucked the dealer up and glared at him, his customers scattering and running for their lives.
“Tell me names,” I whispered.
He screamed, flailing at me, until I broke both of his arms. In seconds, he was frantically naming his fellow gang members. I was adding them and cross-referencing them with the information I had already.
Most were minor players, the additional names all on his level, while those higher were nicknames or handles, but in less than a minute, I had all I needed, and I beat my wings, carrying us both up into the air.
I waited until I was a hundred meters up, then coasted to another section, spotting the same setup. This time, the dealer sat on his own, smoking, while a blatant hired-muscle type was holding tight to a young girl’s shoulder and making mixed threats and promises.
I dropped the other dealer, then swooped in as the body impacted a few meters from the others with a short scream that ended abruptly.
I landed before the dealer, grabbed him by the throat, and started to question him, ignoring his friend, who lunged for me.
I waited until he’d grabbed onto my shoulder and stabbed me, the stiletto blade bouncing off without a mark, before I turned and fixed him with a glare.
He let go of my shoulder, and I grabbed him by the face, then twisted, snapping his neck and dropping the fresh corpse to the floor. Then I turned back to the other one.
This dealer knew less than the last, adding no new names to my list, but he confirmed a local house that acted as a storehouse.
I lifted him by throat, staring into his eyes, and seeing a terrified boy more than a man.
“Obey the law. Protect the innocent, or I’ll return,” I promised him, then dropped him to the floor and took off, vanishing into the sky, heading for the storehouse.
It took me three hours to clear seven miles of the city, literally climbing the ranks, killing the vast majority as I went, until I found them.
There were three in charge of this group, one overall “boss” and his two lieutenants, both thugs on the run from multiple murder charges and worse.
I’d used the constant low-level gang members to build a solid picture of the second level, then the third, eliminating the vast majority, leaving some of the youngest with warnings. But most...most there was no reason to give them a second chance.
Now, with only two sites left to hit, the rats were running, the upper three in two armored, heavy-duty SUVs, with a half-dozen bikers with them, as well as two more cars in convoy. One was a clapped-out old station-wagon-looking fucker, while the other, parked in the middle of the two SUVs, was clearly loaded for bear with a half-dozen of the gang’s soldiers armed to the teeth and a boot full of something.
I’d missed them loading it up, but they’d passed a traffic camera on their way out of the building. The monitor program I’d had running in the city’s network picked them up.
I was flying above them now, noting the way that certain police cars were shadowing them in alleys on either side. I toyed with the idea of reaching out and asking them what they were doing.
Word had gotten out, even with me killing the cameras at each site, the phones, and more, that something was happening to the Albanians.
It was being touted as “gang warfare” in the news, who’d just started looking, trying to get a scoop, while I winged along, concealed and waiting.
The convoy hit a traffic light and blew straight through, not even slowing as they caught a car going the other way, sending it spinning as the heavier SUV hit it. The others headed on, while four bikers stopped.
The SUV had survived the impact, but it was damaged, clouds of steam billowing from the engine, followed by grey, and then black smoke.
Two men staggered from the car, a driver and the “package” I guessed, as he screamed abuse, first at the driver, then the driver of the other car, and finally at his companions for leaving him.
I came around for another pass, watching him, making sure it wasn’t a trap. Then he pulled a handgun and opened fire on the other car.
That ended my patience, and I dropped, twisting around and lining up on the asshole in charge, until the bikers readied weapons, and so did the driver, all taking aim at the victim’s vehicle.
I changed my aim, twisting around and landed between them, my armor changing, just in case, until the form that shimmered into existence as my Conceal dropped, just in time to take the barrage of gunfire, was my crusader alter ego.
I flared my wings wide, taking the first few shots until the gunshots stuttered into silence.
This form was more expensive to summon, requiring most of my stored nanites, but in order to not draw the obvious conclusions from the appearance of a flying “creature” in Athens, I’d not been draining these bodies, just in case.
That meant that the shield I now ostensibly wore on my left hand and the massive claymore in my right represented all of my remaining nanites.
That was fine, though, because the effect of seeing a sudden avenging angel appear through the rain and smoke was all the more terrifying for them, considering I didn’t bother to lift the shield to deflect their shots.
A few long heartbeats transpired as I stood there silently, watching them. Then I turned my back on them as if they weren’t worth my time and checked on the driver of the car, finding an older man, short, mildly overweight in the way most of the world was, with a salt-and-pepper beard.
He was panting, one hand clutching his chest as he tried to get his breath. I examined him, finding he was in the middle of a heart attack, probably brought on by the crash, but looking at the damage to his heart, it certainly wasn’t his first.
I grabbed the door, finding it jammed, and tore it bodily off its hinges, tossing it aside as I reached in.
I absorbed my sword and shield, folding my wings in closer to shield him, and formed a tentacle, sliding it unseen under his chair to sever the connections. It allowed me to lift the seat entirely free, even as the seatbelt itself was severed and the tentacle reabsorbed.
I carried him to the side of the road, chair and all, and crouched next to him, seeing the terror in his eyes as he forced out a word.
“An...gel?” he asked, between pants. I gently shook my head. “Dy...ing?” he tried again. I shook my head again, reaching out my right hand and pressing it to his chest, extending a needle-thin filament of nanites straight into his heart.
His eyes widened, and he tried to speak, convulsing, but in seconds, it was over. I was lifting my hand free as his heart stuttered and restarted.
The nanite injection I’d just given him was enough to keep him going, and the ten seconds I spent quickly hacking his own nanites was all he needed, activating the healing function.
I straightened and turned, satisfied that I’d done a good deed, until heavy arms fire tore across the road and slammed into me.
I’d made the point that the running drug lords weren’t worth my time, changing my form so that I could be identified as a different creature from the one hunting them...
But I’d not considered that none of these fuckers had seen me before now.
All I’d done was give them time to get the big guns out, and now not only were the bikers firing, but so was the driver and the boss. Those last two had the kind of weapons that should be restricted to the army only.
The boss stood there laughing as his aim bounced all over, a heavy machine gun, the kind of thing that should be on a bipod at least, was roaring at me. Armor-piercing rounds covered the distance, slamming into my armor and punching through it in some places.
I heard the grunt from my right, and I turned, even as my shield flowed back into existence, braced on my left arm. It was six inches thick of nanowoven composite, stopping even the shots of the HMG...until I saw the man whose life I’d just saved.
The bullets had hit him in the stomach first, then had climbed upwards, shredding him, practically cutting him in half before the last to hit him had impacted his jaw, turning the lower half of his head to...
I couldn’t stop staring as the light faded from his eyes.
This was my fault.
This wasn’t a gang member or a drugged-up scumbag follower in the wrong place, a criminal who would be an example; this was an innocent man, one who a few minutes ago had been quietly munching on a burger, driving somewhere, probably heading home, when a group of assholes I’d picked a fight with ran like pussies and killed him instead.
My head tracked around like it was on rollers, and I glared at them all.
They would pay.




Chapter Twenty-Eight



I glared at them, bullets slamming into me, and I felt it building.
The kinetic energy imparted by a heavy machine gun and armor piercing rounds was an order of magnitude higher than the pathetic impacts of a mere assault rifle, and even when it was five handguns and an assault rifle, it was like pissing on my roof and telling me it was a storm.
I started forwards, knowing that he had one chance, that man behind me. He needed nanites, a fuck ton of them. An utter fuckton of them, and there were at least sixty thousand before me right now.
The boss backed up as the last of the belt-fed ammunition clattered loose, screaming at his nearest minion to get him another box. The last shots slammed into me, my armor absorbing the impact and quivering as the kinetic capacitors struggled to hold the charge.
I ran towards them, flashes all around me picking up in my peripheral vision before a bright light illuminated the square.
I crouched, then leapt to the left, landing and punching the nearest motorcyclist in the face. I had to grit my teeth against the urge to release the kinetic force into his helmet even as I heard his neck snap, my fist wedged inside as the glass shattered.
I shook my hand once then grabbed the back of his head and yanked, freeing my fist from his corpse, then tossed him upwards, gabbing him by an ankle and swinging him around. Using his broken helmet as a hammer, I took out his fellows, the cracks and thuds as they were beaten to death with their friend’s corpse echoing in the air, audible even over the growing noise. The last begged for mercy, and I slammed my broken and leaking club down atop him, a wet scream escaping.
I ignored it, too full of fury as I leaped forwards, slamming power into the Gravity Inverter and sending myself “falling” through the air in a parabolic arc that landed a few steps from the armored SUV.
I took two steps, lifting my hands, then slammed them down with all my might, discharging ninety percent of the kinetic charge through my fists as I howled, a sudden cheerful little tune starting up and dancing around the back of my head as the car before me was crushed. An explosion of cocaine flew out of the back as bags burst.
The cloud spread, blown on the twin winds of my rage and...
I didn’t care, dismissing anything else as unimportant. I grabbed the front wheel closest to me and flipped the remains of the SUV over, sending it rolling away as a frantic Albanian drug lord swore, trying to lock the box magazine into place.
My wings quivered as nanites flowed, repairing the delicate structures the HMG had damaged, even as the cheerful little tune continued. I snarled as a minion stepped forwards, a handgun straight from a seventies police movie leveled at my helm.
I ignored him, eyes only for the leader, until he shot me point blank with it. We were bathed in light again, as whoever was shining the light adjusted their position. Words sounded over a speaker, and I ignored them, turning to face the minion. He started to shake then pulled the trigger again.
My helm rocked slightly, maybe a quarter inch of movement as I stepped in close to him, and I heard the tiny voice as he spoke, even over all the other noise.
“Oh god, oh god, I’m so sorry.”
I reached out and closed one hand over his face, then squeezed, his head popping like a grape, flesh, blood, bone, and cranial tissue bursting from between my fingers. I tossed the twitching corpse aside and turned back to the figure of the boss. He finally locked the magazine in place, yanking the bullets into the chamber and locking the charging lever into place with a gibber of frantic fear.
He looked up, just in time to see me shake my hand free of the mess before I grabbed the end of the gun and yanked him in close, glaring down at him as he screamed.
I twisted the gun aside and flung it away. His finger, caught in the trigger guard, snapped with a muted pop even as he frantically tried to dodge.
I grabbed him by the throat, lifting him into the air and pulling him close, even as that goddamn motherfucking tune started up again!
It was important, I knew it was, but this...this I needed.
Ding a-ding ding, ding a-ding, ding...the insanely cheerful tune from a pirate metal band rang out again. I snarled, focusing on it. A window opened in my vision, then Ingrid was there.
“Steve!” she cried, sagging in relief. “Oh thank god!”
“WHAT!” I roared, on the ragged edge, heart hammering, quivering in absolute fury at being pestered while I was doing what had to be done.
“You have to escape!”
“What?!” I snapped, not understanding, until she spun the camera and showed me the TV on the ship. It was showing a view from above, a helicopter shot that was circling a rain-drenched square; two ruined cars, lit by a spotlight from the helicopter; and the flashing lights of incoming police cars.
I froze for long seconds as my brain frantically tried to fit this into my worldview, before I slowly turned and looked upwards, staring in a dual vision at the helicopter, even as the camera stared back at me, showing in my vision.
I snarled and pointed one finger at the helicopter, only to have Ingrid snap at me as I did.
“NO!” she raged. “Don’t you dare, Steve, they’re innocent people showing a raging monster that’s slaughtered over a hundred people in the city tonight. You WILL NOT harm them!”
I snarled, furious. With rising fear, I realized there could be anyone watching this.
I reached out instead, Hacking the helicopter and switching off the light, then cutting the feed, before speaking in a voice hoarse with rage.
“I’ve cut their feed, nothing else.”
“Good!” Ingrid snapped, drawing a deep breath and sagging into the seat next to her. She leaned on the table, her head in her hands. “Steve...come back. We have to leave,” she said in a small voice, closing her eyes as she tried to keep her voice steady. “You...we—”
“No,” I said flatly. “Not until the job is done.”
“Steve, for fuck’s sake!” She glared at me through the screen. “You can’t just slaughter hundreds of people and think you can walk away like nothing happened!”
“You knew this was the plan!” I snapped back at her, the police sirens getting closer and closer.
“Yes! There was a plan! You were supposed to be a ghost, vanishing as soon as you’d hit them, not tear half the fucking city apart! You just beat three men to death with a fourth!” she shouted.
“They deserved it!” I roared back.
She covered her face with her hands, shaking as she tried to contain her horror and heartache at the monster that was escaping before her eyes.
“Please, Steve,” she cried.
I paused, looking at the man I was holding as I felt a change.
I cursed. I’d closed my grip in my fury, and now...
I growled and tossed the leaking bag of bones aside, looking upwards as I turned slowly. Dozens, if not hundreds of figures lined the windows of apartment blocks all around me.
I’d gone too far.
I couldn’t hack them all.
Hell, some would be live streaming it. If it was just the helicopter, I could have hacked the feed, tracked it down, and deleted it from all the servers, maybe.
Probably not. It was a possibility, but the multitude of signals now going live, the broadcasting going on?
I was live before the world, and there was only one thing I could do.
I reached out mentally, and the helicopter’s light flared back on, bathing me in the light of a thousand fucking candles or however they judged these things.
I lifted my arms to the sky, then I snapped my wings out, letting them all see them for the glorious creation they were, all black, copper, and gold. Then I crouched and leaped into the air, seeming to phase from existence as I blurred past the helicopter, rocketing upwards.
I had only a few short hours before the factions would get here, if they weren’t here already.
The only thing I could do was move to the next phase, days ahead of schedule, but...but it was safer for everyone. It gave Ingrid a chance to deal with what I was, and the others, too.
It gave them the chance to leave me as well, to move on with their lives.
First, though, I was going to finish the goddamn job I’d started.
My subroutines in the city net had continued to track the escaping fuckers, so I shifted my armor into its more monstrous visage. Silently, I wished peace for the spirit of the innocent man caught in the crossfire.
With all the cameras, with everything that was happening, I couldn’t have healed him, not without exposing exactly what I was. The nanites were fairly obvious, and once they’d been identified and they started looking? He’d spend his life as a lab rat, poked and prodded until he died, unable to give up secrets he didn’t have.
I adjusted my course, tears pricking at my eyes as I forced myself to accept that I couldn’t do anything for him, that he was dead.
I lined up on the cars in the distance and beat my wings hard, closing the distance and focusing in, seriously considering just going all out and using the Gravity Cannon, destroying them from above then fucking off.
I couldn’t, though; it was too distinctive, and it’d probably destroy anything they had that I needed, like access to their fucking banks. No, I’d do this old school, I decided, extending the Vorpal Blade and dipping into a dive, lining up on them.
There were six bikers, the car with a bunch of soldiers in it, and the target, an SUV with the remaining two bosses.
I closed on them from behind, my Conceal rippling as I passed under street lights, a constantly shifting attempt at invisibility that couldn’t quite keep up.
Someone clearly saw it, as the bikers all started glancing around. Just as I dropped into their midst, the two at the rear looked back as I extended my Harvest Blade as well and dropped my concealment.
I slashed out to either side with both blades, hacking them apart in twin gouts of blood. Then I flared my wings, clamping the claws on my feet into the back of the car, clambering up onto the roof and slashing both blades down and across in an interlinking X pattern, once, twice, then a third time before launching myself into the air. As the car swerved, blood coating the inside of the windows, it careened into a thick brace. The entire front crumpled as it met an ancient-seeming defensive wall.
I soared through the air, the pair in the back seat of the car ahead of me turning to look. One of them shouted frantically at the other as that one lifted a gun. Then a flash cut the sky as they fired, and bullets slammed into the reinforced bulletproof glass, ricocheting around the interior.
The car swerved suddenly as a bullet took out the driver. The car hit a low wall, tearing through it and bouncing across a pair of small gardens, before plunging into a canal in a shower of water and bubbles.
I flared my wings, twisting around to line up on them, and landed on the roof. Below, the water climbed, and the vehicle tilted, dipping and began to sink.
I pulled my wings in, more or less, and stepped down onto the bonnet, turning round and crouching. Watching through the windscreen, I waited as the two inside panicked and frantically tried to open the doors.
The water swirled over the car, and then over my head as we sank. Still, I watched them, waiting for them to notice me. Panicked as they were, they’d been staring out of their own windows until now.
As we sank, they grew more and more frantic, until the man grabbed onto the woman, screaming something and shaking her. There was a long few seconds’ pause as he said something, and she nodded, the pair of them starting to take deep breaths and getting their bags ready.
One of the bags they emptied out in the car, even as the water rose in there, and they stuffed other two bags inside it, then zipped it up. The man clutched it to his chest as if it were more important than anything else to him.
I waited until they looked to the front, squinting, and I made my eyes flare with light, grinning in savage satisfaction as they lost their shit.
I had no issues down here. The cold, the wet, the lack of air, the lack of light—none of it made any difference to me, not now, and as such...I waited.
I could tear my way inside easily, but...
The woman swept up a bag that had been discarded from the larger one, tossed aside as better left, and she tore it open, exposing fine white powder and filling the air inside the car with it.
The man quickly covered his mouth and nose, blinking rapidly as he forced himself as far from the now airborne powder as possible, while the woman...
She’d clearly decided that, if she was going out, it was on her own terms. She dove headfirst into the powder, breathing and chewing on it, filling her mouth and lungs with the highest grade of cocaine they had, before pulling back and staring at me, wild eyed and starting to laugh.
I snarled. I’d get nothing from her now. She’d be dead in seconds, and as to the man...
He was drawing his gun.
I couldn’t risk him deciding to ventilate himself, and I lunged forwards, the Vorpal Blade carving through the support struts and peeling the top off the car in an explosion of bubbles.
He cried out, then slammed his mouth shut as hundreds of gallons of canal water mixed with freezing water from the Baltic Sea poured in, pinning him against his seat.
The woman screamed in shock and was already convulsing from the sheer overdose of the cocaine before the water hit her.
I ignored her, leaving her thrashing around, and instead carved the last of the roof free, peeling it back and tossing it aside. Then I reached in and plucked the man free.
I adjusted my wings for their water version and kicked off, dragging him upwards in a cloud of bubbles as more of the car succumbed to the freezing depths.
As we breached the surface, I changed my wings, activating the inverter and clawing for the sky as I started beating them, carrying both him and me, as well as his bag, aloft.
Seconds later, I was alighting on the top of an office block with him, dangling him from one hand as he shook and chattered, his body in shock from the cold water.
I dumped him on the floor and pulled the bag open, finding, thankfully carefully wrapped away, a laptop, two hard drives, and several million in euros.
I hefted the bag and grunted, wondering at the common TV trope of people just easily carrying bags like this with millions, one-handed.
I could do it, but then, I wasn’t human.
I stabbed a nanite filament into the laptop, searching, and brought up the encryption, finding it was similar in style and complexity to the ones used by the Albanians in Athens. While I could crack it, probably in less than a minute, there was also a thumb scanner on it.
I reached out and dragged the man close, bending his thumb out, snapping it in the process, and pressing it to the scanner, getting an approving beep as the basic biometric scan unlocked the first security level, then it was onto the next, passwords, codes, and a retinal, or possible facial scanner.
I dragged him in close and spoke in a low whisper in his ear.
“Unlock it...now.”
He didn’t need any further prompting. Something about his entire organization being slaughtered in a simple night by a giant demon-looking motherfucker clearly helped, as he reached out with shaking hands and tapped keys, reading his password out loud just in case.
“ILoveBigButts69,” he whispered, terrified, but making it clear where there were capital letters and normal.
I snorted, unable to believe that the head of a criminal organization was so childish, but when the final bank password was put in, I snarled in utter contempt.
“P@55w0rd?” I read out. One of the most obvious and fucking stupid passwords out there, one that thousands of hackers had to try daily, because there were so many idiots out there still using it. “You deserved to lose this,” I told him firmly, shaking my head in disgust at him. Then, remembering another old trick, I flipped the laptop over and looked underneath, shaking my head in disgust as I plucked a laminated bit of card free and looked at it.
Login, password, and security code, all laminated and stuck to the bottom of the machine.
I scanned his face and thumb, just in case, then I kicked him backwards off the roof, letting him plunge the six stories to the ground.
I pulled up the bank details and started the transfer. One hundred and seventy-seven million, two hundred and four euros, added to our own funds. That was more than enough to get the next phase running, even with the various operating expenses we’d been considering.
I looked at the bag again. There was over a million in there, so I sealed it up with the laptop before taking flight again. My outer skin rippled as I activated Conceal and banked around, closing on the home I’d come to love.
It wasn’t the location so much as the people. As I closed on it, I saw the others inside, the lights making it clear they were there even as Jack checked the lead lines, making sure the yacht was secure.
I flared my wings, beating them slowly and lowering myself to the deck a few meters from him, almost making him fall over the side as he saw me. He grinned, clearly half-drunk, and waved.
“Take this to Ingrid please, Jack, and ask her to call me,” I said sadly, beating my wings and climbing back into the sky, then turning north and east.
It was less than a minute before Ingrid called me, and this time she clearly knew something was wrong. I saw the wall and ceiling of our cabin behind her as she sat down and glared at the screen.
“Where are you, Steve?” she asked slowly. “Why aren’t you here?”
“I need to say a few things, Inga...so please listen,” I said carefully, using her nickname for the first time.
“I’m listening,” she said slowly.
“Tonight was a mistake,” I admitted. “I fucked up, massively, because I let myself believe that I was the apex predator in the city. I believed that there was nothing I couldn’t do. Because of that, at least one innocent man died tonight, and I was exposed to the world. The factions won’t be entirely sure, not that it’s me, but they’ll be coming, believing that it’s either me or a new monster. Either way, they have to eliminate me, and if I stay? I’ll draw them straight to you and your family.”
“And so we need to go,” Ingrid said, nodding. “I know. James already started to get things moving. Michael is going to stay with us until the next port. He’s already pieced enough details together that, when he sobers up, we need to discuss things with him, but...”
“I’m not coming.”
“It’ll be okay because...wait, what?”
“I’m not coming with you,” I repeated.
“But...no, you need to come,” Ingrid said slowly, staring at the screen.
“I risked everything tonight because I was drunk on power, on my own invincibility, and there has to be a cost for that,” I said sadly, shifting my form into the crusader one that the world had now seen.
“And we’ll pay it, but together,” Ingrid said firmly, pausing as I sighed and shook my head, a digital version of me doing it on her phone as well.
“I need to lead them away. I need to let myself be seen,” I said, going on as she started to protest. “It was always a part of the plan that I’d let the factions track me as I headed to Russia, both in the hopes that they’d follow, and that they’d ignore you and the others as you set up the next phase. Well, as much as I wish I could have done this in a few days or weeks as we’d intended, instead I’ve fucked it, and I need to start now.”
“And...and you couldn’t even land and say goodbye?” she asked, her heart in her throat. “You just dumped money with Jack and took off? As if that would make up for you abandoning us?”
“I’m not abandoning you, and I’ve started the transfer from the Albanians. The money will be in our accounts in a few hours, more than enough to complete the project. Hell, the converter in the storeroom is more than enough to get you started, even if its smaller than we’d like.”
“I don’t give a damn about that, Steve!” she snapped, glaring at the screen. “You’re my partner, my boyfriend, and...and I thought more! You’re leaving me with people we barely know and fucking off for who knows how long to goddamn Russia!”
“I’m going to make it clear where I’m going, to keep you safe,” I said slowly, as she started to cry.
“No, Steve, please, please don’t do this,” she whispered, tears flowing fast and hard. “Please don’t leave me.”
“I’m not leaving you, my love. I’m going to get the nanites we need,” I repeated, even as she started to sob. I adjusted my flight path, arching around to pass over a heavily populated section and dropping my concealment.
I dipped lower, barely clearing the streetlights. In seconds, a scream rose, and hands pointed. Flashes started in seconds, and I nodded to myself, suspicions confirmed.
After the sights earlier, there’d be no shortage of people looking at the sky tonight, even with the heavy rain. As Ingrid begged and pleaded in my ears, I angled eastwards and picked up speed, lifting upwards again, higher and higher, well aware that radar was already pinging me, and that while I could hide from it, I couldn’t afford to.
Ingrid cut off what she was saying suddenly, wiping her face, and I heard her opening the door to our quarters. And other voices. James’s was the first and then...her father.
Anders moved into view, taking his daughter in his arms even as James went to leave, and Ingrid told him to stay, connecting the phone to the TV on the wall and gesturing to me, wiping her face and searching for a handkerchief.
“What’s happened?” Anders asked me calmly. “I take it the decimation of the Albanians was you?”
“It was, sir,” I said.
“And the monster that was seen?”
“Also me.”
“Very well.” He paused for several seconds, before going on. “Are you human?”
“I was, once. I was exposed to advanced technology and am no longer entirely what I was.”
“And my daughter?”
“Uh...entirely human?” I responded, unsure of what he was getting at.
“I know that, you idiot!” he snapped. “I mean what are your intentions towards her?!”
“I love her.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It is to me.”
“Then where the hell are you going, and why is she so upset?” he asked, unconsciously assuming a stance of command, hands behind him, back ramrod straight and feet braced as he glared at the screen.
“Our enemies will have seen tonight’s performance,” I said flatly. “It was always part of the plan that I would head away, into the wild lands of Russia to draw their attention from you all, but I can’t afford to do it in a few days, not now.”
“You’re on the news,” James cut in, looking at the tablet computer in his hands. “They’re tracking you, flying into Swedish airspace. I take it you’re letting them do that deliberately?”
“I am.”
“And you’re moving ahead with the plan?”
“Yes. I drained the bank accounts of the Albanians and slaughtered their entire team from the dealers to the bosses, warehouses, and whorehouses were hit. They’ll need help, but the survivors were calling the police and admitting their crimes.”
“Was it you who hit the prison?” Anders asked suddenly, and I nodded. “And you made that...that person...admit his crimes?”
“I did.”
“Why?”
“Because I needed the criminal population to know that, no matter where they were, I could reach them. When I saw his crimes, I decided to make an example.”
“It was an efficient one,” Ander admitted, falling silent, clearly thinking hard. He looked from his daughter to me and back. “Do you still want me to assist you?” he asked after several seconds, and I nodded. “Inga, is this what you want?” he asked her, and she nodded, too. “Am I stepping on your toes here?”
He asked this of James, who shook his head firmly.
“No, sir. I was willing to assist in the process, but there was always going to be a need for a dedicated manager, and frankly now that you’re more inducted into the realities of the situation? It’ll make the real plan much easier,” James said with a faint smile. He poured Ingrid a drink, handing it over.
“Thank you,” she whispered, wiping at her eyes and glaring up at the screen. “Is this the only reason you left tonight? Tell me the truth, Steve!”
“No,” I answered after a few seconds, picking up two fast-moving lights closing on me from my left and guessing that they were fighters. “It...it was because I made a mistake, that this is the right time to go. But it’s also...to give you the chance to go,” I admitted all in a rush.
“To go?”
“To leave me, if you wanted.” I forced the words out past the lump in my throat. “I acted like an animal tonight, and I’d have killed them all without a thought if you hadn’t stopped me. And the helicopter crew were as innocent as the man who died in the car crash.”
“So?”
“So I need to spend some time alone, to learn to deal with who and what I am,” I told her sadly. “I need to get my head together, and I wouldn’t blame any of you if you left me after tonight.”
There was a break of several seconds, then surprisingly, it was James who spoke first.
“When I met you, Steve, you and Ingrid were playing the part of loved-up visitors to my hotel. You were polite and respectful to everyone until they crossed a line, be that the hidden recording devices or worse. You spent your time healing children in the local hospital, hiding that fact from everyone with the help of a few doctors and nurses.
“Then, through no fault of your own, you fell afoul of the local Albanian mafia, and they came for you and Ingrid, finding you were out. They killed the hotel security, and me, taking her prisoner.”
“I’m sorry—” I started, and he lifted one hand, cutting me off.
“Let me finish, please, Steve,” he demanded, and I stayed silent. “You risked leaving yourself weakened to save my life. Then you hunted the gang down, killing all of them and cleaning out their bank account. You spent the next several days setting yourselves up on a yacht. You had literally millions to spend, and could have sailed away with the woman you loved. And after the things you’d had done to you before we met, nobody could have blamed you.” He paused, watching me, then he smiled faintly, as if unsure.
“I tracked you down, and despite the risk I posed to you, rather than kill me, you recruited me, and we spent the next weeks planning to make sure you could help people. You hunt and kill monsters, Steve, both human and worse, and yet you are still willing to give our passenger the benefit of the doubt.
“Yes, your little ‘episode’ tonight, broadcast across the world no less, is sufficient reason for us all to be concerned, but you’ve earned a little trust, and a single mistake does not invalidate that. I will stay,” he said, glancing at the others, and then back at me, “and I will help Ingrid in any way I can. But, in future, please, Steve, try to keep your ‘public appearances’ to a minimum, yes?”
“I will,” I assured him, taking a deep breath. “Honestly, I wish I didn’t have to leave you, Ingrid, but you know we can’t risk them thinking I’m still in Copenhagen.”
“You could loop around?” she said after a few seconds. “Or head north, and we could meet you somewhere?”
“You know this is the right time,” I said to her softly, getting a slow, sad nod. “I’m sorry.”
“Will we be able to talk?” she asked brokenly.
I nodded. “As long as I can hack a satellite, you’ll be able to call me, and please, please do. I’m going to be alone in the wilds for a while.”
I sensed a sudden change in the signals tracking me, a harder, bracketing change, and I knew instinctively that they’d locked onto me, closing at terrific speeds.
“Shit, I’ve got fighters on me, and they’ve a missile lock!” I snapped. “Got to go, I love you!”
With that, I cut the connection, and I flipped over, diving for the ground.
Bare seconds later, two jets flashed overhead, arcing around to come back for a closer look, but as soon as they’d passed I had changed direction, dropping low to the ground to ensure they didn’t dare fire. I shifted my wings, arcing them into a glide pattern as I increased the power to the inverter, picking up speed as I made gravity pull at me harder and harder.
I fell forwards, flashing across the land, arcing my wings and beating now and then, gradually increasing my speed as I went.
Looking down at Sweden, it was clear this would be a fantastic place to hide. The forests that were upcoming, especially in the darkness, and the still-falling heavy rain would hide me effortlessly...but that wasn’t the plan here.
I needed them to report that I wasn’t deviating, not from my clear flight plan.
I beat my wings harder and harder, building up more speed, then arcing them and gliding as I rested between bursts of effort.
The fighters were joined by others, and soon enough, they found me again. It wasn’t particularly hard for them, considering I deliberately lifted high enough that their radar could acquire me again, but still.
They were flying at insane speeds and looking for me in the dark and driving rain, so them losing me was understandable.
I kept going, heading east as they flanked me, with other craft, occasional helicopters and more lifted, trying to close to me. I deliberately dipped down and vanished when they got too close, not wanting them to get too good a look, but as I approached the east coast of Sweden, I found my Power Cells depleting at a terrific rate, my own muscles aching. It was time to lose them for a bit and get some rest.
I beat my wings hard, lifting upwards, and up, and up, ascending to the heavens.
The planes arced around, more than two dozen of them now, specialist spy planes, fighters, drones, and more, all surrounding me. I climbed higher and faster than they’d seen me fly yet by an order of magnitude.
I deliberately flew up and into the clouds, passing through as I got ready, knowing I’d have to time this perfectly. Then I activated my Conceal ability. But instead of using it to hide myself, I used it to transform into a streak of bright light, ending with a flash.
Then I went fully dark, wrapping my wings around myself and angling over, concealing and blocking their radar as I fell, the jets hurtling inwards as they all lost track of me.
Any change, any alteration risked exposing me. Especially as the sun rose, using my wings might give me away and ruin both the theatre of the event—and make them suspect it was all an act.
I fell, therefore, blindly, wings wrapped tight around my body, arms and legs tucked up into a ball, staring out, watching as the world somersaulted past, waiting, counting down.
Until at last, I judged the timing right, and I stretched out, flaring my wings wide. I caught the air and slowed my impact just enough...before slapping them tight around me again, standing straight, falling feet first as I slowed my plummet with the gravity inverter. I hit the wine-dark sea and plunged into the depths, vanishing from the realm of men.




Chapter Twenty-Nine



A week had passed from me leaving the others and finding myself here, sitting at the top of a rocky outcropping some two hundred miles to the west and the north of Tunguska. I was tired, but strangely more at peace than I had been for as long as I could remember.
I sat cross-legged on a rock watching the river foaming across the rocks far below me, and I looked around, reveling in the silence.
I couldn’t find a single signal, a single sign of a “higher” level of intelligence anywhere.
I could sense the occasional passage of a satellite overhead now and then, and with serious effort, I could even connect with them. But generally it wasn’t worth it; a decommissioned piece of history slowly entering retrograde orbit high over this massive landmass was meaningless in the greater scheme of things.
I’d spoken to Ingrid two days ago, and we’d patched things up, more or less. The rest of the crew had stayed as well.
Hell, if anything, the crew had increased, as apparently Par’a had finished the first stage of the bonding process with the tree, the three trunks growing together, wrapping around each other in a complex pattern that was stunning even on the screen. I’d not seen Par’a personally, though, as they were now deep in the change, the cocoon growing larger by the day.
Michael had returned to his studies after much complaining, albeit by remote. He was put up in London with one of James’s close friends keeping an eye on him while he underwent multiple “operations.” That was the best way to hide the changes he’d undergone.
Ingrid’s father was fully onboard and had come out as the mastermind behind the takeover of the board of directors, as well as the hostile buyouts of the various companies he’d previously overseen. He was putting his naval background to use, pulling in engineers and more that he’d served with, setting up an entirely new company structure that was almost entirely militaristic and regimented.
It was also spending money like water, but in only a few short days, the company shares had rocketed in value, especially once they announced the acquisition of the recycling facility in the desert.
Far from hiding what he was doing, he’d gone the other way, making himself so public that the factions were apparently leaving him alone on the grounds that he must be above board and innocent. Or insane.
They were essentially waiting to see which it was. All the while, Ingrid and the others sailed, planned, and plotted, examining records and comparing traces of ancient settlements with the few we’d found.
Entire divisions of one of the companies that Anders had acquired in his takeover were repurposed, and coders created algorithms that exposed now- and hitherto-unimagined evidence of ancient cities, several of which were decimated by horrific world-ending events, similar to Thera.
When they were buried, there was a good chance they’d left evidence we could use and possibly creatures we could examine and harvest.
That was keeping the team busy, including Ingrid’s mother, who’d been brought into the secret by her father...and who was caught between utter horror at the terrible creature that her daughter loved and a form of maternal pride that her daughter had “caught” me as she put it. I was both apparently a god amongst men, and a damn rich one.
All of that was a relief for me, as I’d genuinely believed that I might have lost them all. While Ingrid admitted that, yes, the others were still freaked out, they weren’t running screaming from the monster in their midst.
Almost as much of a relief, though, was being alone.
I’d deliberately allowed myself to be spotted three more times after my disappearing act off the coast of Sweden, each time showing up further east, coming and going in a sudden blast of light.
I’d figured, after two days of that, when Russia started heavily patrolling its airspace, there was no doubt where I’d been headed. Rather than risk pissing them off, I’d stopped then, landing in a small clearing in the midst of a forest and retracting my armor for the first time in literally days.
I started to walk, then to jog, and finally to run, awkwardly at first. I’d never been much of a runner, but as the ground sped past below my feet, and the trees flashed past overhead, I felt that weight lifting.
Russia was a beautiful country, I decided. Like everywhere I’d been, it had its share of good and bad people, rules that seemed to be there for the benefit of the few, and others meant to help everyone.
What it had more of, though, than anywhere else in the world as near as I could tell, was space.
Empty, trackless forests that ran for hundreds of miles, and with a little care, I could run from one side of the country to the other and never see another soul.
I ran until I couldn’t run any further, then I collapsed and slept in my armor, wings wrapped around me. At first light, I was back up, running again, sprinting, and leaping from fallen tree to log to stones, crossing rivers that had never known a vehicle, climbing hills and mountains that had been barely touched in a hundred years or more.
Each day, I’d run until I couldn’t run any further, then I’d stop and do pushups, climb trees, and practice walking using my tentacles instead of my legs, or flying.
I travelled for days, searching the forests, the hills, and the valleys for signs, and I found none.
I practiced with every weapon I could imagine. I used the gravity invertor to catapult myself great distances, and as a weapon, massively increasing the impact of the blows I landed, splitting boulders, and swearing and screaming loud enough to send birds fleeing for miles when I mistimed it and shattered my hands instead.
I explored ancient caves and found paintings that had been lost to time. Then I hid for hours as a bunch of random archeologists argued over possible tools left in a shallow depression, uncovered by global warming.
I slept in my armor at the bottom of a lake and at the top of a mountain, utterly unconcerned about the outside as I was kept warm and dry.
Where I’d hoped to find hundreds of species, I found none. Searching and cursing, day after day, until this final morning, sitting on a boulder, I watched the three picking their way across the rocks far below me.
They were Oracan, and not only were they alone, rather than serving one of the Arisen, as near as I could tell, but they were riding a creature that looked vicious as fuck.
The Oracan were similar to the orcs of classic fantasy: large, powerfully built figures, a significant underbite, and clearly obsessed with war, judging from the way they were armed. But their mounts?
I focused in and watched them as they slowly made their way across the stones, their wide-spread feet and webbing between the toes suggesting an aquatic origin, but...they looked like dogs, stripped of all fur and with the heads of crocodiles, their backs humped and bare-skinned, with plates of bony protrusions on either shoulder and down the center of the back, clearly intended to protect the spine.
The Oracan—I assumed, anyway—had drilled through the plates and attached a saddle as well as a pack and a section of webbing, presumably for hunting, considering the trio below were following the river but climbing from rock to rock.
I scanned up and down the river, searching for any footprints. It took long minutes in which I kept skipping back to them to make sure of their location before I finally found one. From the creatures’ movement, they clearly weren’t fans of the cold water. But they were also making damn sure they left the absolute minimum of a trail.
I moved slowly, shifting from the rock I was on and jogging back into the trees before sprinting down river, following the trio from high above.
The section I ran through was at the top of a glacial canyon, meaning it had deep and sharp sides. The higher sections were progressively more and more bare, with this section of forest barely a hundred meters long up this high, while below...
I came out of the next section and slowed, jogging up towards the edge and looking down at the narrow river that wound its way through a thick forest and cursed.
The damn things had vanished!
I crouched down, then shifted around and lay there, staring down into the valley, tracing the path back to where they’d been.
They had to have vanished in a short area, I decided. I’d definitely seen them here, and they were determined not to leave any tracks. They wouldn’t have just wandered off to the side and into the forest, surely, not after making their mounts climb so carefully across the boulders in the stream?
I tracked back to a point where I knew they’d definitely been before I set off moving. Then I picked out the spot I thought they should have reached by the time I came back into sight.
With that range established, I started looking for anything in the area that could account for it, seeing nothing at first. There were no caves, and the trees were too sparse there for a good dozen meters. I could see the ground, after all, so they hadn’t slipped into the trees and hidden away, so where the hell...
I paused suddenly. Something looked...wrong. I’d scanned over it a few times, but it was different suddenly, but not massively, just wrong.
I couldn’t figure out what it was until a rock moved.
Just the one, but I’d been looking at just the right time, and I’d been focused on a spot only a few meters up the stream from that point, so the rock moving stood out.
I froze, watching, and leaned forward unconsciously, shifting from my soft senses to my hard ones. Instantly, the world seemed to be turned all the way up to eleven, sounds, movements, the gentle but steady breeze that flowed across my skin—all of it. It was suddenly massively overpowered, and for a few seconds, as always, I was overwhelmed.
I lay there, clutching the rock, trying to focus, dialing senses back manually, acknowledging the wind on my skin, the pressure of the stone, the individual tiny rock fragments that dug into my skin. As I accepted each one, I managed to dial the feedback down, making the world quieter one step at a time, and...
A sound.
The noise of a rock shifting underfoot, as weight was slowly lowered atop it, and it was coming from...
Behind me.
I rolled to my left instinctively, moving aside a half-second before an axe slammed home right into the space my shoulder blades had occupied seconds before.
I rolled onto my back, staring up. A grey and white shape stood outlined against the sky as it lifted the axe overhead again, then swung down, aiming for the middle of my chest.
I rolled left again, going from before when I was facing down over the edge of the cliff, to facing up and rolling straight off over the edge and into the open air.
It wasn’t as stupid as it sounded. First of all, I had fucking wings, should I need them, and they could be summoned quick. But right now I was dressed in hard-wearing combat pants, a camo T-shirt, had a collection of essentials in pouches around my waist, heavy-duty combat boots, and a knife on my belt, as I was trying to improve my skills without the armor protecting me.
That meant the axe would really fuck me up if it connected, but on the ledge below me was a half-dead tree, one that jutted out with bare branches.
I fell over the side, pulling my arms and legs in close and tombstoning downwards, passing through the upper branches and snapping them off. My hands slapped out, gripping a branch I judged thick enough and flipping me forwards, feet-first.
I twisted, right hand snaking out to slap the rock as I passed it, granting my fall a little spin and aligning my drop with a ledge a dozen feet down.
I landed hard, grabbing onto the rock and pressing myself in tight, gazing up at the figure that stood watching me.
It was an Oracan, but dressed in his equivalent of camouflage, and he was staring at me with open hostility in his eyes.
I grinned at him, looking around and checking out the rock nearby before crouching and jumping upwards, fingers digging in as I half-climbed, half-ran up the weathered and ancient cliff face, coming to the top just in time to dive forwards. The axe swung for me again, and rolling and coming to my feet, I faced the warrior.
“Can you understand me?” I asked him.
He growled, eyes flashing as he whipped the axe overhead then around from high right to low left, clearly intent on splitting me in half.
I jumped back, landing on some loose shale, then threw myself sideways as he drove himself forwards, following the axe with a shoulder charge. I landed hard, rolled into a short bush, then half-bounced back out of it as the springy limbs resisted my impact.
I brought both arms up to block a kick aimed at my head, taking it on my crossed forearms. Then I kicked out and took his back leg out from under him before he could set himself to swing the axe down.
He fell, landing hard, the breath whooshing from his lungs. But he didn’t stop rolling across onto me, discarding his axe and snatching a dagger out, stabbing it down at my face.
I blocked his stab, barely, my left forearm under his right, and I grabbed my left wrist with my right hand, pushing up even as he leaned down atop me, trying to use his weight, muscle, and superior position to drive the tip of the dagger into my throat.
Others closed in around us, standing there, watching. A low ululation started up, rising and falling as they encouraged their companion in his attempted murder.
I shifted, planting my right foot flat, and grinned up at him, knowing that I was easily strong enough to break free, but not wanting to have to kill the fucker.
I wanted nanites—hell yes, I did—but this fucker barely had any. If I was any judge, he was a child, or at least not a successful sodding hunter, compared to the guys I’d fought previously, and I’d rather talk to them, if that was possible.
If not, though, I’d kill them all and harvest what I could.
With that foot planted, I twisted my hip, and at the same time, I released my left arm, grabbing the blade with my right hand and yanking it sideways. My nanite-improved skin resisted most of the damage as I tore the dagger from his grasp and tossed it aside, back-handing him across the face. Then I brought my left foot up and planted it firmly on his hip bone, then straightening the leg explosively.
I drove him back, hands clamping down on his wrists as he moved, eyes widening in shock...shock that grew as my right foot lifted as well, stomping on his opposite hip even as I rolled his wrists inwards, locking the elbows.
He was strong, well beyond the strength of a normal human, but I wasn’t a human, not anymore. Even if I had been, technique trumped raw power eight times out of ten. The other two, well, tough titty, basically.
With his arms immobilized and my feet on his hips, keeping him at arms’ reach, I flipped my right leg up and over. Hooking the foot under his chin before he could bite it, then the left, I straightened my legs again, blocking off his windpipe as I rolled sideways, pinning him down.
He thrashed, claws and teeth gnashing, but in impotent fury as silence fell all around us.
I looked up, glancing around at them all, and tried again.
“Can you understand me?” I asked, trying English first, hopeful as fuck, but no. I moved through several languages I’d taken the time to study of late in my relatively few free hours, thankful for the nanites’ augmentation that meant I could basically learn an entire language in hours.
I went from Danish to Russian to Chinese, Slovakian, and several others, before swearing in Greek.
One of them grunted a response that sounded more or less similar. I froze, running the last few seconds back in my head, and realizing what I’d done.
I’d not tried Greek intentionally, thinking that Russia didn’t border Greece, so there was little chance. I just really liked Greek swearwords.
“You understand this?” I tried again, this time in Greek, and one of them replied, haltingly.
I paused, concentrating on the words, the pronunciation, and he kept talking, growing more and more irate, until I tried something.
“You...me...know?” I asked.
He snarled, replying in a bastardized version of the same tongue, making me growl in irritation.
It was a language called “Mycenaean Greek,” and I’d been picking up words here and there by listening to Ingrid as she sounded them out, and as she and Lars had tried to translate them.
It was the precursor to Ancient Greek, which was why it’d sounded similar enough that it got a response from the Oracan when I swore in that language.
Unfortunately, it had been an extinct language for over two thousand years, and that meant the pronunciation of the few bits I could speak were going to be well out, let alone the linguistic drift their language must have encountered.
I paused, blinking as I considered that. Not only did I understand concepts like “linguistic drift,” but I’d come to the conclusion on my own.
The upgrades I’d been making to my brain as well as my body were clearly having an effect, after all.
“Go...him...kill!” the speaker said.
I frowned, puzzling the words out before realizing that my prisoner was no longer struggling.
I looked down and grunted, letting go of his arms and pushing him free of me, then rolling to my feet. The shorter Oracan stood all around me, armed and waiting to attack.
“Now...talk?” I managed after a few seconds, and the speaker grunted, straightening from where he’d been examining the younger one I’d just rendered unconscious.
“Talk,” he agreed, followed by two other words I didn’t get, until one of the ones behind me stepped in and swung the butt of his axe at my face.
I blocked it, deflecting it to the side, and ripped his dagger loose, stopping with it pressed hard against his throat before glaring at the speaker.
“Attack, why?”
“Enemy,” he said flatly, folding his arms across his chest. I considered it. His word didn’t mean enemy fully; it was more like a competing hunter, as near as I could tell. But while there was a hint of respect in it, it was also clear that I wasn’t trusted—or welcome.
“Walk,” I said. “Talk.”
“Kill,” he offered.
I grunted, rolling my shoulders and fully about to deploy my armor, before pausing and deciding to give it one more try.
“Fight,” I said slapping my fist to my chest, then pointing at three of them at random, one at a time, then looking back at him. “Win. Walk, talk.”
“Fight,” he agreed after a few seconds, and released the one who I’d been holding at knifepoint, turning to the other three as he backed away, growling and rubbing the thin line of blood at his throat.
I waited, expecting they would attack one at a time, honorably. Of course, I was proven wrong.
All three roared and ran at me.
I slapped my right hand across the reaching arms of the one in the middle, slightly ahead of the other two. Twisting at the hip, I planted my left foot firmly and shouldered him sideways into the one on the far side. I snap-kicked the one on my side, breaking every rule in the book as I used nanite-enhanced muscles to hoof him in the balls hard enough I lifted him from his feet.
His momentum was enough that he still plowed into me, but the bellow of bloodlust he’d been filling the air with shifted through the octaves, reaching a level that should be used to sing about snowmen. He also had absolutely no interest in grappling with me as we both fell.
I rolled free of him, popping back to my feet as the other two closed again. This time, I jumped at them, accepting that the left--hand side one would get a blow in, unarmed as we all were for this fight, in exchange for landing a hammerfist into the jaw of the one on the right.
Bones broke—his, not mine—and teeth flew free as he fell backwards squealing in pain. The other plowed into me with a punch of his own that could have snapped a tree.
I grunted, hitting the floor and rolling, forcing myself to my feet and looking down at the dent in the left side of my chest, amazed at the sheer power the fucker had even as he roared in pain, shaking his fist.
My bones were augmented, replaced with an alien metal design that had increased my weight considerably, but had also rendered my bones far, far stronger than any mere mortal should be able to damage.
He’d not managed to break them, but he had dented them, and that was going to fucking suck to repair.
I looked at him, nodding in respect as I spat blood onto the floor, my lung having been bounced around enough it was leaking a little.
“Good one,” I muttered in English, even knowing he wouldn’t understand.
He growled, then stepped to the side and yanked an axe free of a stunned companion, who bellowed something at him, getting a roar of fury in reply.
The air was instantly full as the Oracan added their voices, clearly pissed that this last one was using a weapon in an “honorable fight.” I looked at the older one, who I’d been speaking to.
“Kill?” I asked him.
He shrugged, glaring at his fighter and growling something that received a wordless snarl of contempt as its only answer.
“Kill,” he said, looking back to me.
I nodded, lifting my right hand and waiting.
The armed Oracan screamed and took two quick steps in, swinging the axe down towards my head from above. The effort of the blow drew a grunt from him as it flashed downwards...and I twisted my body to the right. As the axe slammed into the ground by my feet, I slapped both hands over his ears, the palms cupped.
He screamed, a terrible warbling sound as he released the axe, hands flying to his ears as blood cascaded from them. I’d used more force than needed, and I’d sent spiderwebbing cracks out across his skull from both impacts, rather than simply bursting his eardrums as I’d intended.
He clutched at his head, stunned, as I raised both fists overhead, locking my fingers together, then slamming them down in the crown of his skull, shattering it.
His body teetered for a second, then collapsed sideways, the top of the skull smashed inwards and blood running from his eyes, ears, nostrils, and mouth.
There was a stunned silence on the clifftop as a cold breeze blew in from the north, until the oldest, an Oracan with a cracked tusk on one side and long scars down his face, grunted something, bowing his head.
The others followed suit. I paused, my heart still hammering in my ears. I tried to figure out the word he’d used. It was almost the same as respect, but not, carrying tones of...I tried, but there just wasn’t enough information, and I shook my head, blowing out a long breath.
After a few seconds, the speaker grunted out orders to the others and stepped up to the edge of the cliff, before making a sound I’d heard a hundred times a goddamn day since I’d been out here...a damn bird call.
I remembered vaguely hearing it when I’d been running to the next vantage point to follow the Oracan below and hearing it from behind me again when the “rock” had started moving.
I’d heard it again and again, but now that I thought about it, I couldn’t remember seeing a single goddamn bird that I could identify as making the noise.
I glared at him, and he frowned at me. I made a shitty attempt at the sound, pointing to him, and then at me. Making an attempt at looking around as if for the bird, I got a grunt of amusement that made it clear he understood, and my guess was on point.
They’d been fucking watching me for days, either the same party or tribe or whatever or several, and I’d had no damn clue.
He picked up the weapons from the dead warrior and passed them to another, handing out all the belongings from the body, then gesturing to the cliff offhandedly. Two of the party stepped in and picked the corpse up, carrying it to the edge, then pitched it out over the side, letting it fall before casually walking back as another poured water over the unconscious first Oracan, and two more helped the one whose balls I’d broken upright.
They tried to get him to walk, but the sounds he made...they settled for taking an arm each and carrying him between them, even as another helped the confused and barely conscious one upright.
Then they were off, jogging through the forest, the one I’d been speaking to amongst them. I paused for a few seconds until one of them glared at me and gestured to me to run.
I nodded, setting off at a quick jog then increasing the speed to catch up, following them into the forest and down a winding game trail I’d never have seen without them taking it first.
They were broad-shouldered and heavily armed, and they made hardly any sound. I certainly couldn’t hear them panting or grunting, and yet on my side, I sounded like a bull crashing through the trees!
We followed the path for ten minutes then passed out into a sparsely covered section of the forest then out onto the river stones.
Again, I sounded like a battalion shagging an ironworks in comparison to the silently running Oracan. As I tried to overtake the section I’d found myself in, thinking to catch up to the leader and speak to him, another Oracan next to me snapped something in his language, glaring at me and gesturing for me to follow him instead, single file.
I did as I was ordered, not entirely sure what was going on. Clearly, they weren’t interested in fighting me right now—or talking.
I dropped back into position behind him, lining myself up and paying attention to him, the way he moved, and the little pauses as he jumped.
At first it was meaningless, but as the minutes became hours, I started to pick it up, seeing more and more little hints.
I adopted as many as I could, focusing on moving as similarly to him as I could. It was still clear he was disgusted by how damn loud I was, especially when birds lifted into the air or fish darted away, deer vanishing and more, but...
But I was improving, even if only a little.
The sun slowly dipped, then vanished from sight as the deep valley brought an artificial early darkness, and the Oracan slowed, leading me to a twist in a small gully, one that looked to end in a large boulder.
As we neared, the others slipped to the right just before it, where a shallow overhang cast a deep shadow. I slowed, then stopped, amazed.
The tiny kink that I’d totally missed from above and that I’d have sworn was nothing from less than ten feet away curved back on itself. By turning sideways, I could duck down and into a hidden passage.
It was short, with a few doglegs in it, but at the end, there was a large cavern, a hidden spring, and a regular camping spot, as the others separated out, tending to various jobs.
I stopped, looking around and seeing the two that were behind me moving to one side and pulling out stone slabs from a recessed hiding place.
They slid them into the entrance, fitting them into grooves that were clearly meant for them before grunting to the others.
Instantly, the cavern seemed to relax. Another figure started to make a fire, and more gathered pots and pans, filling them with water and more, setting up a full camp.
The leader gestured to me and then to a large slab next to him, clearly a seat, and grunted something I didn’t understand. I moved over, getting the hint, even if I didn’t understand the words, and he sat watching me, his eyes reflecting the campfire as he waited for me to speak.
“Steve,” I said tapping my chest, and trying to think of the word I needed.
He shrugged, then snapped something at another Oracan that strayed too close, before glaring at me again, then tapping his own chest and grunting out a single word.
“Eto.”
“Steve,” I said tapping my chest, and then I pointed at him, and repeated his name. “Eto.”
He grunted, clearly not interested in the “monkey see, monkey do” of learning the basics of the language, but I guessed that the agreement he’d made to talk earlier had tied him into talking to me now, that or the way one of his team had grabbed a weapon and tried to cheat had forced his hand.
I went through the cave, pointing to things and getting a snarled word from him. I hoped he was taking this as seriously as I was. If he was teaching me swear words for a laugh, I was going to be seriously pissed soon.
We went through everything I could think of, from actions to items, body parts to concepts like life and death, fighting and honor, until by the time he waved me off in disgust, some five hours later, the rest of the camp fast asleep, I had a basic working language kernel.
It was awkward. I’d never been one for the ins and outs of language, verbs and adjectives being about as theoretical concepts as stellar nurseries and deep-sea physics, or worse, the three hundred different bloody names for exactly the same basic colors that designers and my ex had sworn existed, despite all the bloody evidence to the contrary.
Despite everything, though, by the time he grunted orders to the group to break camp the next morning, I understood his words to a level that I was confident I could hold a conversation that wasn’t going to immediately result in me getting stabbed if I did something like ask him for his first born for sex instead of asking him to pass the beer.
“You are Oracan,” I stated to him.
He shot me a hard glare. “We the people.”
“Okay, you know that other ‘people’ exist, though, right?”
“Not people. Enemies,” he declared.
“Not enemy,” I said firmly, tapping my chest.
“Enemy.”
“Not enemy,” I repeated. “Friend to the people.”
That got a grunting laugh, one that was quickly picked up by others when he repeated it louder for them.
“No friends to the people. All enemy,” he said firmly.
“Not enemy, no kill,” I said, gesturing to me and then to his companions. Sod’s law, that was when the one with the broken balls tried to walk past, limping heavily, and Eto snorted at me.
“No friend.”
“Okay...bad example,” I muttered, trying again. “Eto has enemies?”
“Always,” he snapped, looking down at the bowl one of his people passed him. A few seconds later, a smaller but similar bowl was dumped before me.
I looked at it, seeing the same mix as in his, and he waited. I looked around, seeing the others were waiting as well, and I looked at him again.
“Why not eat?”
“You eat first.”
“You try to kill?”
“No kill.”
I puzzled that over, before asking one last question.
“Honor I eat first?”
He nodded, and I sighed, hoping I wasn’t fucking this up too badly. I raised a few fingerfuls of the mess to my lips and started to eat.
That was what they’d been waiting for, it seemed, and they all dove in, eating at speed as I tried not to taste the mess, and thought about it.
They had waited for me to eat first, some kind of honor rule, much like him having to be polite to me now after his companion tried to cheat yesterday.
I was getting hints of an old, honor-based culture here, much like the Greeks had, and the language comparisons were close to that, as well.
Until I pissed them off, or they got where they were going, I probably had a little time, but once we got there...I remembered Ingrid telling me about their customs, something about offering baths, which I’d bet would be one of the first customs abandoned somewhere like this, and offering protection on the road until the guest reached their destination.
There was more, and I really didn’t have a great deal of confidence that I was even remembering that right at the minute. But I had a place to start from, and as the Oracan packed up, returning the cave to spotless—even taking their shit outside to bury—I followed, trying to help.
As soon as they were done, Eto formed us all up and barked an order I couldn’t translate, and we were off again, single-file, and racing up a stream, leaping from rock to rock.
As the hours passed, I grew quieter and quieter, learning to move with more care, splashing little and generally giving the column away less frequently, until we paused some six hours later for a break and dried meat that I seriously hoped wasn’t human, despite my years of unintentional cannibalism. The Oracan that was usually ahead of me stepped in close, gesturing for me to stand.
I did as he wanted, waiting for the punch or challenge or whatever, but instead he started examining my gear, before producing a series of short leather strips. He had me jump up and down, then set about tying things tighter, making me do it again, then repeating the process.
By the end of the seeming noon meal, I was running alongside him, as he paused, pointing out things to me, giving me one-word warnings like “slip,” or “mud.”
Simple shit, but the fact he was making that effort meant a lot.
The hours passed, and by the evening stop, I pulled a lighter out and handed it to the one who’d been helping me.
He was crouched by a small pile of tinder, spinning a stick at terrific speeds to generate heat and to spark a flame to life, the camp we’d crawled into having been abused by a recent flash flood that had left the pile of wood left by the last visitors soaked in one corner.
As soon as we’d seen this, the leader had barked orders to the troop, splitting them up and sending them out to search for dry wood as we all shivered, having been caught in a sudden late-afternoon downpour that had gone on and on.
He’d looked at the small lighter in confusion, the solar cell on one side confusing him as much as anything else. I held it up and said clearly, “Fire,” then pointed the end at the pile he was working on and flicked the trigger.
The lighter flared to life, the miniature seeming jet engine that was billed as a cigarette lighter producing a small, high-powered burst of heat that set the carefully gathered dry tinder to light almost instantly.
I grinned at him, only to receive an outraged glare as he shoved me back...and stamped the fire out. He shifted around to keep his back to me and refused to listen when I tried to speak to him, starting all over again with a new collection of tinder. I stood and moved over to the leader, who again, was sitting to one side on one of the flat rock seats, waiting.
“I anger him?” I asked.
He flashed another of his signature searing glares. “Job, you take. You challenge for place in troop?”
“Fuck,” I muttered, shaking my head quickly. “No, no challenge, not take job. Want help. Want thank for teach.”
“You teach?” he asked frowning.
“No, he teach me. Running. Steps. No slip.”
“Ah.”
There was a few minutes silence, then Eto called something to the one I’d offended, the words rapidfire and unclear, as I caught only “idiot” and “thanks,” as well as seemingly an order to keep teaching me.
The response was a flat glare for me, followed by a growl as he turned away. I sighed, seeing that I’d fucked up badly.
“You people, many?” I asked, not sure how to get to what I needed to know, and got another glare. “Not enemy,” I said firmly. “Help people.”
“Enemy.” He grunted, gaze as flinty as ever.
“Not enemy.” I tried a dozen variations until I managed to land on a word he recognized, but whatever “machitis” meant to him, it clearly wasn’t warrior, as the Greeks used it.
He turned his back, shouting at another of the troop and gesturing to me. I sat there confused as the nominated one stood and walked over to me, clicking his fingers before my face like a dog, and then guiding me through a mixture of pointing and clicking his fingers...to a spot at the very back of the cavern, as far from the inner circle as it was possible to be.
Great. I’d clearly badly fucked up.




Chapter Thirty



The next two days followed the same pattern: rise early, run for half the day straight, leaving the absolute bare minimum of traces behind, stop at lunchtime for hardtack and a drink, then run on until darkness fell.
On a night in the various caves we sheltered in, the leader would nominate one of his people as my watcher. The next few hours would pass with me asking questions and learning the language, ending when the one I was speaking to gave up and stormed off at a particularly stupid question or phrase.
By the morning of the fourth day, though, I’d learned plenty.
First and foremost, while humans viewed the forested wasteland of northern Russia as scarcely settled, it was in fact heavily contested by three species. The Oracan, while the most skilled in war, apparently, were also the smallest in number. While they generally won the battles, they were losing the war.
The Stelek were a race of insects roughly the size of a human toddler but with a hive mentality and a queen who was aggressively colonizing the “upper reaches,” as the Oracan called the top mile or so of the cave system.
The Stelek were being driven up from the “Deeps” by something else, and they were pissed about it. Unable to handle sunlight, they refrained from leaving the caves. But in claiming the upper reaches, they’d driven both the Oracan and the lycans from their own caves.
The lycanthropes, or “Retan’nu’orr” as the Oracan called them, were originally less numerous than the Oracan, but they came back from the dead, and Oracans that they killed rose up again and again to add to their ranks.
So, between the two groups—one closing off the underground where the Oracans usually mined for their badly needed weapons, and the other growing in a dozen small camps, each of which was increasing in size year-on-year—the Oracans were dying out.
This trip had itself been a mining one, I found out after a little prodding, a permitted incursion by the group I was with into the territory of another Oracan tribe to the south, in exchange for food and much-needed salt.
I found out about the lycans after we’d been forced to hide from one of their patrols, seeing that they’d hit a truck that was passing through and had both killed the driver and raided the back, abandoning it in disgust when they’d found that they’d hit it at the wrong time. It was headed home and empty.
We stayed downwind for almost two hours, waiting for them to move off. When they finally did, we were forced to run late into the night to make up for the lost time.
I decided I’d finally had enough time learning, and rather than sitting as I’d been ordered at the back of the cave each time, this time I sat across for Eto, and waited.
He glared at me, barking for my “minder” to come and collect me, when I spoke.
“I hunt the lycans.”
“What?”
“Lycans. You call them Retan’nu’orr. I hunt them. It’s why I’m here.”
“Idiot.” He grunted. “Unbloodied whelp searching for glory.”
“Fully blooded, and I proved it,” I said firmly.
“Unblooded,” he repeated. “You no kill.”
“I beat one of yours to death with my bare fucking hands,” I warned him, and he grunted. “Fine, you know what? Fuck it,” I snapped. “Why did you let me come with you?” I asked him.
He bared his teeth, not responding.
“Tell me,” I demanded, getting a huff of irritation.
“Bait,” he replied after a few seconds. “You speak language. We warned that some might come, and must take to Erlking, then if it sends away, you bait.”
I sat there for a few long seconds, rearranging things in my head. I’d thought they were taking me out of some honor duel shit, and while I guessed that still played a part in it, the much more sensible side of things was pointing and jumping up and down in my head as things finally made sense.
They were taking me along to show to the Erlking, whatever that was, let him make the decision as to what was supposed to happen to me maybe, or maybe they were lying...fuck it.
“Where’s the Erlking?”
“Lives forest,” he said.
“Fucking clear that, mate,” I pointed out, shooting him a hard look of my own. “Where?”
“Erlking comes to us when he chooses. Tomorrow, troop splits, some take metal to tribe, rest come with me. We take you to Erlking.”
That was all he’d say on it, and when I tried to question the others, they refused to speak as well, the Erlking apparently being some kind of taboo subject.
I sat down, growling under my breath, and tried to calm myself. Whatever this Erlking was, it was clearly revered, and there was also a lot of fear in there. I reminded myself that the entire point on me being here, in the wilds of Russia, was to draw all the factions in this direction and to get me more nanites.
If the Erlking had the Oracan scared and decided to pick a fight, I’d either gut the fucker and gain nanites, or I’d be dead, and for a little while at least, I’d not be bored.
The next day dawned early again, with all but three of the troop buggering off to our left, heading down a canyon, while the rest of us headed up to the right and deeper into the forested hills.
Hours passed at a dead run, pausing only as a herd of deer broke free of the trees ahead, startled by our approach. I reached for my dagger instinctively, mouth watering at the thought of a little venison rather than the damn hardtack, only to feel a heavy blow slam into the side of my head, rocking me.
I stared at Eto in shock. He’d deer hunted only yesterday, and the carcasses were carried with the others back towards his tribe’s home, but now?
“Never kill!” he barked at me. “Never kill when seek Erlking!”
“What the hell!” I snarled. “You killed yesterday.”
“We seek the Erlking!” he growled at me, stepping in close. “He lord of forest!”
I stared at him for a long few seconds, my fist tightening around the hilt of the dagger as it creaked, my desire to stab the fucker clearly obvious to us both. But, in the end, I forced myself to put the dagger away, getting a grunt of derision from him as we set off again.
An hour passed, then two. At the beginning of the third, I crouched by a fast-moving shallow stream, dipping my hand into the water to drink...only to have a booted foot kick my hand, sending the water flying.
“No drink, no eat!” The Oracan who’d first taught me snarled at me, and I glared, forcing myself to my feet, noting that none of the others had stopped for a drink.
I set off again, him falling into place behind me, watching me, as I picked up speed, catching up to the others.
Hours passed in heavy exertion as we ran nonstop. We ran straight through the lunch break and into the afternoon before starting to climb a low set of foothills.
The hills climbed steadily, dipping occasionally, but always climbing higher overall. We circled around a valley then turned due east, headed for the mountains that clawed at the sky in the distance.
Days passed, two, three, then finally on the fourth day, we passed out of the long canyon we’d been following, weak with hunger and dehydrated to fuck, the Oracan looking like utter shit, even as I felt it, but there it was ahead of us: a wide, tree-filled valley.
A river ran its length with mountains climbing on all sides. Verdant grasslands filled one side of the valley, while thick forests filled the other. I couldn’t help but wish I could show it to Ingrid.
It was easily the most beautiful place I’d ever seen, and Eto was leading us into it, staggering and clearly exhausted, but still leading the way.
“Why,” I croaked to the one next to me, Ronai, who it seemed had finally forgiven me for my stupidity.
“Speak no,” he whispered, his words weak and hoarse. The shake of the head and gesture was clear, making me nod as I followed the others, walking down to the river’s edge.
We’d been following it for days, and it’d been a special kind of torture running along beside it, seeing the crystal-clear waters teeming with fish, even as the cold, clear water would have vanquished my thirst, but now?
Standing by the Oracan as Eto chanted, his hands raised to shield his eyes, we stood there and stared at the water, and the edges of the pool lapped gently at the shore.
It was utter torture, and yet...something felt seriously weird about the valley.
I wanted to be here, like really wanted to wander off and explore, feeling both safe and ready to lie down and sleep...and terrified.
Something was here, something that didn’t care about us at all, and that was trying to decide if it was going to kill us.
I blinked at a sliver of movement nearby, looking down into the long grass just as vines burst from the ground, wrapping around us all in seconds.
I was about to tear free, until I realized that now all three of the Oracan were speaking in the same sing-song chant, apparently unconcerned. I made myself stay still, letting the vines drag me along, bouncing and rolling across the grass towards the trees.
Minutes passed, and I tried not to think about the water that we were leaving behind. I was desperate for a damn drink, like insanely so, and I was augmented by the nanites, meaning I was far better off than the Oracan were.
Hell, a normal human would have died by now, I guessed, thinking about the dehydration brought on by the heavy exertion, never mind the fact we’d literally not drunk or eaten in days.
I’d gotten it out of Ronai that it was ceremonial that once you departed to seek out the Erlking, you could no longer drink nor eat, meaning that access to the creature was tightly controlled by the distance from this place and the tribes that surrounded its valley.
A little further out, and Oracan coming to the Erlking from their village would die along the way, meaning that the location was a resource, I guessed, but the Erlking itself...
Nobody would speak about it, save that it insisted on seeing any creatures that were unique to the territory, and that it was powerful.
Taking a creature it had already seen was “wasting its time” and was disrespectful. As such, the troop that brought it would never be seen again.
Bringing a new creature, though? Or something of interest to the Erlking? That would be rewarded. The Oracan had told tales around the campfire of the gifts of the Erlking. They were unique and were tied to the one that received them, stopping working as soon as the wielder died.
That was part of the reason we were here, I guessed, a desperate hope that the Erlking would reward the three Oracan with me with something that would help them change the fortunes of their people, hunted on all sides by their enemies.
I shifted in my bonds, finding the vines were holding me tight but not that bad.
If my mouth was dry before, now it was as if the Sahara was an ocean in comparison, as I felt the sudden approach of something. It was massively powerful, and its nanites’ clusters were overwhelming in number.
I lay there, rendered half-insensate by the sheer overload and the pure unbridled lust for the meal I could sense but not see. We were dragged faster and faster, the others grunting occasionally, breaking off as they were bounced and jostled. We entered the forest and whipped between the trees, bouncing and rolling, up hills and down into a small stream, even as more vines wrapped around me tightly. Then we were dragged back out the other side of the stream as I gasped.
I’d had a split second in the water, or so it’d seemed. Then I was out again, trying to catch my breath, even as I desperately wished I’d had the chance to take a proper damn drink.
Then we were slowing, drawing to a close in a small clearing, ringed with ancient trees, many of which soared to the heavens high overhead. The interlocking branches created a dry, pleasant, dimly lit area before a massive oak.
Seated at the base of the oak, looking like it had grown from it, was a single figure, taller than a human and slimmer, but radiating a palpable aura of power.
The figure was sitting, half-reclining, a green and grey cloak resting across its chest, drawn around itself as if to protect it from a chill. It watched us, one long leg resting over the opposite knee, the foot frozen as if in mid-bounce, the head facing us, but only the eyes visible. Twin black orbs shone from the eyeholes of a stylized huntsman’s mask, seemingly made of bone.
The upper jaw was intact, looking similar to a human’s, but the lower was missing. Twin antlers emerged from the temples, fifteen points on either side, and a narrow ring of golden spikes sat atop the crown of the skull.
I sat upright, watching it, and it said nothing, waiting.
I hesitated for a few heartbeats, then I summoned my armor, the vines shredding as I used my enhanced strength to free myself, clambering awkwardly to my feet. Then, on instinct, and no clue why beyond that, I went to one knee, bowing my head in respect to a creature I instinctively recognized as being truly ancient.
“Name...boon,” a voice said, the sound echoing and rough, as if it wasn’t used to speaking aloud.
Eto gasped in shock.
They’d not all even believed that the Erlking would speak and grant a boon to each of them of their choice, rather than picking one or more of them at random and giving a gift that they would have to figure out.
“We are hunted. Great One, they come back from death, the savage ones,” Eto said carefully.
I glared at the fucker. His accent was clear and deferential; the little fuck could have made our conversations so much easier if he’d wanted to, I realized.
“And...you?” the Erlking asked the other two, each agreeing that they needed something to help with the battles above and below ground.
The Erlking lifted its left arm slowly, the right still buried beneath its cloak, and it gestured towards them as vines rolled away, the broken sections dragged into the forest. Something else moved out, a wooden construction, a table, I guessed, of sorts, but it was carried on four short legs that flexed and dipped, walking the damn thing along.
It was circular in the middle, with the four legs attached below that, then a single post rising in the center with a crosspiece at the top, three shining blades propped upright, the hilts held in place by entwined branches. The thing strode forwards across the uneven floor, stopping before the three Oracan.
Their vines retracted, depositing them on the floor as the clearing fell silent, the previous sounds of the table’s creaking and flexing legs dying away, leaving only the distant call of birds, the swaying of branches, and the rushing of the nearby stream.
“Take...them. Leave,” the Erlking told them. “May...send...help.”
“Thank you, Great One!” Eto gasped, grabbing the first sword and dropping to one knee, fists clenched around the hilt and holding the blade upright in shaking hands as he stared at the floor, clearly unwilling to meet the Erlking’s gaze.
The others followed suit, then he stood, turning to me as he passed and pausing, eyeing me up and down and clearly confused, before shaking his head and running on.
The other two followed, only Ronai hesitating, as he clapped a hand to my shoulder in passing.
I waited until they were gone, then turned to face the Erlking, and waited.
“You are...young,” it said eventually.
I nodded, not really anything I could say to that.
“You are bound...to the factions?”
I shook my head.
“No, I wanted to be free.” I hesitated a moment before going on. “Plus, they’re all assholes.”
To my surprise, the Erlking nodded as if agreeing. I gestured back towards the stream that was driving me mad a dozen meters away.
“Mind if I get a drink now?” I asked, and it waved a hand in permission. “Thanks,” I said, turning and heading back, retracting my helm as I lay down on at the water’s edge and plunged my entire head into the stream, eyes closed, enjoying the fast-moving cold flow.
Then I lifted my head and dipped a tentacle in, flexing it to form a living scoop and lifting it up to my lips, slurping down mouthful after mouthful.
After a solid minute of drinking, I sighed, feeling far more human, and pushed myself upright, turning around and freezing, finding the Erlking standing silently a dozen feet away, watching me.
It was utterly silent as it moved, gliding across the leaves and general detritus of the forest. It lifted one arm, beckoning me to follow.
“Can I ask questions as we walk?” I asked.
It regarded me for a few seconds before nodding slowly, its movements graceful, and seeming too slow to cover the ground that it did, as if the ground itself flowed away under it.
I hurried to keep up and took a deep breath, thinking about what I’d seen so far.
It could clearly control the forest, and while I might be able to kill it if I really had to, I didn’t like my odds. Also, it seemed at least not antagonistic, if not friendly. Yet. That was a massive step up from most of the creatures, and hell, people I met these days.
“What are you?” I asked, going straight for the more important question as I saw it.
“What does it...matter?”
“Fair point. I’m curious about you and your intentions.”
“Curiosity for now,” it said, its voice becoming clearer as it spoke more. “And when your curiosity is sated?”
“That depends on what I find.”
“Can I ask how old you are?”
“Old enough that I am unsure of your calendars,” it said.
I grunted. I’d guessed old, that was for sure. “You seem old, but...”
“Again...does it matter?”
“Just as a frame of reference,” I replied. “I’m wondering what you are, where you come from, and if you’re a threat to me and mine.”
“Why are you here?” it asked as we entered a large cave.
I paused, stunned.
The entrance from outside had seemed plain and boring, so much so I’d barely noted it, but inside? It was stunning. There were tables here and there loaded with various fruits and vegetables, low chairs and beds to lie on, as well as dozens of species of creatures flitting, walking, and dancing around inside.
The walls were decked in bright colors and polished woods, the floor decked in mosses and the ceiling inlaid with crystals that appeared to have just grown, then started to glow, each granting the cave an ethereal atmosphere.
I glanced from piles of gold and scattered gemstones the size of my fist to gleaming daggers, a sword that seemed to warp the air around it with its contained power, and more. I hesitated, wanting nothing more than to tell it I had come to learn from it.
I sensed it at a base level, these wonders, all of them were created by the being next to me, and it, like me, was immortal.
I could dedicate a few centuries of my life to it, couldn’t I? Serve it in exchange for my lessons?
I opened my mouth, about to say that, until I hesitated, a momentary memory of Ingrid, sitting on a cushion on the bow of the ship as we sailed through the Med. Legs crossed, a green apple held negligently in one hand as she chewed. Her other hand traced symbols on the page of an open textbook, forehead creased as she mentally tried words out that had supposedly been lost to time, working hard to decipher the secrets of a lost age.
I saw it all in a split second, the white, wispy shawl she had been wearing, the white and blue bikini underneath, her golden hair blowing in the constant breeze of our passage...and her smile as she looked up at me and swallowed the mouthful of apple, waving with three fingers, the apple gripped between thumb and forefinger. Her happy smile.
And just like that, the urge to stay was gone.
“I came to find out who and what lived here, and to gain strength and experience.”
The Erlking nodded, seeming to accept that explanation.
“You were recently human, but evolved rapidly,” it said.
I nodded, focusing on it and trying to trigger the identification ability, only to have it close down instantly. “I do not wish to share details like that,” it said flatly.
“I’m sorry,” I said, blinking in shock as I took a seat across from it at a polished table of dark wood inlaid with golden swirls. “I’ve never met anyone that could even tell I was examining them.”
“Then you’ve met weaklings, unskilled, and uneducated.”
“I wouldn’t say that,” I muttered, considering the twin creatures in the depths of the earth, and the asshole Lord Shamal, amongst others.
“The ability you employed is the most basic of a series of capabilities I sense in you, and yet...you are bound to none. Explain.”
At the demand to explain, I felt an almost irresistible urge to do so, to speak and to explain myself, to tell this Great Being the truth in the hopes that it would find me a place to exist, to guide me...
“That’s you doing that, isn’t it?” I asked.
It gave a slow nod. “If you could not resist my most basic glamour, then what use are you free? You’d only be taken by one of my fellows and made use of in another century or two.”
“Are you—” I paused, taking a deep breath, then went on. “You’re not one of the Elders, are you?”
“Not as you think of them, no. They are unruly and petulant children.”
“Then...” I paused, as my suspicions coalesced. I went on, growing more and more sure as I spoke. “You’re one of those who built the Great Refuge.”
“I was involved in many such projects,” it said, its right arm still curled around something under its cloak as the left dipped under, touching something and settling it.
The Erlking turned its head to the side and spoke in another language, the sound trilling and light. The words seemed to speak of summer and of joy, regardless of the meaning imparted to them. Another creature replied, stepping up and walking over, smiling down at me.
I hesitated, making eye contact with the peculiar creature, unsure as for a few seconds, there seemed to be two of them in the same place, one superimposed over the other.
At first, the figure was smooth-skinned, hairless everywhere bar long moss like collections that trailed down from the head. The eyes were almond-shaped and canted at a sharper angle than human ones were, entirely black save a pupil of yellow ringed in flickering red, like flames.
The body was barely five feet in height, but again, there were two, and the second was taller, six feet almost. The smaller one seemed to flow up, growing to match the taller.
The skin was patterned in whorls and lines like polished wood, yet flexed like silk, and she was naked.
I couldn’t help but stare, especially as she shifted, blurring, the original form fading away as if unimportant. The naked dryad stepped in close and smiled at me, offering a cup of clear water and a fruit I’d never seen before.
I took them, mumbling my thanks.
She smiled, turning away and walking deeper into the cave, before looking back over her shoulder in clear invitation, catching me admiring her ass.
I shook my head, trying to banish the wanton smile she gave me, and looked back at the Erlking, frowning.
“Why did you do that?” I asked, and it cocked its head to one side.
“Do you not find her attractive?”
“Very, but that’s not the point. She’s a dryad, isn’t she?” I asked.
“She is. Her race are almost lost to the world, as are many that live in my valley. She liked you, and clearly you liked her, so why not give her your seed? As strong as you are, she poses no real danger to you.”
“I love another,” I said gruffly, clearing my throat and shifting around on my seat, sitting upright and trying to ignore the little voice that muttered that nobody would ever know.
“And?”
“And I’m not going to have sex with another,” I said more firmly, getting another of those looks, its head cocked to one side in confusion.
“Very well. Perhaps another time,” it replied a few seconds later, shrugging. “You asked a question, and I answered. Now I shall ask.”
“Go,” I agreed, sipping from the water and letting out an involuntary groan. It wasn’t water. “What the hell is this?”
“Ambrosia,” the Erlking replied, then went on. “I shall ask two questions now. First, you are neither one of the factions nor one of my people. What are you, and what has happened to the world outside that such as you are permitted to exist?”
“That’s a pair of seriously large questions,” I replied, rubbing my chin and thinking. “I was a human, and I found one of your facilities,” I answered, figuring that it was open-ended enough. “And the world outside has evolved. Humanity covers most of it and is poisoning it.”
“We have noticed the poison. It is weak, but grows steadily.”
“You are known as the Erlking by the Oracan. How did you come to be...this?” I asked, gesturing around and sipping the ambrosia, sighing in contentment.
“Once, I was as you suspect, one of the Architects. But the ages rolled on, and our time passed, as your own will, eventually. I was to walk away, to embrace the forest and my craft, and I became as you see.”
“W—”
“It is my turn to ask a question.”
“Good point. Go,” I said.
“Who created your armor?”
“I did,” I replied, realizing that I was still wearing it, only the helm retracted, and realizing that the Erlking could probably squash me like a bug if it chose. I retracted it, letting it pool on my skin, then flow inside.
“I’m trying to fix the world,” I said on a whim. “My love is helping me to collect the worst of the poisons, to take them to a central point to convert them into usable forms. But to do this, I need to be able to protect myself and my companions from the factions. Can you help with that?”
“Could I? Yes. My turn.” It paused, thinking, then went on. “You found a facility...which one?”
“Six-B,” I said, watching it and seeing the slight hesitation before it nodded.
“That one was lost in a pyroclastic detonation, presumed damaged beyond all repair. Interesting”
“How many facilities are on or around the planet now?”
“Unknown.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“I cannot answer that which I do not know...but very well. There were eleven originally. Seven left, recalled to more pressing needs, and three were thought destroyed or damaged to the point of uselessness. I will not identify them further, nor relay information on my people, or the Great War, before you ask. While I find myself enjoying this conversation, I will not discuss events beyond this world, not with you as unevolved as you are.”
“Okay,” I agreed, wincing. It had pretty much guessed my next few questions there.
“You claim you seek to heal this world yet are prevented from doing so by the factions.” I nodded in agreement, and it went on. “Why should I aid you over them?”
“Because they’ve had thousands of years to make the world a better place, and they fucked it up out of greed and generally being assholes.” I opened my mouth to ask my next question, and it held its hand up, stopping me.
“You intend to fix things now, but as short-lived as your species are, your intentions will change soon. I say this not as criticism, but knowledge. I have known many of your ilk over the millennia.”
“They will, but I’m functionally immortal now.”
“Incorrect.”
“I...wait, what?”
“You will not die through age or ill health; that is not the same thing as immortality.”
“Okay,” I said slowly, drawing the word out.
“My kind will not permit the rise of another form of immortal. You will bind yourself through your constructors to never seek full immortality, or I will slay you now, fully,” it warned me, a long, silver blade growing in its left hand, as if extruded from thin air.
“I—” I paused for a second, watching it, then I nodded. “I’ll agree, though you’ll have to teach me how to do that. But I have a request?”
“Speak.”
“You said you could help me, not that you would. I’ll swear on anything you want that I’m not trying to rule the fucking world or kill everyone or whatever. I’m trying to make the world a better place than I found it, protecting those I love, and converting the poisons, like the nuclear waste that’s being dumped all over the place currently, is part of that. Will you help me, if I swear?”
There was a pause as it clearly considered it before nodding.
“I will, but I have conditions.”
“Name them.”
“I could heal this world, but to do so, I would need to rebuild our facilities, and I walked away from those. If I aid you now, granting you certain knowledge, then you must use this knowledge in truth to aid the planet. With such power, you will be tempted to take action personally, forcing other beings to endure your rule. Therefore...”




Chapter Thirty-One



I walked from the cave several hours later, stopping outside and looking up at the gentle rain that fell from the canopy of leaves overhead, and I wondered what I’d done.
The Erlking hadn’t used any tricks to make me agree. This was a choice that was too important, and as such, it’d left me to decide things naturally.
The other conditions were simple. Well, they were complicated to fuck in reality, but in comparison, they were easy.
Return the dryads to the world? Rewild the area currently known as the Sahara? Stop the runaway greenhouse effect? Check, check, and fucking check.
Yeah, nice simple ones, but...but the Erlking would give me some of the tools I needed and set me on the path to gaining a hell of a lot more. It wasn’t like they’d given me a hard deadline to do it all by. After all, I could take a little time and work on the problem.
“The cost is always highest to those who can afford to pay it,” the dryad whispered, stopping next to me. I glanced at her.
“Surely it’s the other way around? The cost is highest for those who can’t afford it?” I asked, only to have her shake her head.
“The cost that you cannot meet matters not. If I say that you will die in a minute unless you gift me snow from the forgotten mountain, you would shrug and turn away. No way to achieve it, and thus nobody would care beyond a little sadness or rage. Taking all that can be taken, however? That is the highest cost.”
“I can pay the debt.”
“You can, or the Erlking would not have asked nor offered. You are what is needed, but the cost is high. As such, I will aid you.”
“Really?” I asked, glancing at her again and seeing a tremendously beautiful, and again, goddamn naked woman standing there leaning against the wall next to me. “Uh...could you stop that?” I asked. “It’s kinda distracting.”
“Sorry,” she said, smiling and blurring. Her skin shifted, the eyes becoming more inhuman, the skin darkening as whorls and patterns grew more pronounced. Her hair shifted to a more mosslike consistency. “It’s not intentional, but a reflection of my need.”
“Your need?”
“I am a dryad bonded to one of the last trees of its kind on the planet. To produce more, I require fresh seeds and land. Yet, to achieve either, I must leave the sanctuary of the Erlking and possibly open myself to being destroyed like my sisters.”
“Your sisters? How many are there?” I asked, looking her over and noting how inhuman she looked now, while only seconds before...I shook my head and straightened.
“There were once thousands of us. No longer. There are four of us left. My sister Barishka is in a hidden valley far to the south, Annai is graced with life on a small island far, far from here, south and east, almost the entire world between us. Little Jamya is buried in the mountains far to the west. A landslide long ago consumed her valley, leaving only small fractions of her exposed. She sank into the Sleep of the Ages, waiting on the world turning to expose her again. But it has been long since we felt her gentle grace amongst the living.”
“I...look I don’t mean to be rude, all right? But maybe you should stay here? I mean, what could you do that’s worth the risk?” I asked, before hurrying on. “And if its men you need, hell, I know where we are now, roughly. I could bring a few guys I trust, and you could have a party, maybe?” I winced. “Fuck, that sounds so wrong.”
“It is kind of you to offer, but clearly it has been too long, if you could discount my offers so easily,” she said.
“Uh, yeah, it wasn’t easily,” I admitted, and her skin started to shift, her hair. “BUT!” I almost screamed at her, one hand lifting to partially block the sight of her out of the corner of my eye. “But...if you want to come with me, there’s rules, okay? I’m off limits!”
“But...ah, very well.” She sighed, then reached out and tugged my hand down, letting me see that she’d returned to her normal form.
“Oh, thank the gods,” I muttered, not sure if I could have said no if she’d kept trying. Between the abilities she had and the fact that it’d been a while...I shook myself, banishing the thought. It wasn’t really that hard, after all; I loved Ingrid. I...I closed my eyes and examined myself internally, feeling the traces of something in my body. As I recognized it, a notification popped up.
Highly Advanced Pheromonic Compound Identified: Nanites Assessing...
Countering...
Once the nanites identified the effect, I felt the change start, slowly at first. But, as the minutes passed and we talked, the utter hunger to throw caution to the wind and agree to her needs faded away, replaced with more of the usual appreciation for a beautiful woman or man for that matter.
I was secure enough in myself that I could look at another guy and acknowledge that he was handsome. After all, it didn’t mean I wanted to screw them, just that they were good-looking.
Now she was like that as well: beautiful, even in her dryad form, in truth, but nothing more than that.
“So,” I said after a few minutes of idle chatter. “Seriously, shouldn’t you stay here? I mean, we’ve got a nymph aboard ship already, and I’m sure they can help with anything we need—”
I broke off as she started to laugh, a genuine, amused sound that made me smile in reflex.
“The nymphs are useful and kindhearted creatures, as well as reasonably gifted in both tending and exploring groves of established wilderness, but they are far weaker than my kind. Have you bonded the nymph?”
“Uh, sort of? They serve me, if that helps? They said something about needing protection after being abused by the mavka.”
“Hmmm, well, a nymph will be a boon to my work, so we shall see. But regardless, you ask if I can help, and if it is worth the risk? I tell you truthfully, if not for the risk of attack by humans, I could rewild the land you call the Sahara alone. It would take centuries, but it is for this we were created.”
“Okay...okay, yeah, I like that,” I replied. “So I take you, and we protect you, and you can start fixing the Sahara...fuck it, we can start with Sudan, around the recycling facility,” I muttered, thinking fast. “We already own that land...or will do soon.” I rubbed at my chin in thought, then glanced at her. “You said your sister Jamya was buried...would she help? If we uncovered her, I mean?”
“Of course, but she was lost long since. She may be buried too deep, and her recovery would be slow. But once it begins, she would be capable of much,” she said, smiling.
“Okay, I...ah crap, okay. I know your sisters’ names, but not yours. Sorry, I probably should have asked before now,” I muttered.
“Maribellya or Belle.”
“Belle.” I nodded. “Belle works. Okay, so I don’t suppose you can help with the greenhouse effect?”
“I don’t understand,” she said, frowning. I struggled to remember how the Erlking had put it.
“The, uh, poisons in the air, and the heating of the realm?”
“Ah...well, I know not all of this, but trees clean the air of poisons and help to bind the earth together, so perhaps?” she suggested, frowning.
“Okay, yeah, that’s good enough for me. Are you sure you want to risk yourself, though?” I asked, well aware I was getting the better end of the deal with her. She basically wanted to travel and have sex from the sound of things; she’d have a great time in Crete as a tourist. Or hell, I could take her to Amsterdam for a week and let her find some work in the red light district. She’d make a fortune and get exactly what she needed, both in terms of “seeds” and fun.
I opened my mouth to suggest that to her, half-jokingly, then shut it again. She might say yes after she understood that she’d be getting paid to be railed again and again, and that was what she was really after.
“So,” I said cheerfully. “I don’t suppose you can fly, right?”
“No.”
“Fuck.”
“Although...”
“Yes?”
“I have more ambrosia?”
“That’ll do.” I grinned as we went back inside, sitting at the same table the Erlking and I had sat at before, nodding up at the strange creature.
“Okay. You said you’d help me, and your conditions, most of them anyway, are ones I’d have been working towards eventually.”
It nodded, and I went on quickly.
“So, the help I need? I need information, I need guidance, I need a way to make the factions back the fuck off, and I damn well need nanites, the ‘constructors’ as you called them.”
“The information I shall share is the locations of two more badly damaged facilities, both reachable from here. Inside them, you will find the tools to repair one of the facilities fully, or at least to a workable state that will permit you to move on. The constructors you need are inside many of this world’s higher creatures. You simply have to harvest them, as many of your augmentations have been designed to do.”
“Yeah, I get that, but I don’t really want to go on a mad murder spree, okay? I’m trying to be a good guy, and slaughtering a small city for their nanites doesn’t really latch with that. Is there another way?”
“There are two,” it said, shifting slightly and looking down as a small noise interrupted it. It shifted the cloak back and exposed...a baby black bear cub. It was tiny, and it yawned and stretched before snuggling back into the Erlking’s ribs. I couldn’t help but smile at it; it was so ungainly, all massive paws and fluffy hair, and clearly utterly at peace in its protector’s arms.
“Ishtar,” the Erlking called softly, and another dryad, although clearly a different species, strode forwards. She reached out and took the bear, lifting it in arms that seemed too spindly, and yet were clearly strong. Tucking it into her chest, she walked off, glaring at me.
I frowned, wondering what I’d done, until the notification flashed up that my nanites had identified and blocked a “basic” pheromonal attempt. It seemed she wasn’t happy that, in countering Belle, I’d gained an immunity to the lesser species as well.
“My apologies,” the Erlking muttered, shifting and stretching, having been clearly carrying the little bundle of fur for some time. “Now, as I said, there are two other options with regard to your constructors. They are programmed not to recreate themselves exponentially, due to the threat that poses to all life, for obvious reasons. You could repair one of the larger facilities. It would take time, as some of the specific systems are blocked from reproduction without the correct security measures in place first. Essentially, to make the fabrication facilities, you would first have to repair one of the greater facilities to full operational status then have its higher functions unlocked for you. I would consider doing that, but not until you have proven yourself, to me and to the others of my ilk that remain.”
There was a pause as it clearly considered things, then shrugged.
“Should you approach them with a stolen and repaired facility, I suspect it would end poorly for you. It is your choice, however, as choice is all the freedom we truly have.”
“How many of you are there left on Earth?” I asked.
“There are three in total,” it replied after a short pause. “One is deep beneath the surface, continuing the experiments that resulted in our expulsion from the Collective. I recommend you do not approach that one. The other took a new form and sank beneath the waves, taking their home with them long ago. They were angered by the arrogance of their followers and sought to punish their blasphemy when they attempted to reach too high. Should you encounter them, I recommend humility.”
“I can do that,” I muttered, thinking of how good and respectful I’d been here with the Erlking.
“I suspect you lack the understanding required, but very well. Imagine a being that creates worlds, granting them life, and then one day an ant visits their sanctuary and demands help to defend itself from its fellow ants, offering to fix the world where the creator failed?”
“Uh...yeah?” I asked, not really seeing why that was relevant.
“Consider it and let me know when you understand,” they said.
I gave him an eager nod, ready to continue. “So, you said that there were two options. Rebuild all that and prove myself to you, or...”
“Or you harvest it in the manner that you have been. You attack and vanquish others, as you were designed to do.”
“Yeah...not really feeling that one, I’ve got to admit,” I said, wincing.
“You travelled here with the Oracan, yes?”
“Yeah, exactly. I don’t really want to slaughter them.”
“Yet you came to the north in the expectation of harvesting from the feral ‘monsters’ that roam here?”
“Yeah, exactly, monsters. The Oracan aren’t monsters. Yeah, they’re dicks, but they’re not that bad, you know?”
“You see so much, yet understand so little.” The Erlking sighed. “Why did the Oracan seek me out, knowing that, should they disturb me unwarranted, I would destroy them?”
“Because they needed weapons,” I answered promptly.
“And they needed weapons because...”
“Because they’re at war with—” I paused, feeling bloody stupid. “Because they’re at war with the monsters.”
“Exactly.”
“And you said you might send them more help,” I remembered, and they nodded. “You meant me.”
“I did. If I decided to let you leave, then I intended that I would send you their way and offer you a bounty for thinning the lycanthropes’ numbers.”
“A bounty?” I asked hopefully.
Its sigh came in time with a notification popping up in my vision.
Quest Granted!
Evolving Quest discovered: Cull the Interlopers: Level 1
The local ecosystem has been infected with a lycanthropic plague. Complete the following prerequisites to receive this Reward:
	Eliminate Northern Lycanthrope Pack Dwelling




	Eliminate Southern Lycanthrope Pack Dwelling




	Eliminate Eastern Lycanthrope Pack Dwelling




	Eliminate Regional Lycanthrope Pack Alpha







Reward:
	+6 SUPPORT Points




	+5 WAR Points




	+Access to level 2 of the Evolving Quest







I accepted it straight away, nodding my thanks.
“Now, you have been approached by Belle and offered her assistance. Will you take her?”
“I will, unless that’s a problem?”
“No. She is a free being and may go where she wills. However, she is one of only four surviving elder dryads. Should she be lost, her bonded tree would also wither, and much of my sanctuary would be weakened. As such, I would be...displeased...if anything happened to her.”
“Okay. So keep her safe, got it. Uh, I don’t suppose you have any weapons that might help me with the factions? They’re all a fuck load stronger than me, currently.”
“I do.”
“Oh, thank fuck.”
“But I will not gift them to you.”
“Oh, well, thanks for fuck all.”
“You wish to leap over centuries of evolution in your search for power. This is not a step I will aid you in. When we raised your species up, we did it with the understanding that that part of your potential would be lost to the cosmos forever, but that you would enable other, less able races to flourish under your guidance and protection.”
“Wait, we were meant to be protectors?” I asked slowly, a smile creasing my face, until they went on.
“You were, and the first several batches of completed and raised forces were extremely competent. Too competent, it turned out. They eliminated their guides and set out to create their own galactic kingdoms! Entire worlds were destroyed, gentler species in their thousands were rendered extinct, and the cosmos was almost destroyed by the very force we created to protect it!” The Erlking’s voice shook with suppressed anger as it focused on the past, and the cave around us shook ominously.
“Billions died in the wars that followed, until your ancestors were finally hunted down and eliminated, their constructors broken down and reverted to their component atoms. Still, still, despite an armada that blacked out the stars, and centuries of pogroms, still some survived from that first wave. Some few dozen remained loyal to their intended use. They fought their own kind, granting us time to rescue some of the slaves they had taken. It was your kind that destroyed the great World Engines that drove my own species to near annihilation.”
“Oh,” I said in a small voice, feeling suddenly very small and insignificant as the walls and floor shook and the Erlking grew more irate.
“The last I heard, before I was cut off from communication with my peers, exiled for all time to this mudball of a planet, was that the hundreds of billions of deaths my brethren and I were responsible for was still not the end. Humanity had already spread across the cosmos, using their breeding capacity to create arkships, sending them into deep space to ensure that your kind could never, ever be eliminated, no matter the attempts made.”
The Erlking sat there, chest heaving as it stared at me, eyes burning into me, until the dryad Belle stepped up, resting a hand on the mighty creature and beseeching patience.
I slid from the chair I had occupied and forced myself to one knee, not knowing what else I should or could do.
“I am not a good man,” I said slowly, forcing myself to stare full well into the weaknesses I’d embraced as a younger man. “I am petty, weak-willed, and lazy.”
“Even now! Now you prove yourself!” the Erlking snarled.
“But I’m trying to be better. I have done things that I shouldn’t have. I’ve committed crimes, I’ve stolen, and I’ve hurt people. But if anything you’ve said matters, it’s that the only freedom is choice. I’ve spent my time since being reborn trying to be a better man, protecting those who need me. I could have used these gifts to carve out my own kingdom. Hell, it would have been easy. There are always people who would flock to support someone like that, especially as powerful as I am, but—”
“BUT WHAT?!” the Erlking bellowed, its fingers growing claws that curled and trembled, clearly ready to rend me limb from limb.
“But I chose not to,” I said. “I told you, Erlking. I’m here to ask for help to fix the world, not to break it further. I want your help because I could tear nanites free of people easily. Instead, I want to do it without that. I want to take the poisons from the air, the shit that’s leaking into the rivers and seas, and I want to fix it. I want to make the world a better place for the people who live here!”
“Your kind should never have been unleashed on the cosmos!”
“Probably not,” I agreed. “But I don’t take shit very well, and I like fucking up arseholes. The factions are full of them, and they’ve had their turn! Look around. You know more than you’re sayin’, you know the world’s fucked. You know about the Sahara, for fuck’s sake, so you have to know about the rest of it!” My soft words slowly became a snarl as I climbed to my feet. If being respectful wasn’t going to work, well, fuck it.
“Listen, you ancient fucknut. You say it’s all our fault? That we fucked your grand plan for the cosmos? Well, we didn’t get a vote in it, did we? You forced us into being your super-soldiers, then you get all pissy when we’re too fucking good at it? Screw you! I came here looking for help. I thought I’d found something that cared, that wanted to make the world a better place. Instead? You’re a whiny fucking child, hiding here in your fucking valley! You could have walked out of here at any time.”
I was hurled from my feet across the cavern, vines wrapping around me and yanking me hard against the wall as it closed around me, bones creaking under the pressure that would have already killed a human. The Erlking stood, stalking forwards, ignoring the protestations of Belle.
“You could have helped!” I hissed out at it. “You could have stopped the wars, you could have taught us better! You didn’t raise us up...you fucked up a perfectly good goddamn monkey is what you did! Instead, you fucking made us into hyper-aggressive nutters then abandoned us and sat here, cry-wanking yourself off and complaining that it wasn’t your fault.”
The world exploded in light, and suddenly, I was weightless, flying, then the pain came, and it overcame everything else.




Chapter Thirty-Two



When I eventually came round again, I was laid on my back, with Belle sat next to me, wiping my face with a small handful of green moss.
It tickled, and I instinctively tried to push it aside, only to have my body lock up in agony as I tried to move, nerves screaming as phantom limbs failed to react.
I looked down, eyes widening in shock at what was left of my body...a bloody ruin. My legs were bent at seriously wrong angles and blatantly fractured in dozens of places. My left arm stopped at the elbow, and my right?
It’d been torn from the socket, and a flash of memory came to me of the Erlking, screaming and foaming at the mouth, beating my skull in with it.
“That fucker killed me,” I mumbled, only to have Belle’s hand cover my mouth.
“Please! Please, do not further antagonize the Erlking,” she whispered. I glared at her before looking down suggestively at my body.
“Why? Because it might lose its fucking temper next time?” I hissed, before closing my eyes, and forcing myself to take a deep breath, wincing.
I was in horrific pain, truly I was. But the thing about pain is that, after you’ve felt it, and it peaks, reaching levels that literally shut your brain down from the sheer excess, it becomes...less.
It was certainly more manageable now than I ever believed it could be, and despite it being at a level that would have resulted in shock shutting down a regular human’s brain entirely, I’d been pushed past this, again and again.
I’d been literally killed from nerve stimulation overload several times by those sick fucks in Athena’s team. Hell, I’d been used for medical experiments that would have made Joseph Mengele vomit up the milk his mother fed him and swear to be a good boy for the rest of his life.
And those fuckers had run a betting pool on it.
Until they’d introduced the drugs and made me lose all track of everything, I’d seen it, and I’d hated them with a passion.
I’d learned to endure, to deal with pain, and finally to compartmentalize my mind. So, when I looked down at the sheer fucking devastation that my body had endured, instead of screaming and passing out, I looked at it, recognized that my nanites were rebuilding me, and locked that fucker down, blocking the pain away as best I could to deal with the shit around me.
Admittedly, I now had a new appreciation for the strength and sheer power of the Erlking, considering my bones had been rebuilt into near unbreakable alloys, and that fucker had bent them, dented them, and torn the joints apart, but fuck.
“Where is that...fucknut?” I growled between panting breaths, laid there, utterly broken, and determined I was going to have a goddamn word with it about its staggering anger issues.
“Please!” Belle hissed. “Do you not wish to see those you love again? The Erlking left you the ability to recover...this time! Upset them again, and they will take that as well!”
“Still a fucking wanker,” I muttered under my breath, trying to keep myself still, reducing the pain to a dull roar.
“If you wish to be permitted to live, we must stay small and silent. When the Erlking is angered, they will rage, sometimes for days or weeks, and we lesser beings must stay clear. We must let it calm before we expose ourselves again.”
“Speak for yourself,” I muttered, hating the whole greater and lesser thing that was going on here. Admittedly, yeah, it was an immortal being who had created my entire fucking species, but then they fucked off and left us to screw things up, rather than teach us right from wrong.
I realized that I was insanely angry. Under the pain, the tiny kernel of fear, and all the rest of it, I was genuinely furious over the state of things, because that utter cockwomble was literally responsible for all of this. Rather than do anything, it was willing to offer me a little advice and information that I’d be able to get myself eventually, and in return...
“OI, WANKER!” I shouted, as loud as I could. The forested clearing all around me, which had been unnaturally quiet already, suddenly went deathly still. “Belle, sod off out of harm’s way,” I told her, twisting around and seeing at the far end of the clearing the entrance to the Erlking’s cave.
Belle whimpered, then leapt to her feet and ran, vanishing between the trees as I used my stump to prop myself up, staring at the entrance to its cave.
“We both know you can hear me!” I shouted, breaking off halfway through to cough up a mass of bloody phlegm, then spitting it out onto the already-bloodstained grass, then looking up at the figure that slowly stepped into view. It paused to rest one clawed hand against the wall of the cave before striding towards me, ominously silent as it came.
“About time!” I snapped, glaring up at it. “You want me to fix the world, then? Or are you going to go back to sitting around and hoping someone else rocks up? How long do you think you can stay hidden here? How long before someone nukes this place when the wars start again?”
“Longer than you shall live,” the Erlking growled, the sound reverberating through the mask.
“Probably,” I agreed, looking up at them. “Maybe accusing you of have a cry-wank was a step too far, I’ll admit, but you’re a shitty excuse for a god!”
“I make no claim—”
“Yeah?” I cut them off. “You don’t claim to be a god, you just created us, giving us life and a purpose, then abandoned the second generation, retreating to the Garden of sodding Eden, and turned your back on us all! That’s literally a source of a dozen gods’ myths, one way or another. That’s how badly you traumatized my entire fucking species when you all abandoned us, that tens of thousands of years later, we still have a goddamn genetic memory of it!” I snapped up at it.
“That is your affair, not mine. I accept no responsibility for you.”
“Maybe, but you still want me to fix it, don’t you?” I coughed and spat again. “You want to stay here in your little valley while I go and fix this, all of it. Yeah, my people will benefit; hell, so will I, but so will you!”
“You think that I owe you something, little creature?” they asked me, reaching down and picking my right arm up by the wrist and examining the interior, seeing the metal.
“Nope. You abandoned us. You claim no responsibility, so you get no fucking respect, either. I tried offering that, and you shit on it with your little temper tantrum. So, here’s where we start again. You want something; I want something. You want the world sorted out and people to leave you the fuck alone, but you also want to know that you fixed it, a little salve for your conscience.”
“You dare!”
“Oh, I’m not finished,” I hissed. “You want that? Fine. I want information, the sites of the ships, the facilities, and access to them as a master. I want what you promised, and I’ll hold up my end of the bargain!”
“Then know!” they screeched, hands flashing down to grip my skull and squeezing, pouring knowledge into my brain and starting my broken body convulsing before tossing me aside to somersault through the air, slamming into the ground and bouncing, rolling over and over before I came to a stop at the base of a massive tree.
Tiny eyes peeked down at me from the boughs overhead and stared in shock. My body twitched and shook as the information unraveled.
And I knew no more.
Hours, then days passed, as I lay at the foot of the tree, staring into the distance. Belle came to me, laying my limbs against the shattered stumps, bathing me and feeding me, all the while staring around in terror at the smallest sound.
The data was too much for my purely meat brain, and changing that, rebuilding my literal brain into one that was cybernetic, was just a step too far for me.
I’d added synaptic enhancers, building atop the changes that the facility had installed, but I’d never gone further than simply speeding up the connections between my meat, the existential fear of changing something in there that then changed me was too much.
And as such, I lost too much of the data that they gave me.
I spent long days as my body worked, fevers wracking me as my brain tried to equalize the damage and changes with what I knew, as I watched a billion years of evolution and tectonic shifts.
Three facilities were constructed, two small and one greater, clearly part of a net of similar creations, but the others were hidden from me. Time sped up, continents shifting and changing as mountains rose, then fell.
Seas grew, then vanished; ice blanketed the world then retreated as more and more of the world was exposed. I saw flashes and bright lights as hints of the great battles overhead played out, and I saw them, the masters, the creators, forced from their homes, and sent into exile, the Erlking heading north, a suit of armor that looked organic protecting it from the elements even as it sought to avoid the small numbers of surviving humans that roamed here and there.
I saw others, slaughtering or domesticating those they met but driven by some impulse, some force, to abandon the facilities, and to move away.
Time passed, and I glanced back at them, finding one of the facilities still flew, arcing over the oceans and returning, passing back and forth, seemingly at random, but...but stopping over the crashed Facility #6B, hovering there for several years, then moving onto the other crashed facility far to the north, on Yuzhny Island.
It moved off, vanishing again, hovering over another site on the edge of the world as I could see it, restricted to only this side of the world for now. But eventually it returned, pausing over Lake Tengiz in Kazakhstan before vanishing, never to return.
I made mental notes as to the location of each site, knowing that Facility #6B was off the coast of Crete, and the other two...well, one was north and west of me currently, about a two- or three-day flight, if I had to guess, and the other was south now, maybe two days, with Crete being three days from there.
I’d lost so much of the information that was given to me, but I’d also gained data that I didn’t think the Erlking intended to give me, as fast and dirty as the data dump had been.
It’d shown what looked to be a repair or monitoring craft that was moving from one facility to another, and then it’d gone. It didn’t want me finding that, and showed me only the facilities as it had known them. The one above Crete had come with impressions of it being sat securely on the land, and it was sunken for a start, presumably from the explosion of Thera.
The thing was, though, in showing me the ship hovering over them as they had been, and a pulse of light showing the facility below that ship, I could guess at the locations of at least two more!
The one that was sat just off the coast of Algeria, for example, south of Monaco and west of Sardinia wasn’t marked at all. But the ship had hovered over there longer than the ones I’d been shown, and presumably it wasn’t taking a break for fishing.
I’d seen another site close to Jakarta, and one out in the Atlantic, due west of the pillars of Hercules, and that one was too coincidental for the location, making me determined to explore that fucker at some point.
I shifted as something was pressed to my lips, blinking as the world came into focus. I found I was laid half upright, held gently by large branches while Belle pressed moss to my lips and I instinctively sucked at the moisture offered.
I blinked and drew back, getting a smile from her at the obvious confusion on my face.
“You’re awake!” she marveled. “I was worried that you would not recover. Even the Erlking was uncertain as to your fate.”
“You. Yeah. I’m awake,” I muttered, clearing my throat and feeling, well, all right, actually. I brought up the details on my body, finding that the time I’d spent here had changed me, rebuilding as I did. While I was depleted of most of my stash of nanites again, I had enough for my usual functions and a small reserve, but most had been absorbed into “fixing” and rebuilding me.
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I closed the screen down, pleased I’d improved again, but...I didn’t feel hugely different. I braced myself for pain, then pushed myself up, noticing at the last second, as I stood, leaving Belle kneeling before me, that I was utterly naked.
I’d practically hit her in the face with it, and as I went to apologize, open hunger was written on her face.
I’d never pulled my armor up so fast as I did right then, partially to get myself away before she decided to bite down, and partially because it’d been weeks since I enjoyed any kind of relief, and yeah, she was back in her human persona, and very, very clearly interested.
I saw the disappointment on her face as she stood, but her smile bore mostly relief that I was okay.
“Belle,” I asked carefully, not entirely sure how to say it. “I’m naked.”
“Yes, I know.”
“Why?”
“Oh, I stripped you after the Erlking calmed down.”
“Why did you strip me?”
“I thought your clothes were already damaged by blood, but you wouldn’t want the last remnants to be defiled by bodily wastes.”
“No, no, you’re right, I wouldn’t want that,” I agreed. “So, where are my clothes?”
“I have them,” she said happily, smiling at me.
“Can I have them back?”
“Of course!” she said, moving off and gathering them from seemingly under a bush, then sitting down to watch as, for the first time in a long time, I was self-conscious about being naked in front of a female, pulling my armor back and dressing quickly in my boxers, socks, pants, and boots.
“While I was unconscious, you didn’t...you know? Take advantage of the situation?” I asked her, really not sure.
“Oh, no, of course not!” she said quickly, and I let out a long breath in relief. “Would you like to?” she asked, lying back on the grass before me and lifting her hands in invitation.
“NO!” I almost shouted, turning away, and taking a deep breath. “Fuck’s sake, Ingrid will murder me if I even try and explain this one,” I muttered to myself, even as I felt her put a hand on my shoulder.
“I’m sorry, Steve, I thought you must want to. I didn’t mean to offend you.”
“It’s not that,” I said, sighing. “As I said earlier, Belle, I love another. In my culture, it means that I save myself for her.”
“Oh, okay?”
“You’re very beautiful and clearly willing, and with me being unable to remember the last few...days?”
“Weeks,” she said, smiling.
“Fuck!” I snapped, one hand going to cover my eyes. “Weeks. Anything could have happened,” I muttered, taking a deep breath and looking up, banishing the inane conversation as I searched hopefully for a signal I could piggyback, finding none.
“Is the Erlking—” I started, then shook myself and tried again. “Do they want to see me before I leave?”
“No, they have gone into seclusion until you leave. They left a message that they wished you well, but would not interact with you again, save to kill you,” she said firmly, then frowned, clearly trying to remember something. “Oh!” she said, smiling. “The Erlking also said that they will hunt you if you break your word and remove their gift to you.”
“Gift?” I asked. “What fucking gift?”
“Your life and knowledge.”
“Well, fuck me.”
“Really?” she asked, smiling broadly and reaching out.
“No!” I snapped stepping back. “Fuck’s sake, I’m gonna have to watch what I say around you. Are you still coming?” I closed my eyes, realizing that inuendo bingo just got so much worse with her there. But I supposed I could relax, knowing she didn’t know the phrases that I...
“Not yet, but hopefully soon!” She beamed, getting a glare from me. “Sorry, Steve, but I can read your pheromones easily, and they peaked when you made your comments. It makes it obvious what you mean.”
“Oh gods, this is going to be hard...oh, for...difficult! It’s going to be difficult!”
“So, how will we get where we need to go?” she asked.
“We don’t have much time, seriously, so I’ll have to fly us. You can ride me as long as you want, I guess, then I’ll carry you while you recover.” I closed my eyes, forcing myself to carry on. “It’s going to be cold, okay? That’s why you might not be able to do it for very long! Not until you get used to it...oh, for!”
I couldn’t help it; no matter how I phrased things, they seemed to come out wrong, and I could see it wasn’t even the damn pheromones on her side. My nanites were filtering them out, meaning it was all down to my own hindbrain and her obvious willingness.
I started an internal monologue about how Ingrid would murder me, and I wasn’t going to touch Belle beyond the little I had to, and that I needed to get ahold of myself.
The thought of touching her and “getting ahold of myself” just sent my hind brain off again, and I forced myself to speak calmly to her as I asked her to go and get anything she needed or wanted. We’d leave as soon as she was ready.
I watched her go, and the other smaller assorted species of dryad that wandered here and there, ostensibly doing things, just eyed me hungrily. I cursed myself for my thoughts.
I resolved that, if I could somehow manage it, I’d bring Jack, James, and Jay here and leave them for a few weeks, if they’d managed to keep Ingrid safe for me, or maybe see if some of the dryads wanted to move to Sudan once I got it rewilded. After all, they could make new trees and new dryads with the “seeds” they received, right?
It was practically work!
Belle returned after a few minutes, wearing a long shawl that wrapped around her tightly, making her at least basically covered. I appreciated that as she happily showed me the two bracers that the Erlking had gifted her and the torc her mother had left her.
“Is that all the clothes you need?” I asked her, well aware that it was going to be cold, and that she’d need something to cover herself with.
“It is. Truthfully, this is for you more than me. I’m sorry, Steve, as much as I’ve been having fun teasing you, I will respect your decision. As such, I have clothing so that I am less attractive for you.”
“Yeah,” I muttered, looking at the gauzy wrap that highlighted as much as hid. “That’s not exactly achieving what you’re intending, if that’s what you’re going for.”
“I have nothing else.”
“We’ll get you something,” I promised, thinking that, failing all else, I could skin a fucking lycan. Gods knew I was ready to get my frustration out on something, that was for sure.
I pulled my armor up, then beat my wings experimentally, making sure all was in working order before holding my arms out to her.
“Once we’re up in the air, I’ll let you climb onto my back and get comfy. Sit on my ass, maybe, and hang on. I think having me carry you will get boring really quickly,” I warned her.
With that, I picked her up, and we were off. I lifted her in a princess carry, activated my Gravity Inverter, and started to run, beating my wings, towards the other end of the clearing.
Before I reached the halfway point, I was in the air and climbing as dozens of dryads and smaller, centaur-like creatures I’d not even noticed ran out and stared up in wonder at us.
Belle yelled and waved at them, then cuddled in as we turned away from the early morning sun and oriented west. A marker appeared in response to my needs, identifying the last place the Oracan and I had sheltered together as an entire group.
I knew their home would be well-hidden, but it was also almost certainly somewhere nearby, so I could start to search there.
After about ten minutes of flight, Belle wriggled around, and with some help climbed up over my face and onto my back, shifting around until she was sat upright on my ass, rocking backwards and forwards and clearly loving her life.
After an hour, I was starting to feel like I should be fitted with a bloody saddle, but the flight wasn’t bad, especially as the day was warm for the north of Russia and clear, meaning we could see for an insane distance. After three hours of flying, I passed a small setup a few miles away that gave us both exactly what we needed.
The site was a nature monitoring system, and while Belle went and “introduced herself” to the two men who were living there, I hacked their system and made a really long-distance call to Ingrid.
She answered on the second ring, and I couldn’t help but grin as I looked at her on the screen. She was filthy, half stuck under a metal pipe, clearly doing something hard, as she was covered in sweat and had oil and dirt on her face, as well as wearing overalls with her hair bound up.
She’d never looked so beautiful.
“Hey you,” I said softly, and her answering smile made my heart soar.
“Steve,” she whispered, dropping everything she was doing and staring down at the small screen in her hands. “Are you okay?”
“I am now,” I said resolutely. “I’m sorry I’ve been out of touch, I—” I paused, frowning. “Can we talk?”
“It’s safe on this end,” she said. “We’ve been really careful who gets into the main building, and they’re never alone to do anything.”
“Thank god.”
“Uh, what’s that noise?” she asked, her cheeks reddening slightly, and I grinned, moving further away.
“That’s Belle. I found a few new friends, and I’m bringing one home to join us. She’s a dryad, and an old one, so it’s been a while for her. She’s having a snack while I use these guys’ satellite connection to call you.”
“Oh...and you and she...”
“Just friends,” I said firmly. “She knows I’m taken.”
“Good,” Ingrid said with a smile and bright red cheeks. “When will you be here?”
“Are you at the recycling plant?”
“Yeah, it’s a mess, and some sections are totally full of radioactives and worse, apparently. Far won’t let any of us even into that level, even with the full hazard suits.”
“Then tell him thank you from me!” I said quickly. “I’ll get that area sorted out myself when I get there, but as to when? A few weeks yet, I think.”
“Oh.”
“I’ve found villages of Oracan,” I told her, making her gasp. “As well as lycans and more, some kind of deep-earth insectoid things. I’ve not seen them yet, but they’re gradually killing the Oracan off.”
“And you’re going to help them, right?”
“The Oracan?”
“Of course the Oracan!”
“Oh, well, yeah, I am. That’s why I’ll be a few weeks, and I’ve found the rough locations of a few more facilities, and—”
“And?” she asked, eyes wide at the things I’d already found.
“And I found one of the creators.”
“The creators? Wait, the ones who made the facilities? The ones who made...us?”
“Yeah.”
“What were they like?” she asked in a low whisperer, clutching the phone tight as she stared down at it, the bright light of the screen bathing her face and the metal pipes and gantry-ways around her in bright sunlight.
“Weird. I’ll tell you all later, but they’re not happy with me. Killed me a few times, I think.” I caught the look on her face, and I held up one hand reassuringly. “It’s okay! I got better, it was barely a flesh wound.” I promised, standing there in my black armor, and paused, wondering why that seemed familiar.
“Anyway, it’s a bit bad-tempered, and it also makes the strongest of the factions I’ve seen look pathetic. It’d be like me at my strongest and most furious fighting a sleeping kitten.”
“That’s...wow.”
“Yeah, they’re not someone I want to annoy again.”
“What did you do?”
“Nothing!”
“Steve!” Ingrid snapped pointing at the screen. “You did something!”
“I accused it of whining when it could have helped.”
“And?”
“And I might have said something about it wanking itself off with its tears over how everyone else was responsible for its mistakes.”
“You accused a god of having a crying-wank over the human race?” She asked in a horrified whisper.
“Maybe.”
“Steve.” Ingrid started to slowly smack her head off the pipe next her head, unable to decide if she should laugh or cry. “Then what happened?”
“Oh, it killed me, a few times, I think, then I got better and called them some names.”
“Just names? You didn’t attack them?”
“No, it’d torn my arms and legs off by this point, so I just called it a few names until it lost control and gave me some information, then threw me out.”
“Fuck’s sake, Steve!” Ingrid whispered, rubbing her forehead. “If we have kids, they’re going to have so many issues.”
“Kids?” I practically whimpered.
“Don’t worry, I’m not pregnant,” she said quickly smiling at the screen.
“Oh, thank god.”
“But, don’t you ever think about the future?” she asked.
Suddenly, I remembered one of the Erlking’s conditions, and I paused, realizing I really hated that fucker.
“Not really, just, well. I don’t think now’s a good time to have kids, that’s all,” I replied lamely.
“Neither do I, Steve, don’t worry. But someday? Maybe?” she asked hopefully.
“We’ll talk about it, okay? Once all of this is sorted?” I hedged, forcing a smile.
She nodded, obviously not happy, but accepting that was the best she was going to get for now. “When am I going to see you?”
“A few weeks, hopefully less. But we need to contact Hans as well, and as he’s broken the phone...” I said.
“I’ll figure it out. What do you want me to tell him?” she asked, all business.
“Tell him he has to go to the Old Ones and give them this message. These exact words, okay?”
“Okay, two seconds,” she said quickly wriggling out of the small gap she’d been in, as I marveled that she’d managed to squeeze in at all.
She dropped to the ground and then moved into the next room, clearly searching, then another, until she’d found a pen that worked and clear paper, sitting down and looking back at me. “I’m ready.”
“Tell the Old Ones that I’ve been granted a quest by the ancient ones to heal the earth. I will complete my quest, then come to them to share my knowledge. I request they take no action until then, and I will swear to do my best to not be seen by the humans until then.”
“Okay.” Ingrid read the entire message back to me. “Is that what you want me to get him to say?” she asked, clearly unimpressed.
“Look, we both know I’m shit at this. But they have to know that I’ve met the creators, as I think they know more than they’re letting on to the factions. That’s what I’m gambling on, but they’re not going to want to fuck with them under any circumstances.
“I think, if they’ve not made contact with them personally, they’ve got legends or something. We need them out of the fight while we get this sorted out, then I can deal with them and hopefully the factions. Polish it up all you want, but make sure those bits are clear.”
“And you want them to know you’ve got a ‘quest to heal the world,’ right?”
“Yeah, from an Old God,” I said firmly. “Make it clear that it’s a quest so save the world. Hopefully if they know, they’ll know.”
“Okay...uh—” She broke off as cries of pleasure echoed from the small cabin, and I sighed and moved away from it. “Sounds like she’s having fun.”
“Honestly, I’m going to lock her in a room with Jack and Jay for a week when I get back, let them all wear each other out,” I said, shaking my head.
“I don’t want that mental image,” she said firmly, covering her eyes and shaking her head. “Gods, what I wouldn’t give for some brain-bleach right now.”
“How is everyone? Are you okay?”
“We’re good,” she said, smiling again. “Mor flew out two days ago. She brought some of Far’s old naval team with her, so we’ve got a small but trustworthy team here handling security and a dozen engineers that either Far or Zac vouched for. The site is getting rebuilt, and yeah, we’re actually all having a lot of fun spending all the money. She’s going to fly back home soon, but it’s nice to be with her.”
“I bet. How’re we doing?” I asked.
Her grin broadened. “Really good actually, I know I joke about it, but having my parents onboard? As well as being able to tell them the truth about what’s been happening? It’s made a massive difference to me.”
“I bet.” I winced. “Do they hate me now?”
“Hate you? Why?”
“Well, you were on holiday, and I dragged you into all of this?” I pointed out.
“All of this?” she said slowly. “Steve, you know my family are into archeology, and we want the world to be a better place, right?”
“Well, yeah, but everyone does,” I said.
“Yeah, they do, and you’re actively making that happen! We’re going to remove all the worst poisons that the world is filled with, then we’re going to set humanity on a new path, one with renewable energy, no backlog of nuclear waste, and—”
“Oh!” I cut her off. “Sorry, uh, the quest I’ve got from the Erlking? It’s to...ummm, oh yeah. I need to rewild the Sahara, sort out the whole global warming thing, and get rid of all the poisons in the air. That’s what I meant with the ‘heal the earth’ kinda thing. Sorry, should have said.”
“You’re actually going to heal the Earth,” she said slowly, watching me.
“Yup.”
“You’ve been given a quest, by our creator, no less, to ‘heal the earth,’ is that right?”
“Yup.”
“Fucking ‘yup.’ Holy shit, Steve!” she whispered, putting her head in her hands again. I waited for a few seconds, wondering if she was crying, until she started to shake, before throwing her head back and laughing out loud.
“Uh, you okay?” I asked.
She shook her head, grinning widely as she looked down at me.
“You know that the environment is really important to the Danes and the Swedes, right? I mean, I know it is to everyone, but the British seem to be a lot less bothered about it, at times.”
“Yeah, I know. We kinda think it’s something we’ll deal with later,” I said, wondering where this was going.
“Yeah, that, exactly,” she said pointing one finger at me. “And now, my partner not only has been given a quest to heal the earth by our creator, but you’ve got a plan, don’t you? Beyond all this, I mean, that we’re already doing?”
“Well, yeah?”
“And how long do you think it’ll take?”
“A year or so, maybe?” I admitted.
“Yeah, my parents are fine with you, don’t worry,” she said smiling as she relaxed.
“You’re sure?” I asked, totally bewildered by the changing topics.
“Steve, my mother is on the board of three environmental charities. When I tell her you’ve been given a quest by a god to heal the earth, and you think it’ll take ‘a year or so’...she’d have your children herself, given half a chance! I’ll have to start beating my family with a stick to get them to stop proposing to you, and as for Far?
“Yes, I got into trouble, and I got hurt. That wouldn’t have happened without me meeting you. I also made it damn clear to him that I fought to put myself in that situation, both because I love you and to learn the truth of history.”
“Right?”
“Then, I talked him through you tearing the entire place down with your hands and slaughtering their forces when you realized I was being held there and mistreated. He knows you were murdered, Steve, over and over again, and while he’ll never admit it, he is worried about you. He’s been researching things, worried that you might need someone to talk to, and he knows your father is a waste of skin.
“He’s determined that he’s going to be the father you should have had. He’s reading up on dealing with trauma and methods of helping you move past it. He thinks the sun shines out of your ass, and you’re now the favorite child, by the way. Oh, and you made it possible for him to be the managing director of a multinational company that’s going to be credited with basically saving the world as well, and gave all his old navy friends jobs, so yeah. You basically walk on water when they talk about you.”
“Oh,” I said, totally stunned. “But it wasn’t like that...I just did—”
“You just did what you had to do,” she finished for me. “Yeah, I know, and you saved lives every day. They know about the hospitals, about the gangs, and fighting the werewolves before you even knew what you were and had access to your armor. Oh, and it turns out the pair you saved in that pit? They went back to Germany and spoke to a therapist. The pair ended up getting locked up for being clearly crazy.”
“Oh shit, but they’re not! They—”
“They’re on a flight now,” Ingrid said firmly, holding up one hand. “We got them out, spoke to them, and transferred some money. He’s a factory shift manager, and his daughter is a machinist, apparently both jobs we needed covering regardless. They’ll be both safer with us and able to talk about their situations, helping them to deal with it.”
“That’s dangerous,” I said, wincing. “Don’t get me wrong, they deserve our help but—”
“Don’t worry,” she said, smiling. “Far is dealing with it. He said that hushing it up went insanely easy. Clearly, others were doing the same, so he arranged for a few actors to take their place, got them moving. We’re fine. Besides, just in case, he insisted on sending them on a holiday first. They’re a bit nervous, but they agreed. It creates a gap between them leaving Germany and reaching us as well.”
“Okay,” I agreed, sighing and forcing myself to accept that I couldn’t help with it either way.
The sounds had died off from inside the cabin, so I moved further away and into the trees, not needing to be seen by the inhabitants. Not that they were likely to give two shits about anything now that Belle was done with them, though.
“I love you,” Ingrid said softly.
“And I love you,” I told her, returning her smile widely. “Look, I’ll try to keep in touch, but yeah, a few weeks, hopefully less.”
“You be careful,” she said bravely. “No more dying.”
“I will,” I promised. “I mean, I won’t. Oh, fuck it, you know what I mean.” I sighed, grinning down at her as the door to the cabin walked out, and Belle strolled down the steps. “Okay, looks like my break is over.”
“Let me see her,” Ingrid insisted. I turned the camera, showing her the dryad as she walked over, cleaning herself as she came, a wide smile on her face.
“This is Ingrid,” I said to Belle, and she stared down at the phone in amazement, trying to look underneath it and around, clearly having no frame of reference for the moving picture.
“I’ll explain it later,” I promised, looking down at Ingrid who was eyeing the beautiful dryad with evident distrust.
“I swear on my leaves and my roots that I mean thee no dishonor,” Belle said to Ingrid, bowing her head in supplication. “This one recognized thy prior claim and will abide by thy will with regard to this one.” The whole thing had the ring of a ceremonial declaration. Ingrid blinked, clearly caught off guard by it.
“Ah...thank you, Belle. We will discuss our options later,” she said after a few seconds. Belle smiled broadly and nodded.
I smiled at the camera, told Ingrid I loved her again, and terminated the call.
“You feeling better now?” I asked, and Belle nodded emphatically. “Good,” I said, then paused. “Do you, uh, need to go and have a bath or anything?”
“No, I’m clean now,” she said smiling.
“Okay, just...no leaking on me, right?” I said, pulling my helmet back up to hide my embarrassment.
“Oh no,” she said firmly, shaking her head. “I wouldn’t waste the seed.”
“Oh, good,” I muttered, shaking my head and picking her up in my arms, and trying not to think of the things she and two sweaty blokes had been doing mere minutes ago.
I lumbered back out of the trees and onto a small clearing they’d clearly cut for a helicopter or something and took to the air again, winging my way west, watching for any signs of civilization.




Chapter Thirty-Three



When we found the Oracan camp, it was both easier than I thought and far from the way I wanted to find it. It was under heavy attack. More than a hundred lycans surrounded the small grassy knoll that hid the entrance to the caverns the Oracan had claimed. They were digging steadily into it, throwing great gouts of dirt behind them.
A dozen or so bodies were strewn around the entrance. Each of the lycans lay still, seemingly unable to regenerate, and as an Oracan warrior appeared suddenly, spinning and slashing, his blade light and deadly in his hands.
“I need to set you down somewhere safe!” I called back to Belle, who glared at me.
“I am a fully grown dryad matriarch, Steve. Believe me, I’m in no danger from their kind,” she said kindly.
I frowned back at her. “The Erlking told me it’d fuck me up if you got hurt,” I called back to her.
She let out a merry laugh. “And they would be displeased. But I promise, Steve, such as these hold little threat to me.”
“Fine,” I grumbled, not willing to argue over it, not when the Oracan village was under siege.
The lycans were clearly getting killed by the Oracan—Ronai, I guessed—who was fighting now. But they couldn’t fight all day, and the lycans looked to be close to breaking into the cavern through other sections. They couldn’t defend everywhere.
I swooped in, Belle slithering around until she was in my arms again as I closed with the ground, wings beating furiously to arrest my motion, then dropping her and flying on a few feet to land between her and the lycans.
My lap of the fight had attracted some attention, and the wind of my landing got a few more heads to turn. But the lycans were in full bloodlust mode, so the stupid fucks split rather than making me come to them.
Most of them stayed around the cave, digging and snarling like they’d gone insane. A few, maybe fifteen or twenty, turned and raced at me, snapping and biting at the pack fellows as they raced to be the first to reach us.
I grinned, totally ready for this fight as I extruded both the Vorpal Blade and the Harvest one and raced to meet them.
They were racing on all fours, bounding forwards, and the foremost leaped into the air, arms outstretched, mouth gaping wide.
I dove forwards, rolling under it, lifting the Vorpal Blade up to meet the middle of its chest...and cut the fucker in half.
There was barely a tug on the blade as it passed through the damn thing from front to back, leaving the head and the upper neck the only section that joined the entire thing.
It managed a startled whimper, and then I was past it, flipping myself to my feet, kicking out to the left and dragging my foot downwards, my boot growing claws and shredding the face of the next one as it closed in.
I’d hit it high on the side of the head, snapping down to the ground with armor-enhanced muscles, breaking its muzzle, shredding its eyes, and tearing the flesh from that side of its face. Then the nose hit the ground, all the speed and kinetic energy transformed from running full speed into a flip that used its own face as the point of pivot.
I spun around, arms following and slicing through it at the waist with both blades, even as the impact broke its neck with a loud crunch.
The next lycan was too close for any fancy shit, already flying through the air towards me, arms reaching. I planted both feet, claws sinking into the stone below and anchoring me firmly and instinctively.
I pulled up both blades, crossed across my chest, and enjoyed the sudden “oh shit” moment as it crossed the bestial face, flying towards me.
I slashed both arms out and down, chopping the flying fucking furball into four unequal pieces.
The blood and body still hit me, but it quickly bounced off, flying loose as the next few in line closed, watching three of their fastest and strongest chopped into kibble by the unknown creature before them.
The nearest few didn’t have time to reconsider. They were too close and moving too fast. I bent my knees and leaped forwards, my claws releasing as I did so. The Gravity Inverter came online in response to my unspoken and unfocused command as I grew into my capabilities.
I fell forwards, powered by my leap and the force of the gravitational field of the entire planet, twisting me through the air to slam into the next in line.
I stabbed down, both blades punching into its upper chest, even as it grabbed at me. Then I tore my arms outwards, shredding the lycan.
I was hit from the left, a short but broad-chested creature slamming into my waist, arms wrapping around me and claws scrabbling on my armor.
I slid to the right maybe a meter, propelled by the impact, then my claws sank into the rock, and I stopped dead. My Vorpal Blade retracted as I grabbed the cheeky fucker by the back of the head and tore it free. The Harvest Blade sank into the punch dagger configuration as I slammed it into him over and over, tearing life and nanites free in great gouts.
Then I tore the blade across its throat and tossed it aside, lifting my left hand and grinning as I formed the Gravity Cannon.
Dozens poured in now, as more and more saw me standing there. But only a handful were close enough to reach me before I was ready, and I hefted my Harvest Blade.
Then the ground between the next three and me opened, and briars flashed upwards, thick and growing thicker in a blur. The bushes grappled with the incoming beasts, being torn free second by second, but always there were more, and the lycans were losing their impetus, even as they lost their flesh.
In seconds, all three were bound by the briars, and then...the air filled with their screams, as well as the creaking and fracturing sound of their breaking bones.
That left one, one that was close enough to reach me before the Gravity Cannon was ready. He changed course frantically, looping wide of me...only to howl in pain as I flexed the Harvest Blade into the whip configuration and sent it winging across the distance, closing on his left calf, then slicing through to the bone, before extruding spines.
I pulled hard on the whip, both internally and with my strength, dragging the fucker backwards towards me even as his nanites flowed merrily down the connection, feeding the growing cannon blast.
Three...
Two...
One.
I fired. A single round was all I had the capacity for, but that was all I needed. The disc screamed, microscopic filaments spreading out in its wake and grabbing onto the lycans as it tore through the air. It yanked them with it, slicing them into ribbons of steaming flesh and bone.
Seventeen were killed outright, and another eleven badly injured by that single shot, coming from the rear of their group and diagonally across and into the distance. But between the sudden slaughter of their flankers and the utter destruction of nearly a full quarter of their force in a split second, the rest of the raiders seemed to lose heart.
Then, as they paused, reassessing, I crouched, then leaped into the air, wings beating and sending me hurtling across the gap to land in the middle of the group.
The alpha of the small pack stood tall, roaring a challenge. I slammed my wings out, knocking the others back from the pair of us.
He leaped forwards, hands extended.
I set myself, digging my claws into the ground and met him, hands gripping each other as we were reduced to a primitive wrestling bout.
I caught his hands in mine, and he snapped his head forwards, trying to bite me.
I yanked my head back instinctively, then grinned, knowing I shouldn’t have; there wasn’t a chance of his teeth piercing my armor.
I grinned at him, even though he couldn’t see it, then I channeled extra power into the armor from the Power Cells, massively increasing my strength. I snapped both my opponent’s hands back, the bones of the wrists jutting forwards in a spray of blood.
He opened his mouth, tossing his muzzle high as he roared in pain. I released his hands, grabbing his upper and lower jaw in either hand and twisted, bringing him to his knees.
He frantically shoved at me with both broken arms, and I flexed my muscles, slowly tearing the top of his head free from the bottom, even as the muzzle cracked and flexed under my grip.
The body went limp, sagging and I released it, letting him fall to the floor while I held the upper half of the skull, mangled, and looked down at it.
I shrugged, flipped it over and caught it again, then leaped at the next nearest, grabbing it by the shoulder, and started to beat him to death with the shattered skull of his former leader.
I couldn’t help myself.
“BAD DOG!” I shouted. “NO BISCUIT!”
That did it. The utter madness of facing an enemy that could do that, and treat these massive, slavering, formerly “apex predators” with such utter fucking contempt broke them entirely. Where a few had already started to run, now the entire pack shattered, racing in every direction but the one that led to me.
I tossed the skull aside, reduced to fragments as it was, and sank my punch dagger Harvest Blade into its chest, drinking the nanites in, even as I glanced around at the carnage in satisfaction.
“Impressive,” Belle said, smiling. “I’ve never seen your kind fight before. While you’re no Erlking, you’re making an impression!”
“Thanks.” I grinned at her, shrugging my helm back and taking a deep breath of the blood-and-gore-filled air. I could taste the utter panic that hung heavy in it. “I needed that.” A sound came from behind me, and I turned.
Eto the Oracan was picking his way towards me, Ronai limping along next to him. Both were wielding the swords that the Erlking had gifted them and eyeing me nervously.
“Hey, guys,” I said, smiling. “Hope you didn’t mind me dropping in?”
I grinned wider as I realized that part of the information the Erlking had given me included language tips, making it so much easier to understand the buggers in front of me.
“What you?” Eto grunted.
“I’m Steve,” I said. “You shared food with me, Eto, you know this.”
“I remember the Steve,” he said with a glare. “Left that with Erlking. He not fly.”
“No, I didn’t,” I agreed. “But I could. I was travelling with you to learn about you, and you took me to the Erlking, which I needed.”
“What the Great One do you?”
“They killed me a few times. But in the end, well, we parted as friends, I like to think. Possibly even equals,” I bullshitted.
“The Erlking said they would kill you next time they saw you,” Belle reminded me.
“I get that a lot. Anyway, this is Belle, she’s a dryad and loves sex, so watch yourself.” I glanced back at her, seeing that her form had already shifted, her skin greying slightly, her lower jaw growing wider. Dainty tusks formed, even as her legs and chest grew, the muscles bulging. “Wow, you fuckers are into scary women,” I commented, unable to help myself and on a bit of an adrenaline high after the fight.
“What you want here?” Eto asked me gruffly, still holding his sword upright between us and trying not to look at Belle.
“I agreed to do something for the Erlking,” I answered. “You’re having trouble with the lycans...these fuckers.” I gestured around at the piles of bloody meat. “Sorry, can’t remember the name you had for them.”
“Retan’nu’orr.”
“Gesundheit. Anyway. There’s three villages of these fuckers nearby, right?” I asked.
He gave a slow, reluctant nod. “Two, north and south.”
“Fine. That only leaves me one to track down. Any chance of directions?” I asked him, moving to the next nearest corpse and stabbing it with the Harvest Blade, beginning to feed again.
“I show you,” he said, nodding. “You do this to them?”
I looked around, seeing the literal piles of flensed flesh and the pools where the ground was too sodden to accept the blood of the bodies above it.
“I don’t really like these fucks,” I said with a shrug. “So yeah, I’ll wipe the villages out.”
“We come with you.” Eto grunted. “Capture some, good slaves.”
“And no you fucking won’t,” I replied, shucking the blade free of the lycan corpse and levelling it at the massive Oracan. “I don’t like slavery. It makes me angry, and you won’t fucking like me when I’m angry!”
“What you care?”
“I fucking care, all right?” I warned him. “I’ll fucking kill you as well if you start doing that shit. In fact, have you got slaves in there?” I asked, pointing at the mound of their camp.
“No,” he said sullenly, digging at the ground with one toe.
“For fuck’s sake, Eto!” I groaned. “Right, I’ll do a deal with you, okay?”
“What deal?”
“I’ll kill the lycans, the adults that want to fight, I mean. You come along, and you can raid their village, but no slaves! And no killing noncombatants!”
“Non—”
“It means people who can’t fight!”
“Why?”
“Well, I don’t fucking know, okay? Just, for fuck’s sake. Belle?” I appealed to her for help, and she stepped forwards.
“Take the women and children as part of your tribe. Let them live as free in the tribe, and train them. Then use them to conquer the area. If they die, no loss of warriors.” 
I was about to ask her what the fuck she was thinking when Eto grunted back and nodded.
“Makes sense. Not happen, though, you see.”
I opened my mouth to complain, then shut it with a clop.
“Fuck it,” I muttered. They were killing each other already. I’d tried to lay the groundwork for them to get along a little at least, and it was at least a chance to stop them trying to slaughter the entire village. If the kids weren’t feral, I’d have had to stop halfway through the fight no doubt to sort things out.
“Goddamn story heroes never have this shit to deal with.,” I muttered to myself. “Oh no, Richter just rocks up and kills the goblins, no questions asked, no little goblins left homeless pestering him, are there...probably gets laid right afterwards as well, then there’s me, stuck with this.” I glanced over at Belle who was exchanging interested glares with Ronai. I shook my head. “She’s gonna have white eyes by the time I get to the others.”
“White eyes?” she asked me, her pleasant fluting voice sounding weird coming from the bulky Oracan face as she overheard my stupid comment.
“Yeah, means you’re full,” I muttered, then winced and held a hand up. “Nope, not explaining that either,” I said firmly as she opened her mouth to ask. “It’s an old joke about a hooker being full, and it’s a shitty one, sorry.”
“Are we going to the village?” she asked.
I looked from her to the other Oracan.
“Unless you want to wait here?” I offered.
She shook her head. “No, but we could always follow the fleeing ones now? From the air that should be easy?”
“It would, but I need to drain these,” I said, gesturing around at the bodies. “They hold something I need.”
“Constructors,” she said, nodding as if in confirmation.
“Uh...yeah,” I agreed. “Do you know what they are?”
“Not really, just that the Erlking gave them to us all.”
“Yeah, sort of,” I said, shrugging. “Close enough, anyway.”
The next hour was spent draining the bodies then creating a pair of storage balls that I attached to my belt. We set off, running in single file with ten other warriors, Belle and me in the middle of the troop.
We followed the tracks for the first hour, then slowly peeled away from them heading to the north.
“The tracks go that way,” I pointed out.
“Beast ahead. Go round.” Eto grunted, and I paused.
“What kind of beast?” I asked.
He shot me a glare. “Evil creature, strong, hunts Oracan.”
“And you’ve not killed it?” I asked, confused.
“Keeps coming back,” he admitted.
“Well, let’s kill the fucker,” I said cheerfully, turning back to the tracks and picking up speed, ignoring the grumbling that I heard from the others.
Ten minutes later, Eto grabbed my shoulder, slowing me down and gesturing ahead, making a dozen hand gestures I couldn’t figure out at all.
“What?” I asked him eventually, only to have him frantically shush me as something made a noise on the other side of a clearing. “Oh, fuck this,” I muttered, standing up and striding forwards, eyes open, but ready for a fight.
I made it halfway across the clearing before the bushes parted, and a fucking unicorn walked out, stopping a dozen feet from me, and waiting.
“Holy shit!” I whispered, grinning from ear to ear and retracting my helm, staring at the magnificent beast. I had no idea how the hell it’d blended in with the bushes, but it had, despite its coat being a bright, almost spotless white, and the horn...
The horn was beautiful, pearlescent white, and the sunlight that filled the small clearing seemed weak and dull in comparison.
“Well, I didn’t expect to meet you,” I muttered, stepping forwards and reaching out a hand, trying to be as non-threatening as possible.
It made a noise and backed up a step, uncertain. I retracted my armor fully, not wanting to appear threatening. It paused, and watched me, as I took another step, smiling.
“God I wish I had a sugar lump,” I whispered.
Then the fucker stabbed me.
It moved faster than I could believe; even with my augmented speed and strength. I was too close and too slow, and I gasped, lifted into the air by the evil bastard before being flung free as it flicked its head, sending me sailing through the air to crash into a tree.
I fell, branches snapping under me until I slammed face-first into the ground, my heart pulverized by the goddamn horn, gasping, as the world narrowed to black around me, and I died.




Chapter Thirty-Four



“Motherfucking unicorns!” I snarled a few hours later, stomping along the trail behind the highly confused Oracan, while Bella tried to keep her giggles to a minimum.
“I mean, seriously, what the fuck! They’re supposed to like people!” I complained.
“Says who?” Belle asked, and I shot her a glare. “Seriously, who told you that?”
“Children’s stories,” I muttered blackly.
“You...you walked right up to a unicorn, then took your armor off, because of a story you were told as a child?!” she asked, devolving into helpless laughter as I glared at her. “What else did they say?” she asked when she could breathe again.
“I don’t know,” I muttered.
“No, no, seriously, please. I won’t laugh,” she promised, and I glared at her.
“They like virgins,” I said quietly.
“Are you a virgin?”
“Nope.”
“And...you thought that a creature that the Oracan are terrified of, with a massive horn on its head, that’s been hunted to near extinction by your kind, was going to just trot up and what? Let you ride it? Because it likes virgins in your children’s stories, and you’re not even one of those?” she asked, chortling.
It did sound bloody stupid when you put it that way, I admitted to myself. Then I spoke up quickly, having a sudden horrible thought,
“Uh...no telling anyone else about this, okay?” I said to her firmly.
“Oh, you mean I can’t tell your Ingrid?” she asked coyly.
“Nope, definitely not.”
“Oh, okay.”
“You agreed to that quickly,” I said suspiciously.
“I can keep secrets!” she told me sweetly.
I relaxed slightly, until she went on.
“Obviously, I’ll have to tell her that something happened when we were on our way to meet her that you ordered me not to tell anyone about...but I’m sure that she’ll understand.”
“Whoa, shit no, she’ll think we’ve been fucking!” I snapped at her.
“No, she won’t!” Belle assured me. “Probably.”
“Just don’t tell her anything,” I tried.
“Okay. I’ll tell her I can’t tell her anything if she asks me about the trip.”
I gritted my teeth, thinking fast. But as the minutes passed, I realized there was nothing she couldn’t twist until it sounded worse than it bloody was.
I snarled in annoyance, finally giving in and glaring back at her.
“You can tell her the truth,” I muttered, stomping along, mumbling vile things under my breath about the duplicity of women, regardless of species.
“I’ll try my best to make it sound really impressive the way you died,” she assured me. “I won’t tell them about the scream you did or the way we all laughed.”
“You’re walking home,” I told her grimly.
“Okay, I’ll tell Ingrid you wouldn’t let me ride you any more after the first few times.”
“Fuck’s sake!”
The rest of the trip took far longer than I expected, but by the time we finally crested a low hill and looked down on the lycan camp, I let out a long and heartfelt groan of relief.
I didn’t care what anyone said. Sometimes you just needed to go full fucking murderhobo.
The camp was at the end of a steep canyon, halfway up a deep gouge that was presumably formed from where an icesheet at some point in the past had torn a section of the upper canyon away, uncovering a cave entrance that sat on a narrow ledge and below an overhanging that shielded it from most angles, making it an easily defended location.
There were two lycans in sight currently, one that had been on watch when we left the tree line and was now staring at us, slavering, and another that had just left the cave and was moving slowly towards us on all fours.
It stopped a dozen meters from us and snarled a question at us.
“Why?” it asked. The word hard to understand, but clearly about all it could manage.
“You attacked the Oracan,” I replied, frowning.
“So?”
“So you attacked them, and I hate fucking werewolves,” I said firmly, before lifting one hand and pointing at Belle. “Not one word,” I told her.
She’d explained at one point that, as part of her species ability, as she grew closer to her companions, she understood more and more about them. The ability was a mixture of telepathy, pheromonal insight, and instinctual understanding of biochemistry and body signals.
The upshot of it was that she instinctually got the humor of those she spent time with, matching the level of the beings she was with.
She was a social chameleon, able to adjust to whatever creatures she spent time with, all to enable her to seduce them easier.
Admittedly, she was also a lethal predator in her own right, as she’d explained that, while she posed no threat to me, she was instinctively drawn to males of any species. Should she succumb to her instincts, well, her mates wouldn’t survive for long, as she’d literally drain them dry, using their bodies as fertilizer to enhance her tree’s growth.
She was quick to point out that she’d only do that if she had to, as she was old enough to know better now, but that yeah, it was okay because her victims would die happy.
I wasn’t sure where to go with that, but it meant that, by the time we’d reached the camp, I was waiting for the “that’s what she said” jokes to come out.
I also realized that I really missed Dave.
He was an idiot, an utter fucking idiot at times. I’d have spent as much time dragging him off Belle as I had done walking to this damn camp, as the fucker thought with his dick more than anything else on the planet, but...
Yeah, I missed that lunatic.
I blinked, suddenly realizing that I’d zoned out as the lycan replied, tuning in just in time to catch his last words.
“—feasssst on your bonessss!”
“Sorry, was thinking about something else there,” I admitted. “Could you say that again?”
“Whattt?”
“I got distracted and wasn’t listening,” I repeated, getting a blank look from the massive creature. I sighed, looking to Belle. “Did he say anything interesting?”
“Not really, just something about them killing us all if we didn’t run away now.”
“Oh, standard evil villain monologuing then. That’s a relief.”
“I shall—”
I never got to hear what he was going to do as I launched myself forwards, clearing the distance between us in two quick bounds, then kicked the lycan as hard as I could in the face, sending it spinning to the ground, teeth flying.
“Right, then!” I bellowed. “I’ve come to destroy the camp and kill the alpha of the lycan packs. If you all surrender now, fuck it, I’ll let you take whatever you can carry and run away, then just destroy the camp. If you fight me, I’ll kill you all. Save the women and children, obviously.” As I spoke, I slid the Harvest Blade free and stabbed it into the back of the stunned lycan, getting a strangled grunt and a whimper before it was all over, and the nanites were flowing into me.
After a few seconds, I looked around, noting that it’d been uncomfortably silent for the entire time.
“What?” I asked the others. Belle raised one hand slowly, sinking to one knee. “What the hell are you doing?”
“The Erlking preferred we ask questions on our knees,” she explained.
I grunted. “Dirty bastard.”
“You misunderstand,” she said firmly, all trace of humor gone. Clearly, joking about her “god” wasn’t a good subject.
“Okay, stand up and just say it.”
“Your speeches need work,” she said firmly. “The lycans are simple creatures. Most are not as you think, transformed humans; many are born into the species and have no other form. This results in greater strength but reduced mental capacities.”
“So they’re hiding in there, hoping we’ll go away?”
“Essentially,” she agreed. “You killed a significant number of their pack, but far more remain than died, and they will be inside, fighting for the alpha’s role. Once one has achieved mastery of the pack, then they will attack or run. Until then, they will ignore us and hope we leave.”
“Fuck’s sake,” I snapped, annoyed that I’d not considered that. “And this one?” I asked gesturing towards the corpse on the floor.
“Probably the pack beta, the alpha’s right hand, and the most likely one to assume control.”
“So, I shouldn’t have killed him?”
“No, you should, it’s just delayed them attacking us.”
“I need to kill something.” I snarled, stomping off and towards the camp while the Oracan gathered up, grunting and chanting, clearly getting themselves ready for battle. “And you can all stay out here!” I snapped. “You were fuck-all use with that unicorn!”
With that, I stormed off, ignoring the guttural grunting and confused questions from them.
“It wasn’t really fair, you know,” Belle said to me a few hours later as I sat, more than half submerged in the fast-flowing stream that ran off a glacier a few miles to the north, the water freezing and high pressure. “They did warn you about the unicorn.”
“Fucking thing still killed me,” I muttered.
“But they warned you, and you still denied them the honor of the fight.”
I paused, about to react, then I took a deep breath and made myself look at the way I’d been acting. I was running around like an invincible toddler. No thought for anyone else.
I stood, the solid spray of icy water having cleaned my armor fantastically, as I strode to the riverbank and climbed out, dropping to the floor and sitting next to Belle.
“I’m sorry,” I said eventually.
“What for?” she asked.
I looked at her, and then back towards the clearing and the waiting Oracan.
“For being an asshole and acting like an idiot,” I replied, shamefaced.
“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked.
I nodded, then took a deep breath and called out to the Oracan, who were keeping a distance from the unstable creature that kept slaughtering everything.
“Eto!” I shouted. “Come and join us, please.” He nodded and walked over, sitting down with a grunt. “Belle, can you translate as I speak to you both?” I asked, getting an agreeable smile and nod. “My Oracan’s a bit too crap for this, I think.
“Okay. Eto, and Belle, I’m sorry. I was disrespectful to you both, ignoring your skill in battle and demanding all of the honor.”
I got a grunt of agreement from Eto.
“I was killed several times over the last few days, and I’ve been struggling to deal with that, but it does not excuse my actions. As such, I ask for your help. I agreed to destroy the three camps to give the Oracan people a chance to live free. This is something I will do. However, I don’t know anything about these lands and may make mistakes. Will you guide me?”
“Of course.” Belle said, after translating for Eto, who grunted after a few seconds and nodded his assent as well.
“Thank you,” I ground out, my emotions still all over the place as I struggled with the way I was feeling. I was an emotional mess, and I’d no bloody clue why, except...
I stopped, my heart suddenly racing, and I swallowed hard as memories flared and pulsed, rising to the surface like bubbles through syrup.
The bubbles popped, and it was like I was back there, all over again, living through the tortures, the murders.
“Could...could you give me some space?” I asked, my voice hoarse. Belle translated for Eto before standing and leading him away.
I turned away from them all, my wings flaring up and out, before wrapping them around me, cocooning and hiding me from them all as the memories cascaded over me.
All the unresolved shit from the deaths, the torture, all of it. I’d buried under action, sex, and a laser focus on anything else. I’d buried everything that I was and locked it up along with memories of Ingrid when they’d been doing it all to me.
Now, I realized I’d done the same with all the goddamn trauma I’d endured over those years. My subconscious had been dealing with things over and over since then, but I’d basically used Ingrid’s presence as a security blanket, and I’d hidden from it all.
Looking back over the last few weeks, even as I twitched and shuddered, phantom pains racing up and down my limbs, I realized I’d been growing more and more unstable, the emotional train wreck that I’d always been had been rocking from side to side.
That was why I’d pushed the Erlking so hard. I should have let it go. Hell, I was trying to be respectful; the damn thing was a god to us, after all, but then they’d gotten angry...and rather than try to calm the anger, I’d fed it.
I’d pushed against something I knew I couldn’t fight, that would kill me instantly, like dancing along the edge of the cliff, daring the wind to blow me off to my death.
Unsurprisingly, the wind had blown, and the Erlking had beaten me to death with my own limbs.
I flexed and clenched my muscles, gritting my teeth and trying to stay still, to stifle any noises as more memories rose, and I saw and felt it again.
I remembered them putting my eyes out, I remembered being a punching bag, them peeling my skin and treating the exposed flesh with acids and alkalis. Hell, I remembered Athena laughing as she literally salted me. A taste of what your betters endured.
I remembered her standing over me as I screamed, and she poured salt into my wounds, literally. She’d personally removed my fingers from my right hand, one at a time, dropping them into the salt.
They’d taken my entire right arm, cutting it apart section by section, packed it in the salt, then baked it, rendering the flesh to liquid.
Then they’d gathered the gleaming bones, and had reassembled them, laying them against my stump and waiting.
The nanites had done their job, using the ambient materials to slowly regrow my lost limb, rebuilding it from scratch across the bones.
It’d taken weeks, if not months for them to run all their tests, and it’d been horrific. They’d tested each limb individually, measuring the speed of reclamation, the estimated trauma I’d endured, and more, then they’d tried it with all my limbs, leaving me as a torso, twitching and screaming, refusing me any kind of rest.
They’d teased me, telling me that they had drugs that would numb the pain...then they’d said that they might taint the results of the test, and they weren’t willing to risk my sanity by having to rerun the tests again for a second baseline, with and without the drugs.
It’d been a lie. They’d laughed about it enough.
I remembered the final one of that set of tests. They’d repeated the exact steps, as near as they could, of the ancient victims. I’d been killed, then drained of blood, my body chopped into sections, then all of my “bits” were piled into the bronze bull, and they’d done...
They’d heated it until I was burned to a crisp, then they’d collected what remained and packed me in salt for a month.
When they’d taken what remained from there, I’d been on the ragged edge of insanity, if not over it. From there, they’d gone down the drugs and messing with my mind instead.
I could only assume they’d done it to let my mind rest and recover, but who knew, really.
I sat there, staring back across the months and remembering as fresh images and sensations emerged, and I drew my knees up and hunched down around them, quivering and desperately trying to stop the tears that flowed down my cheeks.
Time passed. I had no frame of reference for how much, but it’d been hours at the least, and possibly days, when I felt her presence, the arms that wrapped around me and drew my face from where I twitched and quivered and pressed it to her.
“Wha,” I mumbled.
She shook her head, wrapping her arms around me and pulling me close.
I resisted for a few seconds, immobile as stone, then I relented and let her draw me in, whispering words I couldn’t make out, as my world crashed down all around me. I couldn’t stop it, tens of thousands of hours of literal torture compounded upon my already fragile mental state, plastered over by Ingrid’s love, and then...then I’d left her and moved on to do this alone, never realizing just how dangerous that was.
The Erlking’s killings of me, the utter ease with which it’d torn me limb from limb, moving faster than I could perceive and easily overriding my own systems, preventing my examination and more...
I’d been playing a character, I realized. “Fake it ‘til you make it” with regards to my stability, relying on my muscles and power, and my sheer, fanatical belief that I could do anything.
The cracks had been shown when the Erlking killed me, but I’d been able to convince myself that it was okay; they were a fucking
god after all.
Then I’d been killed by the unicorn, proving my own stupidity at the thought that I could face the most powerful and dangerous force in the sodding galaxy.
After that, I’d been trembling inside, like I’d been on a three-day bender with vodka, energy drinks and amphetamines, pumped up and unable to calm...
Then I’d made the mistake of looking at myself and wondering what was going on with my mood swings.
I sat there with Belle as she worked her magic, literally, sensing some of what I was going through and easing my own natural resistance to dealing with problems. She spoke for hours, saying little, but essentially assuring me, over and over again, that it was all right, that I was safe, that I was strong, that it wasn’t my fault, and that I was amazing in every way.
By the end, I was gloomily sure that, if any doctors had been listening in on the conversation, they’d have already had a prescription for some ‘Mycoxaflopin’ medication written up, but I was feeling better. Then, wonder of wonders, the universe relented and spoke to me.
Well, actually, it was Eto, but it was the message that counted.
“They come. We kill?” He grunted.
I stood up, shaking myself and looking across the valley, moving to where I had a decent view of the dozens upon dozens of lycans that streamed out, snarling and howling for blood.
“Oh, thank fuck,” I muttered as the last weight lifted from my heart.
Finally, I could go and fucking kill something.




Chapter Thirty-Five



“Thank you,” I said to Belle.
She smiled and nodded, standing tall and proud. She’d had the opportunity to do things when I’d been in that state, maybe not sexual, that would have been a bit wrong, but as suggestable as I’d been, and as broken. I’d have retracted my armor if she’d told me to, and she could have probably killed me and fed.
Or she could have ignored me as a weakling, as I’m fairly sure the Oracan had done.
Instead, she’d genuinely helped me, and while I could feel a lingering weirdness, I could recognize it’d helped me, and I had to have allowed it at some subconscious level, considering my blocking of her pheromonal attacks previously.
Now I knew I could trust her, though, and that made a hell of a difference to me.
“Eto!” I barked, getting a grunt as he turned to face me, standing with his warriors, clearly getting ready for a fight. “I know you know more about your people’s abilities than I ever will. Can you hold against these while I attack?”
Belle translated for them quickly, then back with his response, even as my nanites and augmented brain pieced the missing words together and improved itself.
“We can kill them, but we will lose...some,” he replied. I mentally swapped some for fuckloads, considering the number they were outnumbered by.
Well, they might not have considered the other minor advantage they had.
“Belle, can you help them?” I asked her, and she smiled like the rising sun, nodding and moving into the middle of the group.
They were standing in a small copse of trees. While I’d been having my emotional breakdown, they’d been preparing.
They had a small defensive berm built up, sharpened stakes hammered into the ground all around it, and trees that had been bent back to make makeshift barriers, limiting the avenues they could be attacked from.
Belle went one better, stopping in the middle and shifting. Her humanoid body, altering as it did to reflect the tastes of the Oracan when she was with them and me when she was with me, changed again, shedding most of its sexual features as she crouched, sinking her hands and feet into the soft loam.
Her skin changed, becoming barklike, hair vanishing into moss, fingers growing long and crooked, burrowing away and changing, even as her toes became roots, twisting and digging away from sight.
The lycans were bounding up the hill towards us, barely a hundred meters away, when the first new growths emerged. Seconds passed as more and more burst forth, thick vines and tendrils weaving together into springy bushes that lifted higher and higher, binding themselves from tree to tree and rising towards the canopy overhead.
In the time it took for the lycans to close the next fifty meters at a dead run, the vine wall had grown to almost three meters in height, and Belle was gasping with the effort. She drew a deep breath and hissed out a word I felt like I should know.
Whatever it meant, or was, the plants responded, extruding a multitude of thick thorns that dripped something green and noxious.
Then she passed out, collapsing sideways, eyes rolled up in her head, and clearly pushed beyond her limits.
“Eto!” I barked in his language. “Protect her and kill them!”
He was staring, jaw dropped and eyes wide at the sudden defensive fort he found his people surrounded by, and he nodded determinedly, looking down at the fallen dryad in awe.
With that, I stepped out of the entrance, the only section she’d left clear, even as Eto barked orders, a defensive line falling in around the entrance behind me. Ronai stood over Belle protectively with two others, his gleaming sword held ready, and the others with shields and boar spears at the ready, thick and strong.
The others formed the line with Eto in the center, his own sword sheathed, his spear out as they locked their shields together, hooks on the left and holes on the right of their shields enabling them to link together.
I started to run at the oncoming group, seeing the local alpha leading the pack, the various scars and bites that signified its “discussions” with the others that wanted the role still clear on it.
I picked up speed, pulling my wings in and preparing the nanites, bunching my legs under me. Leaping into the air, I flew towards them through the power of the Gravity Inverter and sheer muscle.
As we closed the final few meters, both blades slid out, and my tentacles whipped out, stabbing into the betas on either side as they leapt forwards to meet me.
I hit the alpha hard, the pair of us flipping around, falling to the ground. My tentacles retracted, stabbing out as I mentally skipped trying to control them individually. Instead, I went back to the way I’d used them at first, mentally designating a target and leaving it to the nanites and the hindbrain to work out the details.
The effect was massively different. Rather than the slight delay I’d grown used to, they were like greased lightning, stabbing out, piercing flesh, then retracting, bunching up and stabbing out again.
I rolled with the alpha, its greater physical size and the decades, if not centuries, of its experience fighting like this offsetting my technological and physical capabilities long enough, despite the stab wounds I’d already inflicted, to allow two more to leap onto me.
My attention was split: radar-like vision filled my mind, giving me a 360-degree sight of the battle as I tagged the moving lycans, designating legs, throats, spines, and more. Outside that inner vision, the fight raged physically as the other two lycans grabbed onto my arms, trying to hold me there and biting down, chewing on my shoulders.
I growled deep in my throat as I shifted, retracting my vorpal blade. Tearing that arm free, I punched across at the one that hung on my right shoulder, the blade sliding free again to pierce its heart. It ripped upwards, severing the spine, causing a great gout of blood to cascade from its mouth and gush down my right arm.
As I did that, my right arm’s blade, the Harvest one, shifted inside the alpha, forming a crescent moon blade. It cut out to the left and right, my fist the center, pressed to its chest. I pulled, dragging the alpha’s nanites free.
The one that clung to my left arm, feeling me drag it half across my body as I used that arm to stab the one on the right, dug in deeper. Clawed feet tore the earth as it bunched muscles, heaving with all its might, biting down around that shoulder. Its teeth scrabbled across the nanite composite...until the armor changed shape, and spikes jutted forth.
They stabbed out, digging deep into the beast, one literally emerging at the bridge of its nose. It went cross-eyed trying to make out what had happened, and in that instant, its fate was sealed.
The tip of the spikes flicked open, a T-shaped tip opening and locking down. When it dug in, using all the considerable strength in its body to yank itself upright, it tore half its own muzzle with a horrible crunching sound. A gurgling howl of pain and disbelief rose from its ruined maw.
I yanked the Vorpal Blade free of the one on my right, tearing it sideways and out in a shower of blood and beheaded the ruined-maw one before ripping the Harvest Blade free and standing. Tentacles flashed out and back like a vicious nest of vipers attached to my back as I turned, arms held in tight.
The lycans were all around me, racing in and out, trying to reach the Oracan and myself. But for every one that managed a meter closer, two more stumbled and fell, thighs ripped open, throats exploding in pouring blood and worse.
The forest rained blood, bodies tumbling to the floor and howls of hatred and bloodlust breaking, changing to pain and horror.
All told, the fight lasted less than ten minutes, and a lot of that was the cleaning up as the Oracan stepped out of their shelter, staring at me with renewed respect. I ordered them to finish off the wounded and to drag the bodies close as I drowned out the whimpers and pleading that rose from those around me.
The problem with using the tentacles like this was that I maimed my enemies, giving them time to realize just how fucked they were.
That led to those who could still speak begging for mercy.
I had to assume that was because they were used to recovering from even mortal wounds eventually, being werewolves basically. But as I harvested their dead and dying comrades, they watched the corpses crumble and sensed true death coming.
I saw it all, and I looked deep inside and found no mercy. I’d expected to; hell, I’d said I’d spare the women and children. But as I looked around, I saw women—or lycans with a slimmer and more feminine build, anyway—and smaller versions that I assumed were kids.
They’d attacked with the same ferocity and hatred that the others had exhibited, and I sighed as yet another section of my former self fell away.
I strode the battlefield like a god of death, ensuring that they’d never rise again. As I drained the last of them, a short, wide-shouldered lycan missing chunks of both legs, having dragged himself away, the quest updated.
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I grunted, dismissing it, and continued, seeing the popups and dismissing them. Four and a half million nanites harvested, a horrific amount, but one that showed I was on the right path as I paused, ignoring the Oracans as they raced forwards, raiding the pack dwelling.
I sat next to Belle, seeing that she was deep asleep but clearly recovering, and I focused on creating more and more nanite balls.
Just under seven hundred thousand were attuned and were added to me, strengthening me and sitting ready for use, while the rest were corrupted and required cleansing.
Hours passed as we rested, me purifying and setting them aside as I finished each, until Eto staggered up, exhausted and dragging a homemade litter, of all things.
It was covered in...crap, basically, from broken radios to weapons, skulls, and bags of grain, all sorts of random shit.
“As war-leader, your share.” He grunted, setting it down. I looked from him to it, and back again.
“Keep it,” I told him; it was sod all use to me.
“Your share,” he snapped, glaring at me as if I’d mortally offended him.
“It’s no use to me. I gift it to your tribe,” I stated clearly.
He snarled, pointing at it. “Take tribute!” he demanded.
“Take it,” Belle said in a weak voice.
I jerked, looking down at her, as she shifted and winced, pulling her fingers free of the dirt, sounds like branches snapping radiating up from the earth as she broke herself free. “It’s an honor thing. If you don’t, then you’re declaring all they want to take as just as worthless, and their honor means they’ll have to abandon it.”
“Fuck’s sake!” I snapped. “I don’t need it, and they do. Are you okay?”
“I’ll be fine with a few hours rest here.” She forced a smile. “Is there anything you need from the Oracan?”
“Training, maybe?” I suggested after a few seconds thought, frowning.
“Then ask to trade your share for that.” She shifted around and lay down, arms and legs spread out, giving a little groan of discomfort.
“Eto, I would ask for training as a warrior and more,” I said after a few seconds, watching him. “These goods are...I would trade them, for your teaching, if you would train me?”
He looked at me, then the litter and its contents, followed by the mounds of desiccated corpses, before speaking slowly.
“You need to learn fighting?”
“Yes,” I said. “I have weapons, strength, but little skill. I need teaching.”
“You will listen? Obey?” he asked with narrowed eyes.
“I will, as I can.”
“When Oracan teach, student obey or die.”
“If you try to kill me, it won’t end well,” I warned him.
“You will obey, or will not teach!”
“Okay...look.” Belle sighed, interrupting us. “When you travel, Steve will obey, listen, and learn. When Steve must fight, he is the war-leader. When not, he will obey Eto.”
I looked down and took in the sheer exhaustion on her face, then made eye contact with him and nodded.
He regarded me for a few seconds then nodded as well, and just like that, the bargain was struck.
“You not fight now. You learn,” he declared, glaring down at me as I worked on producing the balls.
“I’m—” I started to object, until Belle touched my leg, caution in her eyes.
“If you refuse, then you have no honor, and they won’t give you a second chance,” she warned, making me grit my teeth.
“I will learn,” I agreed, slowly standing as he gestured.
“Armor go,” he ordered.
I gritted my teeth harder, retracting the armor and standing in my torn and barely decent boxers, pants, socks, and shoes.
“Better. Next time, faster!” he barked, gesturing to the massive pile on the litter. “You lift?”
I stepped in, examining the litter and seeing where he’d gripped it. I moved around, hefting it onto my shoulders, moving until it was as comfortable as possible, then taking a couple of steps, dragging it away from the entrance and across the ground.
“I can move it,” I agreed.
“Good!”
That was it. I was now a glorified pack mule, I discovered, as he picked Belle up and laid her on the litter atop a pile of bags, then barked an order to two more of the Oracan that were nearby.
I puzzled over it for a second, the exchange having been fast and guttural, something about “home”...
THWACK!
I grunted and twisted around, glaring at Eto, who’d just beat me with a goddamn stick!
“You follow!” he barked.
I looked around, seeing the other two, with their much smaller packs, already moving through the underbrush.
“You’ve gotta be shitting me,” I muttered, only to have a growl rising from Eto remind me of my agreement.
I set off, dragging the litter. Belle filled me in on the little details she knew and could sense, her abilities allowing her to fill in the gaps faster and more accurately than I could.
“You have to pay for your teaching. That’s what all of this is. But, as a trainee, you’re also the lowest of the low, so you’re going to get all the shit jobs,” she warned me with a yawn.
“Seriously?” I grunted, only to have one of the ones ahead look back and bark and order for “silence on the trail.”
It seemed my damn shift from god of the battle to shit detail monkey was now complete.
The trip to the Oracan village was a fucker. Coming this way, unburdened and ready for a fight, following the tracks and more, it’d taken about nine hours at a dead run. Yeah, there’d been time lost while I was dead, which was still weird as all hell to admit, but still.
The return journey was a fuck load longer, not least because we needed to loop around the unicorn’s territory.
I was tempted to make myself a Gravity Cannon and take the fucker down a peg. But I might lose yet, I realized, and besides that, I envisaged my conversation with Ingrid when I got back.
“Hey, darling, guess what, unicorns are real!”
“Wow, can we go and see them?”
“Uh, no, I killed the last one...”
“I hate you, Steve.”
The conversation might not be exactly like that, but it probably wouldn’t be far off.
I dug deep, forcing my shoulders into the shitty braces that Eto had made and continued until we made camp, collapsing to my knees and shoving the damn harness aside as soon as they called the halt.
I was exhausted, utterly. While I knew I could heal myself at any time, or hell, I could have used the Gravity Inverter or my armor to make it much easier, Belle had warned me not to.
Anything I did along those lines, anything that the Oracan saw and showed me to be using my abilities, would prove me to be dishonorable.
I’d whispered to her that I couldn’t stop my healing, and she’d said that it was fine, but that if I did more, if I augmented it with active abilities, it would cost me.
I’d accepted that, and cursing, got on with it.
Now, here, in the camp at the end of the day, they left me to rest...for almost a whole minute. Then I was kicked in the side as Ronai passed me a pot and gestured to the nearby stream to go and get water.
It turned out as camp-fucking-monkey, I was expected to do anything and everything the others wanted. Fetching and carrying, gathering, washing the dishes that everyone had joined in with on the trip that I’d enjoyed to the first camp, all of it. I took over the goddamn general jobs that everyone else did, and Belle warned me constantly that I had to do it willingly or they’d refuse to teach me.
By the time the meal was done, the dishes and camp cleaned, and I fetched water and more, I was desperately ready to rest.
That, of course, was when Eto decided it was time for my first lesson.
He kicked my foot and gestured for me to stand, grunting a command to the rest of the troop. To my surprise, they all dropped what they were doing and stood as well, moving into the cleared area at the center of the camp and standing ready.
Where I’d been expecting a fistfight, wrestling, or something similarly brutish from the Oracan, instead, they started to dance.
It was slow and graceful, similar in movement to a mix of wing chun kung fu, krav maga, and jujitsu, but different enough that my years of experience and training fucked my stance, and I was constantly wrong.
Eto led the dance, a series of five movements, a stance similar to Horse that began it. Each of the others was subtly “wrong” to my training, and as such, I was frankly shit at copying them.
Eto barked an order, and Ronai stepped up with an impatient sigh, standing by me to correct my movements. The first time I made a mistake, it was a grunt and a description, ignoring the others and how out of time we grew. Instead, he explained, demonstrated, and pointed.
It lulled me into a false sense of security, because the second time I made the mistake, he produced a length of something like bamboo, and whipped the offending leg with it.
The third time I made a mistake...well. He kept using his stick, and I didn’t make a third mistake again. Nor a fourth, which I suspect involved murdering me and feeding me my own testicles.
I was given two hours of training that first night, and when we reached the Oracan camp the next day, I was stopped outside and relieved of my burden before being ordered to train.
Ronai stepped up, grinning, and waggled his stick at me, making me grimly determined to make no mistakes. That had to be his tenth stick, I was fairly sure, as on the march he’d started asking me questions about the stances and beating me for each wrong answer. I was determined that he wasn’t getting an eleventh one.
We spent the night at the camp, or they did, anyway. It was made clear to Belle and me that, as we weren’t Oracan, and not slaves, we couldn’t enter the village proper. I’d growled at the mention of slaves, and Belle had quickly explained that, as near as she could sense, they had none, making it a fight that wasn’t worth having right then.
I was trained, beaten, fed, and watered, then left to pass out under a thick leather rain break, warned that I couldn’t summon my armor, and falling asleep with Belle curled up to my side.
I woke the next morning with a feeling that I both liked and that woke me damn fast.
Thanks to the difficult trek, I was down to slightly torn boxers now, my thick and tough trousers torn to basically a belt before being tossed aside, and considering the silken material my boxers were made of...
Well, I’d turned over in my sleep, cuddling into Belle’s back, she’d shifted around a little, and my “condition” on waking meant that only a thin piece of material stood its ground between Belle and me doing the deed.
Hell, as “awake” as I was, and the position she was in, all curled up and supposedly sleeping, all it would have taken to break my promise to Ingrid was a slight stretch!
I shifted around quickly, lying on my back, and tried to think calming thoughts. Then, I realized that, as the night was cool this far north, and we’d no blanket, we’d naturally snuggled in together, unthinkingly.
That meant that my left hand was cupping...
I forced it open slowly, tearing the warm, firm impression of her flesh from my mind as I slowly drew my hand away.
I got a slightly disappointed moan from Belle, but when I extended my senses, I guessed that she was either determined to stick to pretending she was asleep and was totally innocent, or she actually was.
Either way, I resolved to be more careful in future, and to damn well find some pants!
The Oracan were up and about already, and as I forced myself to turn from her perfect ass and crawl out from under the cover, I saw Ronai striding over towards me, grinning.
That was enough to dampen any ardor that was left. The bastard was like my first drill sergeant when it came to enjoying his work. Just like that, Belle’s arse might as well have been ten times its cozy size, pox-ridden, and hairy for all my interest in it.
“We march!” he barked at me. I nodded, blinking as Belle appeared next to me, wide awake and smiling at Ronai, even as her form shifted to match his tastes.
I swallowed hard and followed as he barked orders at me, staring hungrily at her all the while.
“Would you mind if I...” she asked me, gesturing at Ronai later that day as we marched, between my instruction on proper trail etiquette.
“Fuck no, go for it,” I said, meaning it. As much as I’d been tempted, several times now, it was a case of “I’d like to, if I was single.”
As much as I knew she could probably form herself into even a perfect replica of Ingrid—hell, she could theoretically become an even sexier version of Ingrid than Ingrid herself could, thanks to her abilities—she still wasn’t her.
I thought about Ingrid and the attraction to Belle faded like a fart in a hurricane, whipped away in a second. Instead, I threw myself into the things I was taught, the motions that signified to the surrounding forest that I was the wind, not a beast or man.
We moved quickly and almost silently, even my own clumsy grunts and brushing against branches growing more and more infrequent as the hours passed.
Two days later, with the hours upon hours of punishment from the Oracan, often to the sound of Belle being railed again and again until Ronai was barely able to stagger, let alone walk, we finally crested a ridge and gazed down at the valley below and the southern camp of the lycans.




Chapter Thirty-Six



I stared in wonder at the once-Oracan camp, apparently an old and valued one. The sight of it brought snarls and chest beating from the rest of the group, who stood ready to kill the most of the damn dogs inhabiting it now.
I’d seen nothing like it from the maps I’d examined. Hell, on my way here, I’d passed along a ridge only a few miles away, having no clue it was here.
It was overgrown, ill-tended, damaged, and filthy, but it was also clearly a well-made and walled camp. The extensive fields around it suggested it’d once fed hundreds, if not more, and the entire camp screamed that it must have been a nightmare to take
“What the hell happened here?” I asked Eto. He growled, using a word I’d never heard before. I glanced at Belle, who sat smiling, utterly unconcerned about the upcoming fight. Due to the efforts of Ronai, she was apparently completely recovered now.
“The word mean, ‘the ones who feed’ or take. It’s not very clear. It might be ‘suck’?”
“Well, it’s either dryads or vampires. I’m guessing it’s vampires, because judging from you, there’d be a fuck ton more trees around if it’d been your sisters.”
“Oh, I’m ready to spread many trees,” she said brightly. “Once we reach your new lands, I’ll root for a few weeks and create a veritable forest for you!”
“Yeah...thanks for that,” I muttered, still seriously weirded out by the whole thing. The fact that Dryads needed to reproduce through sex, and that they also needed sex to create trees? But they could grow insane creations of thorn bushes without sex?
“Uh, so the trees and bushes and stuff you made the other day,” I asked, unable to help myself.
“They consumed some of the stored seeds I received when you were calling Ingrid,” she said smiling. “Those two men were very pleased to see me.”
“I bet,” I muttered, closing my eyes and wondering what the hell they thought had happened. “Okay...moving swiftly on!” I said shaking loose the mental images and the thought of the poor pair of guys who might spend the rest of their lives pining after her.
“You should use this chance,” Eto said firmly to me, and I raised an eyebrow in question. “You have trained, but no training like fighting for your life. Do not use armor. Instead, use these.”
He passed me the shield and spear I’d been training with and nodded in satisfaction.
“You’re kidding me?” I asked, stunned.
It was only last night that we’d graduated from the stances and unarmed combat to the spear and shield. I was fairly sure it would take me years to learn to fight with them, and this crazy fucker was...
“Fight!” the Oracan barked, slamming spears to shields, then pulling back to expose their chests and grunting in approval.
“You’re not kidding,” I muttered, amazed. “Eto, I can barely use these.”
“Pain teach you,” he agreed, as though that was a good fucking thing.
A howl lifted from the distance, and I turned my head, squinting at the camp at the other end of the valley. “We fight!” Eto barked, getting a roar of approval from the thirty warriors that had come with us this time.
The camp looked like a kicked anthill as dozens, then hundreds of lycans poured out of it. One bigger than the rest stood tall on the walls and howled a summons as the black and tan wave rolled onwards.
“We might be slightly fucked,” I muttered, looking at the forces that massively outnumbered us. I turned to Eto, ready to order them, as war-leader, to fall back so I could slow the onrushing horde.
Glory and excitement were inscribed on his features as he started to bark orders to the others, grabbing my arm and guiding me to a spot in the middle of the front ranks.
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I accepted the quest, gritting my teeth, damn well knowing that I wasn’t going to be winning this with a sodding spear and shield, but...
But I could, if I changed it, slightly.
“Eto, can I use my own spear?” I asked, mind racing as I wondered if I could do it.
“Yes,” he agreed after a few seconds’ thought, clearly looking at his own sword, gifted to him by the Erlking as an example. “No armor!” he barked at me.
I growled, having been about to ask to use at least my goddamn waist and leg armor. As it was, a truly unlucky blow might rip my cock off.
The others all wore similar armor—toughened leather, carefully crafted plates protecting their weak spots—and looked totally fucking secure compared to me in my sodding boxers and basically my boots.
I grunted my acceptance and focused in, pulling my attuned nanites up and forming a spear that was almost identical to the ones the others bore.
Two differences between mine and theirs was that mine was nigh-on indestructible and tapered to a point that was close to a molecule thick, but they weren’t the really important differences.
The real one was that mine accepted the filaments from my Harvest Tool as they slid from the ports on my right fist, between my knuckles. They flowed up to the edge of the blade. While I couldn’t change this weapon like my normal Harvest Blade, I could at least still tear the fuckers’ nanites free with it.
I finished the blade just as Eto finished barking orders.
The others had formed into three lines back-to-back in a triangle formation. Each side had seven of us in it. Well, mine did; the other two used the end warriors of mine as anchors. As such, one had five and one had six. That was eighteen. We numbered thirty-two, including myself and Belle, and the others were on the inside of the formation, ready to take the place of any who fell or to act as braces for the front line.
I was barely in place when they hit us, Eto snarling in frustration and reaching over my shoulder to grab my shield and drag it into place to hook into my neighbor’s, the wall suddenly becoming much stronger as that weak link was removed.
They hit us like a furry fucking hammer, strings of drool and snapping teeth everywhere. But, just before they hit, the Oracan to either side of me had crouched, setting themselves, even as the row behind braced their shoulders against our backs.
I’d moved with them, mimicking them as I had in training, so the impact shock was lessened considerably.
I grunted with the others, the third line stepping up and jabbing their spears upwards, even as every other warrior amongst them lifted their shields instead.
A half-dozen lycans leaped off the backs of their brethren, aiming to land in the middle of the formation, meeting upraised, razor-sharp spears and angled shields instead, flying past in steams of blood and howls of pain.
While they were doing that, the front lines and I were stabbing out and slaughtering the fuckers.
The shields moved as one, angling to our left slightly, opening a sliver of space, and we stabbed out, the blades sinking deep, cutting through fur and muscle, glancing off bones, and sending stinking blood spraying.
I panted unthinkingly, feeling a degree of panic I’d not in ages, as I learned to fight as part of a team again, but...but it was efficient!
We’d pulled the shields aside with a shouted “One!” Stab, and then slam the shields closed again with a shouted “Two!”
With each attack, we’d kill one, or at least seriously injure them. Now that they were no longer needed as braces, the second row was stabbing down under the shields at the feet of the enemy, or as they fell, throats and hearts.
In less than a minute, I’d finished my quest, and the second level for twenty-five kills wasn’t far behind it.
For twenty minutes, we battled, although it felt like far longer. Here and there, a member of our teams made a mistake or fell to the bastard Murphy: a misstep here, an unseen hole there that snapped an ankle.
The fight seemed to be over in no time. Yet by the time they broke and ran, streaming back to the walled compound, I was drenched in sweat, and the Oracan either side of me looked about as bad.
I couldn’t help it and grinned at them, getting grins back as well as nods.
“Stand down!” Eto barked, and we unhooked the shields, letting each of us take their full weight as we lowered them.
“Now what?” I asked the warrior next to me as he pulled his helm off and scratched his head with a grunt of relief.
“Catch your breath, get a drink, and be ready.” He grunted. “They won’t give us long.”
“What’s that?” I asked, confused.
“They send the pups first. Undisciplined, unskilled—they let us cull them, then when they come back to life, they’ve learned to fight smarter.” He grinned at me.
“Fuck. Forgot they do that,” I muttered.
He snorted. “Usually, we try to burn them all before they can, but too few of us for that...guess we just hope you learn fast.”
“Thanks.” I let out a breath in relief as Eto swapped the front line out, moving us to the second row, spreading us out as those in the middle and part of the second row stepped up and took our places.
I grabbed a drink and a bite of jerky, smiling at Belle in thanks as she moved from one to another of us, reaching out and resting her hand on temples, using her abilities to wash away our exhaustion.
By the time she was done, we were standing ready, feeling good again, but she was swaying, weary.
I lifted a hand, unsure if I could give her nanites, thinking that logically, I should be able to, but...
But it was too late.
That was all the short break we were getting, seemingly, as the massive lycan howled again, pointing with one massive finger, and a second attack began.
These lycans were bigger, if in smaller numbers, and they were clearly more powerful.
As they closed, I braced myself as the others did, strengthening the front line. I realized that, far from Eto putting me in the front as a gesture of trust, it’d been the place of least bloody danger!
I couldn’t run or anything like that; I was hemmed in on all sides. And I was facing the “noobs,” meaning that I got blooded but for very little risk.
I looked around for him even as I braced and saw him pushing back through the group, the rear closing up and locking in again.
He’d been out of the group, along with Ronai, using the swords the Erlking had gifted them to finish off the wounded and make sure of the dead!
“Fucker!” I grunted. If I’d thought, rather than standing there with the others resting, I could have been out there harvesting! I shook my head, determined to do better, and braced, ready for the next wave.
They hit seconds later, and we took an involuntary step back, most of us sliding from the force of the impact. But, as was intended, we’d braced the front line. They could then counterattack, sliding their shields aside and stabbing, then closing up, stab, close, stab, close.
I stood in the second row, spear at the ready, jabbing out and killing the wounded as they fell. Tearing nanites free, I severed feet and sliced hamstrings as legs shifted and turned. Eventually, seemingly hours later, I got the notification that I’d achieved the third rank.
I wanted to spend the damn points. Hell, I was desperate to spend them, but considering the side effects if I decommissioned myself right now? I held off.
This fight was longer than the one with the “puppies,” as I’d mentally christened the first wave, but eventually, their leader roared and they fell back, limping away, snarling in disgust.
This time, as soon as the fight was done, I followed the other two out of the formation, and we spread out, stabbing and cutting as we went.
Their weapons broke the bonds in the nanites. I had no clue how, but they left the nanites inert, reset to “factory settings.” I mentally tagged it, as the nanites were still there to be recovered, and they even accepted me straight away, which was nice. But the lycans wouldn’t regenerate from the wounds they gave.
It was as if they left a trace behind in the wound, and as new nanites flocked to the wound, they in turn were reset.
My weapon, on the other hand, tore the nanites free of my victims, slowing their recovery, as each part needed to be permeated all over again. If I took enough nanites, then they couldn’t recover at all.
It was a bit of a tossup which was more powerful, mine or theirs, but fuck it. I knew it was mine, really, and I didn’t care what anyone else said.
“Back inside!” Eto barked suddenly.
I frowned but did as he ordered as more and more howls slowly rose from the camp ahead.
“They’ve figured it out!” Ronai barked at me, shoving me ahead of the others and into the middle of the formation.
“Figured out what?” I asked, confused.
“That the dead are staying dead!” Eto grinned at me, his face alight with triumph. “By now, we’d normally have been hit over and over by recovering Retan’nu’orr, and they would be happy to bleed themselves against our spears, thinking that they’d just get back up and fight again!”
“But they won’t.” I grinned, peeking through a gap as the new front line interlocked their shields and readied themselves, and the sun dipped below the furthest horizon.
“No, and now the true test comes.” Eto grunted. “They’ll throw everything at us, determined to kill us, to find out how we’re doing it.”
“Then, I think it’s time for me to leave the protection of the group,” I said firmly.
A new howl arose, one that I’d heard before.
“We fight together,” Eto began, but he stopped as I stood, passing the nanite spear to him.
“Careful with that. The edge is sharper than you’d believe,” I told him as I pulled my armor up and enveloped myself in it. “That’s the sound of ghouls, and if there’s a colony of them here, then there’s at least one master as well. That’s my fight.”
I expected disapproval, to be shouted at, ordered to leave, or anything really, rather than the grin I got.
“Good!” he barked. “You learn!”
“What?” I asked, confused.
“Leader must lead, warriors must fight, but all the rules mean nothing when the battle changes. Sometimes, you step aside and stand alone. Other times, you are a warrior, fight as a clan. As war-leader, you choose who and when.”
“Okay...thanks?” I said, confused to all hell.
It made no real sense to me because, if that was the case, surely armies would fall apart as each individual decided to do other things, but fuck it.
At the end of the day, they were Oracan, and I wasn’t; there was only so much that goodwill was going to make sense of.
I nodded to him, reaching out and putting my right hand on Belle’s shoulder, feeling the exhaustion she’d drawn into herself, the drain and the pain she felt deep in her limbs.
I sensed the gnawing hunger that she was filled with almost constantly, and the need to spread her trees, trees so ancient that no living human could identify them.
This and more flashed by in a split second while her defenses were low. I pushed nanites into her, her shoulder spasming and pain wracking her as I stabbed a nanite injector in...
Then the relief. I poured fully powered nanites into her, filling that need as best as I could.
She gasped, eyes flaring wide as energy flooded her. I lifted my hand away, the wound sealing shut before more than a drop or two of her blood could flow free.
She stared at me in shock, having felt nothing like it beyond the rare times the Erlking would “feed” her with enough nanites to keep her alive.
“Help them,” I ordered her.
She nodded, grinning while I turned and walked out. The lines split to let me pass then reformed behind me as the ghouls came out to play.
I stepped over the bodies, striding out to the side of the main group, watching as the lycans went apeshit as word and realization spread.
Their “puppies” that had been sent forwards as disposable shock troops had clearly thought they’d kill a few of us and get experience in fighting. Then they’d either live or die, which to their kind was a minor annoyance.
They’d not banked on Eto and Ronai’s blades, though, and certainly not on me.
I picked my way past a few more bodies, Harvest Blade shooting and punching into them as I passed, draining them of active nanites.
A howl rose at that, and while I doubted they understood what I was doing, they understood the desecration of their bodies as an enemy walked over them, stabbing them.
I came to a stop thirty meters or so to the right of the defensive formation, and I stood there, waiting.
Five of the ghouls spread out, their weird movement hypnotic as they clambered across the camp and out onto the field between us.
The last time I’d come across ghouls, I’d barely had time to examine them, thanks to the knowledge that my “friends”—or more importantly, Dave—were in danger at the time, and me being as new as I was to my abilities back then.
Now I watched them more carefully.
My first impression was right in that they were lizard-like with a dash of snake tossed in for shits and giggles. The largest of them, in the middle of the pack, was maybe a meter high and three long, with four legs that came down like a monitor lizard walking. The tail was long, and the neck had a hood like a cobra.
The head, though, was wider than it should be, semi-humanoid, with bulbous eyes and a mouth full of jagged teeth. The hood only served to make it even wider.
The weirdest part was the actual form of the creature. It was malleable, shifting as though there were no bones in it, the skin partially translucent and the entire body bent unnaturally as they clambered across things on their way towards me.
“Bite makes you freeze up!” Eto bellowed.
I waved a hand at him in acknowledgement. I couldn’t let him know that I was immune to the bite, after all. Knowing how much better my own hearing was now, I could only assume that the vamps’ was even better.
I waited, evaluating them and seeing little difference between these and the ones that prick Davos had back on Crete.
They were slightly faster and seemed to be acting as a pack, rather than individuals, which the others had done. But then, if they were either around lycans all the time or changed from them as base-stock, that’d explain it straight away.
I waited as they crossed the distance, closing in on me, and I focused on the massive alpha that stood barking orders on the walls.
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I determined that, no matter what, that fucker wasn’t going to activate that ultimate ability. I had plans for the Oracan and having to slaughter them all wasn’t part of it.
I blinked, realizing I’d let myself get distracted by the alpha, and three of the ghouls were now less than twenty meters away.
I frowned, activating the radar ability and grunting. The other two were closer, hunching down, their flesh shifting to mimic the texture of the ground they passed across.
Fucking amateurs, really.
They were still obvious, especially as they hadn’t changed their form or even stopped and tried to hide; they’d just activated a form of chameleon-like skin and thought that made all the difference.
I waited, letting them close in, and the three directly before me rose up on their hind legs and started to dance.
Fortunately, it wasn’t Riverdance, which would have been just fucking embarrassing for them. Instead, it was like the way a cobra would sway from side to side to hypnotize its prey.
I waited, barely watching them as they closed slowly, swaying. Instead, I watched the other two slithering in.
They closed to the last few feet...then leaped.
They landed on me, one on either side, teeth flashing as they grabbed onto my armor and bit down, hard.
I saw the triumph on the bestial faces of the three before me, as they stopped dancing and fell forward onto all fours again, hurrying in, planning on joining in on the feast.
What they hadn’t noticed, however, was that their friends had ahold of my arms, but they’d not managed to touch flesh.
They’d both bitten down hard, and now they were whimpering with mouthfuls of broken teeth as I grinned inside my helm and spoke loudly enough for them to hear me.
“My turn!”
I activated my shoulder spikes and extruded both blades. The creatures on either side of me were hanging on my arms, bodies almost wrapped around them as they bit and bit again, unable to understand what was wrong...until my blades tore their stomachs open.
I yanked my right hand free, cutting off the right leg and arm of that ghoul and sending it howling to the ground. Then I clamped it over the face of the one on my left, holding it in place as the Vorpal Blade tore upwards, dicing the fucker into chum.
The other three had almost reached me when they saw what was happening, and by then, it was too late.
I tossed the body aside, yanked my arm around, and stabbed the Harvest Blade into the writhing, dismembered one that had been holding my right arm. Then I threw myself forwards, reaching for them.
The ghouls weren’t stupid, unfortunately, and they dodged, showing a hell of a turn of speed as they spun about, racing back towards the walls. I only managed to catch one, the vorpal blade digging into the base of its tail as it twisted around.
The tail was as cut in two as it frantically tried to yank itself free, but the hesitation cost it. I formed the whip with my right and flipped it around the fucker’s neck, digging the spines in and yanking hard, almost beheading it.
The body collapsed to the ground, and I retracted the whip, stepping forwards and stabbing the now-reformed Harvest Blade into the small of the creature’s back, pulling hard on its nanites.
I watched the other two, and I couldn’t help but grin. I held both hands out, retracting the blades, and pointed at the alpha, making sure he was watching me, then I pointed at the floor before me, and shouted out to him.
“Here boy!” I bellowed. “Sit!”
The alpha quivered with rage, clearly sentient enough to recognize the insult. He stepped forwards, salivating and growling.
He was about to jump down, presumably accepting my challenge, when something else appeared, strolling up onto the wall and glaring down at me.
The vamp.




Chapter Thirty-Seven



She walked up to the edge of the wall and glared at me, her clothes rough and simple, her shoulders broad, and she snarled something at the alpha. He immediately backed down, crouching next to her as she stroked his head.
I frowned, focusing in on her and trying to figure out the problem, because there was something...
There was scream from my left, and I twisted around, seeing something hit the Oracan line from behind, hard.
It was like a bowling ball hitting pins; one second, the Oracan were standing tall and strong, watching the fight unfurling, but also watching their sections.
Now...
Where the Oracan had been standing in neat rows, with Belle, Eto, and Ronai in the center, now the entire group was reeling as a new combatant had entered the fight.
The new player was at least ten feet tall, heavily muscled, broad-shouldered, and...and two great big fucking horns curled up from his forehead.
Unlike the minotaur of legend, he didn’t have a bull’s head; instead, he looked almost human, even if he’d make a certain ex-wrestler turned film star look like a seven-stone weakling.
The horns curved upwards, ending in vicious points, and he stood on cloven hooves. His eyes looked entirely black, and...
I glanced back towards the camp, sensing something, and hurled myself sideways, hitting the ground and rolling on instinct. The Harvest Blade slid out as I hacked to the right in a rising arc. The vamp threw herself sideways, flipping around like an Olympic gymnast to land perfectly balanced on the balls of her feet.
Then she lashed out, hitting me in the side of the helm with a snap kick that would have broken a human’s neck easily.
As it was, it was a near thing for me. If I’d not been moving already, it’d probably have killed me still.
She hissed, stumbling as she lowered her foot, the ankle clearly broken. I rolled, coming to my feet and shook myself, looking down at the slim figure and swallowing hard.
Where the other vamps I’d seen had been mainly human looking, whatever she was descended from, it wasn’t a “human” variant to start with. Humanoid, yes, but...
She was a little over five feet, willowy, and well-muscled for her size and build, the shoulders and forearms clearly showing ridged muscle. But it was her face that was the most clearly inhuman.
She had hair, but it was short, more like an otter’s fur than humanoid hair, and her ears were pointed at the top and bottom, making me think of an axe head.
The nose was sharp and the cheekbones almost non-existent, giving a triangular smoothness to her face leading from the tip of her nose to her ears almost directly.
Her jaw was thick and over-developed, while the upper half of her head was smaller than normal, making her look savage. It was a look only accented by the yellow eyes and the drool that ran down from her peeled-back lips, dripping from her chin.
“I take it we can’t talk this over?” I asked.
She crouched lower, hissing, no sign she’d understood or even heard my half-joking words.
“Fine,” I said, grinning. “I need the nanites anyway.”
It was true. I’d sensed her approach as she closed the distance, her nanites making my own scream out in hunger, and I couldn’t help but eye her like an all-you-can-eat buffet.
She might kick like a mule, but she was small and had already broken her leg.
I flicked the Harvest Blade into the whip configuration and slung it forwards, the tip whistling through the air, aiming for her throat...only to have her lean to one side and grab the damn thing!
I extruded the spines, but it was too late.
She’d grabbed it, yanked hard, then released, leaping forwards and landing on my chest, clambering over me like a fucking spider monkey as I reached, spinning and twisting. I flashed my armored spikes out, making her hiss in pain, and I grinned, twisting around to grab at her.
Then I was flying sideways, slamming into a massive tree trunk and sending leaves fluttering loose from the top of the damn thing.
I grunted, winded, and forced myself upright, instincts telling me that to stay down was death.
It was the fucking alpha!
The little vamp had distracted me, and the goddamn alpha had plowed into my side, hitting me like a damn runaway truck!
I shook myself, clenching my fists and extending both blades, making a “come on, then” gesture with them, eyeing the pair.
Screams and bellows echoed from the others as the Oracan faced the minotaur, and the rest of the lycans were incoming as well, dozens of them racing in to play.
The fight wasn’t going to be easy, not now, and I regretted not just using the fucking gravity cannon on the alpha when we’d been staring at each other before. Hell, I could have shredded the vamp with it as well, and things would have been very different already, but fuck it.
No time to stress over it now.
The pair were spreading out to either side, stalking me. I was either fucked or about to get myself a lycan-fur rug for Ingrid and my quarters, because there was only one way out of this.
I took two quick steps to the right as if I was about to attack the vamp, then twisted, crouching...
And triggered my Gravity Inverter, making my right suddenly “down” as I twisted around again and leaped, spinning, with both blades out.
The vamp had believed I was feinting and had launched herself inwards, arms reaching. I lashed out, only to have her twist aside in midair, her own abilities helping her to dodge...until she was within the range of the Gravity Inverter, and she cried out, confused, as she started falling backwards.
She landed hard and rolled. I braced myself, stumbling, and looked at her in shock, a slow realization filling me. Then furry arms closed around me from behind.
The fucking lycan alpha had grabbed me by the inside of both wrists, the blades jutting past his wrists, but out of position, his chest flat against my back. He heaved with all his might, forcing my arms back and locking me into position as the vamp drew a crystal dagger and shook it at me.
Crystal.
“Fuck!” I grunted, recognizing the nanite killer.
I tried flexing my arms, and the lycan hauled even harder, pinning me and making me snarl in fury. It wasn’t muscle, although that was important; it was leverage and physics. I had fuck all against him in this position.
I was stronger overall, but with my arms bent back, I couldn’t bring most of that strength to bear...
I wasn’t out, though, not yet.
I triggered the spikes on my armor. I knew it wasn’t enough to kill the fucker, not even close, the size of him and all, but it made him grunt and let up on the pressure at just the wrong time. I was shorter than him, but I still had my feet on the ground, and I triggered the Gravity Inverter, aiming it forwards and down, forcing it to project a foot in front of me and spamming it over and over, creating a short-range gravitational vortex that actively dragged me forwards.
I dropped to one knee and flipped the fucker over my shoulder.
The vamp had been lunging and had no clue about the new gravity field, as small in size as it was, until she hit it, grunting in pained surprise as her arms and then the rest of her was suddenly yanked down by an invisible force.
She staggered, and her alpha hit her, her dagger carving through his back, slicing thick ribbons of muscles free, then piercing his lung.
He released me, and I twisted around, flipping the gravity into reverse. Both blades spun around to point at the terrified and confused vamp. I flipped the gravity again, slamming it down hard. My Power Cells flared, draining a huge charge in the Gravity Inverter.
It yanked me down atop the pair of them, but that was fine.
Both blades carved into the alpha, the Vorpal passing through like a hot knife through butter and cleaving into the vamp. I angled the Harvest into his chest, twisting it until I felt the tell-tale fluttering of his heart trembling down the blade...for a second.
Then he was sagging, mouth dropping open in shock and pain, eyes flaring wide in realization.
I flipped the gravity randomly left and right, up and down, each time deciding at the last second as the vamp tried to drag herself free, one arm already lost to the Vorpal, but the gravity meant that she fell back towards my blades no matter what she did, and I shrank it, forming the punch dagger.
Then I roared out my hatred drove it into her over and over, blood spraying out in crazy patterns as the gravity field altered. I kept feeding power into it, pulling the vorpal blade back in and punching her over and over with that hand, before grabbing her by the forehead and slashing the blade sideways across her throat, then deeper, sawing through the spine and windpipe, severing nerves and tearing the head free.
I felt the world spinning, impacts as more lycans leapt in, trying to fight me, only to be flipped and dragged in unpredictable patterns...
Unpredictable to them, at least.
I punched out, blades slashing, tentacles flying as they grabbed throats and wrists, tearing them open and retracting until even I couldn’t take it anymore. I cut the power, landing on my feet as blood rained down all around me. I stood stock still, frantically trying to hold onto both my balance and my breakfast.
My inner ear was massively improved with regard to balance and inertial senses, as well as hearing, but at the end of the day, there was only so much you could do with what was basically a fluid level, and that fucker was convinced it was the end of a three-day bender right now, full of strippers, cocaine, and surprisingly fruity cocktails.
I gritted my teeth and forced myself to stay upright even as whimpering rose around me, and I eventually focused in...on Belle.
She was striding towards me, looking every inch the queen of the battlefield, an escort of Oracan on either side of her, dragging the massive minotaur, who was apparently wrapped in a net of thorns.
“Lord,” she declared, bowing low and holding her arms to either side. “I think you’ve proven yourself to the Oracan and to me.”
I nodded slowly, still not trusting myself to speak. Moving slowly, I looked around, realizing only at the last second as I lifted my left hand...that I still held the vampire’s head.
I forced myself to look around, seeing a handful or lycans that were trying to drag themselves away, whimpering, and a glance to Eto took care of that.
Warriors were dispatched with simple orders: kill and return the bodies to me.
“You did well...for your first battle,” Eto admitted gruffly after a few seconds. That was about the same as a normal drill sergeant doing backflips and fucking cartwheels.
“Thank you,” I forced out, getting curt nod from him and a begrudging tap of his fist to heart. Then he turned and started off, eager to raid and claim.
I looked down at the massive minotaur, hearing the whining, and looked at Belle in question.
“I captured him rather than kill him, because he might be useful.”
“You mean you were feeling frisky, and he’s got a massive horse dong?” I asked.
And, just like that, the careful, respectful atmosphere was broken.
“Well, I wasn’t going to put it exactly like that, but it would be a shame to waste it,” she admitted.
“Fuck’s sake, Belle, you’re not raping a prisoner,” I declared.
She stared at me in shock, her mouth dropping open.
“I mean it. Either we kill him or—”
“We train him!” she interrupted me, holding both hands up, imploring understanding and patience. “Minotaurs are rare. They always were, mainly because they have even more complicated reproductive cycles than my own kind, but they...well, they tend to go through phases. And they like cows.”
“Cows?”
“They breed with cows. It’s an interbreeding thing, no clue why. But they can breed with my kind as well. It’s just less likely for the seed to ‘take’ in other species ...and there’s the issues of broken bones.”
“What?”
“Well, they get enthusiastic when they mate, and most lesser beings can’t handle it, that’s all. I can teach him patience, if you want?”
“I can’t believe I’m having a discussion about you teaching a minotaur sex tricks,” I said after a few seconds, my helm flowing back as I lifted one to rub the bridge of my nose. “Please tell me there’s more to this than you wanting to get laid?”
“Of course there is!” she retorted, tossing her hair and pretending to be offended.
“That’d work a lot better, you know, if you could stop looking at it and licking your lips.”
“I wasn’t licking my lips!”
“You were looking at it, you admit, then?”
“Oh...anyway! So, the reproductive cycle is complicated, meaning that there are few of their kind. Those were often captured and used by others, as they’re notoriously slow-witted and easily manipulated.”
“And you think that we should, what?” I asked her.
“We train him!”
“What?”
“Look, minotaurs were bred to be shock troops, with the Oracan as the standard soldiers,” Belle said slowly, as if unsure she should be saying this. “The Erlking sometimes talked about the potential of the race, and they kept a few on the northern plateau.”
“For you and your sisters?”
“Oh no, we weren’t allowed to breed. Not properly. We were warned that, if we overran the delicate balance of the valley, we would be banished and punished.”
“Seems like banishment would be the punishment?”
“Oh no, we would be maimed first, to ensure we were unable to betray the Erlking.”
“Wow,” I muttered. “The more I know, the more I want a rematch.”
“Should you offend the Erlking again, you will be destroyed,” she said firmly.
I gritted my teeth, nodding in as much acceptance as I could manage. “Fine. Whatever.” I moved around her and knelt next to the massive figure, seeing the thorns that tore fresh wounds in his skin as he stared at me, eyes grim but accepting. “Can you understand me?” I asked him, but he just kept staring, eyes blank.
“I can speak his language...or a variant of it,” Belle offered.
I nodded to her, looking down at the prisoner.
“Why did you attack us?” I asked, and she repeated it, her voice strangely melodic. There was a long silence, then he replied, glancing towards her. While his eyes appeared entirely black in the light, there were degrees of difference in the growing shadows.
“He was forced to obey, or his calf would be killed.”
“Calf, like a bairn?” I asked, and she nodded.
“It must be a minotaur calf...the offspring of a minotaur and a regular cow is usually simply a larger than average bull, but occasionally they give birth to a minotaur calf. They’re very rare.”
“I’m so confused by all this shit.” I shook my head. “Not least because I’ve now got a mental image of him getting his rocks off with a cow, and I really didn’t need that. I might never eat a burger again, especially not one with special sauce.”
“It’s unlikely you’ve consumed meat that a minotaur has mated with,” Belle said with a smile that was supposed to be reassuring.
“But not impossible.”
“Oh no, it’s possible, just unlikely,” she said.
“Chicken. From now on, chicken for every meal...and bacon!” I saw her opening her mouth, and I covered my ears with my hands and spoke quickly. “Don’t you fucking dare! If there’s a creature out there that’s banging chickens or pigs or whatever, I don’t want to know!”
“Besides humans?” she asked. “I remember back when—”
“Lalala!” I cried, hands firmly over my ears as she laughed and held up her hands in acceptance. “I mean it; I don’t want to know!”
I dropped my hands, ready to cover my ears if I needed to.
“I’ll be good,” she promised with a wide smile. “Okay, so yes, there’s likely a calf in the area, and if we offer him and his calf sanctuary, he may be willing to swear fealty.”
“Is there any point?” I asked her. “Besides you getting your rocks off, I mean.”
“He killed seven Oracan before I managed to take him down,” she pointed out.
At that, I glared down at the trapped figure, seeing the way he stared back, uncaring, already convinced he was dead.
“I’m surprised you managed to get the Oracan to leave him alive.”
“They’re a warrior culture, and while they’ll face anyone in a fight.” She shrugged. “Once he was incapacitated, and I told them to leave him, it would have been dishonorable to kill him. They left to slaughter the wounded lycans instead.”
“Uh...surely—” I started.
“Don’t...it’s complicated,” she said, shaking her head. “Besides, they’ll come back. He won’t.”
“Okay, whatever,” I said, sighing. “Translate, please.”
I waited until she nodded, then I looked down at the minotaur and took a deep breath.
“We defeated you, and could kill you now. What will you do if we let you go?”
“Go?”
“If we cut the bonds and let you go, let you leave, what will you do?”
“Get my calf. Run. Hide,” he growled, looking away from me as if he believed I was toying with him.
“What if I offer you a home?”
“What home?”
“A place to live in safety.”
“Nowhere is safe.”
“What if there was a safe place?” I asked him. “Look, we’re going far to the south, across the mountains and the sea, to a land of sand. We’re going to make it green again, but we have enemies. You can come with us, help us defend the land, and you can live there...or you can live with the Oracan, or just leave, take your calf and go. I don’t want to kill you, but if you fight me and mine again, I’ll kill you.”
“Why?”
“Why? Because I’ll get pissed off if you attack me again, you prick!”
“No. Why take me and my calf? Why give us a home?”
“Because I can,” I admitted after a few minutes. “I’m trying to be better than I was, and part of that is giving a home to those who want one. But I’m warning you, you fuck with me, and I’ll kill you.”
“I won’t fuck you.”
“Yeah, definitely don’t fuck me,” I said firmly, only to have Belle say something to him after we’d finished talking; judging from the smile on her face and way she started to grow...
“You told him he could fuck you, though, didn’t you,” I asked.
The minotaur grinned excitedly at me. “Fuck’s sake, Belle,” I whispered, going to rub my face again. “Gah!”
I glared down at the rolling eyes of the vampire. I’d totally forgotten I’d still been holding her head in my other hand.
“Right, Belle, free him, keep an eye on him, and help him get his calf, I guess. If you can’t wait to fuck him, then make it quick and come back here, all right?”
She gestured, and the thorn-net fell apart, the mass suddenly seeming to wither as the ex-prisoner shifted, groaning, only to have her offer him a hand, suddenly taller and broader than before.
I shook my head and turned from the pair of them, marching back over to the rest of the vamp and getting to work.
The Oracan were dragging bodies for hours, piling them up all around me, until at one point, the stack was as high as I was on all sides, and the stink was awful.
I kept on with it, though, draining them one after another until finally it was the alpha’s and the vamp’s turn.
I’d set her head on a rock and dragged her corpse as far from it as possible, watching her rolling eyes and gnashing teeth as I absorbed her minions.
By the time I was down to just the pair of them, I was massively overfilled, and I guessed that I knew a little of what Belle was probably feeling at the moment. I took the time to sit down and start making orbs.
Three goddamn hours later, I’d cleared enough space to be able to drain the pair, and by then, well, the vamp was recovering, more or less.
She’d gone from mindless twitching to staring daggers at me, watching me as I moved and trying to speak. She was also, as near as I could tell, trying to give me seductive looks, possibly to draw me close enough. But what the hell she thought I’d decide to do about it, or why I’d pick a shark-faced head on a rock was beyond me.
By the time I was done with both the harvesting and the creation process, I looked around and found Eto sitting on another rock nearby, a large, folded skin by his feet as he waited for me to finish.
“Eto,” I greeted him.
He grunted, gesturing to the camp as he got straight to the point.
“This was old camp. When child, we lived here, driven out by lycans. We want return.”
“Okay,” I agreed, shrugging, not really seeing what business it was of mine.
“You let?”
“What? Wait, you want my permission?” I asked, confused.
“You war-leader, you kill majority of defenders, including alpha. You decide.”
“Eto...I formally give you the camp,” I said. “I need to destroy the eastern camp as well. Once that’s done, I’ll be leaving. If you want this place, you do what you want with it.”
He watched me for a long minute, then grunted and got up, pausing before walking off and kicked the pelt on the floor by his feet.
“Yours,” he said, then started walking off.
“Eto!” I called after a second, and he paused, turning back to me and waiting. “If you find any trousers...”
I got a grunt of humor and a wave before he walked off. I pulled the quest notifications up, grinning when I saw that I’d gained over a dozen points across the board. But also, weirdly, I’d actually lost several points of Karmic Luck...whatever the hell that meant.
 
	Identifier: Biological Weapon Variant # 113782491603


	Species: Human

	Nanites available: 2,877,127


	Threat Level: Theta
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	Weaponized Nanites: 1,500,000


	Stat

	Current points
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	Body

	5.3

	Physical strength and capacity to absorb damage

	+43 resistance to damage

	530k


	Reactions

	4.3

	Mental and physical reactions

	Time Dilation= 4.3*3.9*10=167.7+50%= 251.6 seconds
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	IQ

	4.9

	Intelligence and the capability to utilize it in the real world
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	Nimbleness

	3.8

	The capacity to utilize tools, weapons, and small devices

	+28 to success with devices
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	Dexterity

	4.3

	The ability to dodge and utilize larger items/devices

	+33 chance to dodge
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	Karmic Luck

	5.8
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	+48 chance to gain a favorable outcome in games of chance
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	3.9
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	+29 likelihood to spot concealed items, details or traps – see Reactions
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	2

	The ability to control external systems
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	Cybernetics

	3

	Integration of Cybernetic and Biogenetic augmentations and how likely they are to work

	
	300k


	Resonance

	5

	The capacity to use and integrate devices that require elemental resonances

	
	500k


	
	
	
	
	
	



I read over the options quickly, seriously tempted to spend some of my nanites. I had literally millions of them after all, but...but I didn’t know how many I was going to need. I forced myself to not use them, and instead pulled up the quest notification, ignoring the little voice that whispered, just a million, just one!
Quest Updated!
Evolving Quest updated: Cull the Interlopers: Level 1
The local ecosystem has been infected with a lycanthropic plague. Complete the following prerequisites to receive this Reward:
	Eliminate Northern Lycanthrope Pack Dwelling




	Eliminate Southern Lycanthrope Pack Dwelling




	Eliminate Eastern Lycanthrope Pack Dwelling




	Eliminate Regional Lycanthrope Pack Alpha







Reward:
	+6 SUPPORT Points




	+5 WAR Points




	+Access to level 2 of the Evolving Quest







I only had the eastern camp left to destroy, then I was out of here and heading back to Ingrid, I told myself. Yes, there was an entire second level to the quest, and judging from the rewards on here, there’d be plenty again, but...
But what if my people were all killed by the factions while I was off questing? Yeah, I could grow seriously powerful doing the quests for the Erlking, but...
But, when I was done with them, I had to accept my reward and my punishment.




Chapter Thirty-Eight



It wasn’t a long night, by the time I’d finished converting all the spare nanites I could into balls, but it still ended with me feeling incredibly stupid when the first thing that Belle asked me was why I didn’t make them into plates, attaching them to my armor as additional coating.
I spent the last hour before sunrise doing that and pointedly ignoring her when she asked me if I could make her a saddle for me.
She was in a terrific mood by the time she returned, and the huge minotaur, Oxus, had come back with her, having taken the time to think about his options.
He brought Xous, his calf, a small—in comparison to him—boy with tousled, light brown hair, and doe-like eyes. Xous hid behind his father, holding to his leg whenever possible, clearly terrified. That, of course, was when I came up with the biggest problem we had.
“How the fuck do we get you buggers to the Sahara?” I asked myself aloud, looking from one to the other of them. Xous was a “small” calf, but he was still four feet tall and probably could bench-press that notable wrestler “The Boulder,” along with his entire weight rack.
I was wrestling with the problem, talking it over with Belle, filling her in on the various realities of life and having her explain it as best she could to Oxus, when Ronai marched up, glaring at me.
“Now what?” I asked him, and he growled something, storming off. “What’s his problem?” I asked Belle, who shrugged.
“Something about a debt was all I got, and he acknowledged it formally.”
“Fuck it.” I grunted. “Too much to work on right now, so where do we think the eastern camp is, then?” I asked, changing tack.
“Oxus thinks he knows the way.” Belle eyed him with a proud smile, stroking his hair possessively. She was leaning against his shoulder while he sat on the floor, and he was still taller than most of us. “He was traded from that camp and wants some payback.”
“Fine by me,” I agreed, opening my mouth to go on, before frowning. “Oxus, do you need a weapon?”
He looked at me for a few seconds before shifting to look at Belle as she repeated the question in his language.
“A hammer,” she said eventually. “There was a hammer that was part of his...the word doesn’t translate, but it’s like a dowry, and an ancestral bequeathment as well. He received it on becoming a free ‘Tinaar.’ Basically, he got it when he came of age and won some kind of fight. He doesn’t want to talk about it, but he surrendered it to the lycans when they caught him and Xous two years ago.”
“What about the rest of his tribe?”
“They’re far from here. He won’t speak about the tribe, but he was passing through here, apparently on his way to scout for new lands, in the hope that they’d be safer and better for...hmmm, not sure if that’s better for him, for his tribe, or for Xous, but he was looking for a new home.”
“Convenient,” I muttered.
She let out a laugh. “Logical. You wouldn’t want to be in the same area as the lycans and vamps if you had a choice to be elsewhere.”
“Point.” I sighed. “Okay, so we need to get started if we’re to hit the camp, how far is it?”
“About two days’ march,” she replied after a brief consultation.
“Fuck.”
“It’s only two days from a small human settlement. Apparently, it’s where they get a lot of their recruits from,” she said after a bit more talking.
“That solves a few problems, then!” I declared, relieved. “We’ll check out the settlement and get a plane or a boat or something...plus, I’ll be able to call Ingrid again.”
“I thought you didn’t want any outside your followers to know about us?”
“They’re my friends, not followers,” I replied tiredly, having covered this a dozen times. Somehow, despite the fact that she’d taken to shit talking and “that’s what she said” and other shitty jokes with abandon, she couldn’t—or wouldn’t—understand this simple difference.
“Well, regardless,” she said. “The human settlement will have...kimras?”
“Cameras,” I corrected. “And yeah, they probably will have them, but that’s not our problem, so fuck it. They’ll have transport, and we’re going to trash their communications gear and fucking nick it,” I said. “Now, talk me through the size and weight of the hammer our big friend here needs while we wait for the Oracan.”
That day and the next was taken up by training, eating a massive victory feast—which apparently involved eating lycan, which made me violently ill when I realized it—then more training as we waited on the rest of the tribe returning.
Eto had apparently taken me literally when I’d said the camp was “his,” and he’d used that declaration to unseat the previous camp chieftain, naming his line as the ruling house of the camp.
He named it something in my honor as well, but I hadn’t a clue what it was and just smiled and waved when he made a big speech about it all.
I was well and truly sick of the whole delay, as well as the fact that Belle spent most of her time having no end of fun while the woman I loved was far to the south and west with only battery-operated toys for company. Despite my impatience, two hours before daybreak a few days later, Ronai and three others finally marched up and knelt before me.
“What’s this?” I snapped, convinced that I needed to wait for them after the fight for this camp. I’d done so, but very, very fucking impatiently.
“We join you,” Ronai declared.
“What do you mean?” I asked as Belle laid her hand on my wrist warningly.
“Do you have permission to leave the tribe?” Belle asked instead, and Ronai grunted, nodding.
“We have been given in payment of the debt.”
“What debt, what given?” I asked, confused.
“You have given our people a new home, secure, and with access to our old hunting and harvesting grounds,” he explained. “The tribe will now grow without us, so we have been given to you as tribute.”
“Whoa, no, what the fuck, man?” I asked him, glaring at Ronai and his companions. “I’m not taking you as slaves.”
I didn’t manage to get more than that out before all four were snarling at me in fury, and Belle was speaking quickly trying to calm things down.
The upshot of it all was, after nearly an hour of talking, apologies, breast beating, and general grunts and growls that were barely translatable to me, I’d gained a party of four Oracan guards.
They were very clear that they weren’t slaves. Hell, they’d apparently fought for the privilege of leaving everything they knew and becoming my personal guard.
I really couldn’t wrap my head around it, at least partially because Ronai seemed to be bloody furious about the whole thing, but he was also determined, as were the other three.
They were Leo, Agnin, and Tenit, and they were lethal warriors, Ronai assured me. I’d fought alongside them all already; in Leo’s case, literally. When he grinned at me, I realized we’d fought in the front line of the defensive formation together.
They were both the conscience of the tribe and as payment of the tribe’s debt and their own, they were determined to return this valuable gift with their lives.
I’d managed to get it so that they agreed that if they wanted to, they could request release and I’d grant it, with the understanding that all debts were paid.
I still felt a bit weird about it, but I resolved that, instead of paying them a “wage” for their service, I’d given their tribe a village.
They gained a hell of a lot of status by being the chosen ones to leave with me, and I managed, just, to contain my utter fury when I found out that I’d wasted two fucking days waiting around because the Oracan tribe weren’t sending anyone else to wipe out the final camp with me.
Their debt was paid with the four coming with me, in their minds, and “thanks so much, now fuck off.” They now had more land than they needed, and as such, they didn’t care about the last camp.
I made it away from the camp, smiling brittlely at those who greeted me, barely able to contain my rage at the way they’d stopped me at the fucking gate and told me that “my kind” weren’t permitted in the camp of the Oracan. They had made me wait for Eto, who’d basically told me to fuck off and stop bothering him.
I’d moved back up into the tree line, gathering the others around me. I told them to watch over me, that I might look like I was having a fit, but I needed to do something.
I pulled up the WAR skill tree, about to drop one more point into Conceal, and I paused, frowning at it. I had been allocating them automatically, adding an extra level into Conceal when I had spare ones that I didn’t need elsewhere, working towards actual Invisibility, only to sense that there were options after that.
If true invisibility was ten points in Conceal for an assassin, what the hell was after that?
I stared at it for a few minutes, then shook my head and dismissed that section, bringing up the one I needed.
RANGED.
The RANGED tree offered enhancements to using ranged weapons, running from integrations to remotely controlling weapons systems, and finally, the third option, deployable weapons systems.
The first option, Integrated Ranged Weapons, was both as simple and wide-ranging as it sounded, and I couldn’t help but stare, enraptured as I unlocked the tree and felt the icy cold data download of the standard Ranged option fizzing through my neurons.
New sections of other data became tighter, more accurate, in both senses of the word, and I felt the evolution of designs. Changes in my armor unlocked, attachment points, upgrades to my tendons and musculature, additions to my boots and more, as I scanned over them. I could now begin the adjustments to add a sodding cannon to my right shoulder or replace the Vorpal Blade with a railgun.
It wasn’t available right now; it was still a few more investments away, but I had a few adjustments I’d need, such as the capacity to “lock” my armor up. That would form a stable firing platform, the pinions that could deploy from my boots drilling into the stone underfoot and providing me with an extra level of stability.
I ran through all of it then growled to myself, focusing back in on Integrated. More than anything else, this section was focused around my armor, predictably.
In addition to the railgun and the armor stability enhancements, there were single-shot firing ports, explosive panels that would act as blowouts to prevent high-powered armor-piercing weapons taking me out. Hell, there were a thousand designs I could sense at the edge of understanding.
I forced myself to move on, pulling up Remote Ranged Weapons Systems.
This one was, again, simple—yet oh, so complicated. It ranged from putting weapons on drones and stationary weapons emplacements like hidden machine guns and so on all the way up to and including “god-rods.” I’d heard them referenced before, basically orbital weapons systems dropping things like tungsten rods from orbit that would decimate cities.
I loved it, and it sodding terrified me as well, encouraging me to move onto the final choice, Disposable Weapons Systems.
This was a fire and forget system, single use, or as near as I could tell. I’d found the system I wanted to invest in this time.
I’d utilized it already, somehow, using half-understood principles and a massive overabundance of power, hatred, and desperation each time, but now...
I selected it and unlocked the tree, feeling the data pouring in as targeting vectors, technical schematics, and more went nova in my brain, sending me deep into a quivering mess.
It was another entire day before I sat back upright, wiping a congealed mass of blood from my beard and spitting the mess free as I tried to make sense of the world around me. The data settled for me, glowing in neat, orderly rows.
I’d gained three schematics. One was an advanced design for the gravity cannon I’d developed on my own, far neater and simultaneously more powerful than my bodged-together version, and I loved it.
It’d cost me a hundred thousand for the basic shot, and anywhere up to two and a half million for a big one, should some fucker really piss me off. I examined the details as much as I could make sense of it. Once again, like the Power Cells, it wasn’t a case of whether I had the data to build it, but it was a case of telling the nanites to do it rather than understanding it at an instinctive level.
I snorted, blocking up one nostril, blowing some congealed blood out onto the floor, and shaking my head at the high-end shot. I could probably take down the international space station with that thing, and I’d better be careful with it, as I suspected that, if I missed and hit the moon, it might fuck that up, too.
The second design was a much, much more reasonable one, essentially a gravity shotgun firing a single blast of nanites that were structured to spread out into a spiked star formation.
It was the equivalent of carrying a fucking claymore mine and shooting someone in the face with it. It was insane, and I loved it.
The final schematic was for a weapons platform. Clearly, it was intended to be used with the remote weapons systems. It provided the system that would be integrated with that one as well as the required attachments to integrate the weapon with the platform. It was basic, exceedingly so, but this was the entry-level model.
You didn’t buy the most basic, bog-standard car and expect to smoke a Lambo off a flat start.
“Are you okay?” Belle asked from my left, hurrying across the scattered undergrowth and sinking to her knees by my side.
“Yeah,” I muttered, looking around properly and seeing for the first time, that there were...there were seven Oracan camped around us in addition to the four that had sworn to me, with Oxus and Xous hurrying over as well. “Where’d the extras come from?”
I sniffed, coughing. God, I needed a bath. I was covered in blood, and after the fights I’d had, I was a bit...ripe.
“They want to come, too. Apparently, they’re the old chief and his family and his two nieces. He didn’t want them to be remarried in Eto’s tribe; he’d rather they all joined yours.”
“Fuck’s sake.” I had not considered the changes I’d forced on the Oracan people in my ignorance. Then I asked Belle quietly, “Is he looking for some payback?”
“Not at all. The Oracan are a surprisingly phlegmatic people. His time as a chief is over, and he’s frankly overjoyed by that. Now, as far as he’s concerned, he gets to look after his family, hopefully fight and fuck, and have no stress.
“He keeps laughing his head off when he sees Eto. He’s apparently already tried to recruit the old chief as his second, clearly hoping to palm all the stresses off onto him. He just laughed and started drinking.”
“Great, so I’ve somehow inherited a drunk ex-chief and his family?” I asked, getting a sunny smile from her.
“Essentially. But look at it this way: you’ve got a great potential lieutenant now.”
“Joy.” I forced myself to my feet and looked around, asking hopefully, “Any pants yet?”
“Not in your size, and the tribe’s tailors have other jobs that were more important,” Belle said with a knowing look.
“Great. Fine. Well, if we’re stealing a goddamn vehicle, we can steal some pants as well,” I declared grumpily. “Get everyone together. We start out as soon as we can. I’ve had enough of bloody Russia. I need a beach, a sodding cocktail, and some quality time with my woman.”
It was surprisingly quick, taking the little makeshift camp down, as everyone—save myself—had a job, and they knew what and where it was.
Even little Xous had one, carrying the various cooking supplies. Because of the massive strength and stamina reserves that even a minotaur calf had in abundance, we didn’t have to worry about the “troop” getting tired out carrying everything.
On the way, the heavens opened, and we were forced to seek shelter, Ronai and the chief arguing over the merits of various caves until we finally made it into one, camping until the storm passed. Our delay meant the trip to the final camp took a day and a half longer than the predicted two days.
When we finally made it, cresting the last rise as the distant camp came into view, it was with unabridged laughter. The damn camp had been at the end of a valley, one that was usually safe from flooding.
“Usually,” however, didn’t take into account the storm’s unseasonable ferocity. The lycans did not take well to cold water, split down the middle between mainly a pack of ill-tempered dogs with a little common sense thrown in on occasion and infected humans. Then their home was swamped by the stuff.
We arrived to find a three-on-one battle going on, with a dozen groaning or “dead” laid around the entrance and a few conspicuously absent scouts.
It took an hour to make it around the valley to them and fifteen more minutes to watch the fight drawing to its conclusion, including a round of betting.
Then Oxus marched right up the middle of the path and went to town on the few badly injured survivors.
He vanished inside the cave at one point, then returned with a hammer that looked like the gods would have used it to craft thunderbolts, before making damn sure that everything was dead.
Then the Oracan gathered up the bodies, and I harvested them while they raided the remains of the camp.
As far as I was concerned though, the best bit about the entire damn day was when the ex-chief’s daughter, Oba, found me some goddamn pants.




Chapter Thirty-Nine



By the time we finally reached the random human village, I was both thoroughly pissed off and depressed.
The entire troop, Xous included, was more skilled in every way at moving through the underbrush. I made enough noise that the others actually resorted to dedicating someone to me for an hour at a time.
It was an hour or so, because by the end of that time, they were so thoroughly disgusted by my ineptitude that they’d storm off and someone else would have to be “volun-told” by Ronai or the ex-chief, Kim.
“Kim?”
“That my name,” he grunted, glaring at me when I asked.
“Okay, whatever,” I’d agreed, then went back to watching where he pointed to walk.
The goddamn ground looked the same to me. Hell, no matter how many times they pointed it out, it was the same! The grass was green—well, sort of—and the moss was grey, green, or brown, but it was still fucking moss.
It made no damn sense that, when I touched it with a finger, it was soft, but if I stood on it, it crackled. When I thought I’d gotten the whole damn thing figured out—green was good, grey was slippery, and brown made noise—it reversed, and they just all knew it instinctively!
“Look!” Kim snarled, jabbing a finger at the green moss again. “Flower!”
“Right?”
“Different! No flower!” He pointed to the next patch of green moss, and I nodded. Yup, the first one had a little white and pink flower in it; the other didn’t. No other difference.
Touching them, I found that the flower meant it wasn’t noisy, and the lack of a flower meant it was, but...
“But what if the flower is just budding? Or it’s been eaten, or—” I asked and got another glare. “You know what? Fuck it.”
I grunted, stepping onto a rock and jumping to the next one...until there were no more rocks, and I had to start watching for fucking moss again.
By the time I crested a hill and was led, like a small and vaguely untrustworthy idiot child, up to the edge of a ridge to look down at the village, I almost wept with joy.
It was a small village, a single central road of beaten earth, a half-dozen houses, a tower with some antennas, and the river with a boat pulled up onto the beach.
Beyond a few larger bits of farm machinery, there was nothing mechanical that I could see, with a team of four carrying axes into the tree line on the far side of the village and a half-dozen small and badly overgrown fields.
“How long has this been here?” I asked.
“Two years.” Oxus grunted, making me shake my head in disbelief.
“That’s crazy. Fuck’s sake, I could have made most of this in two years, surely there’s—”
“Lycans,” Belle interrupted me, crawling up to the edge of the ridge and squeezing in between Oxus and me.
“What?” I asked, glancing over at her as she grinned, wedging herself in a bit and pushing us both, making us shuffle sideways to give her some room. Oxus grinned down at her, clearly happy with her sexual escapades, despite the fact that every time we all turned around, she looked different, depending on who she’d been spending time with most recently.
“The lycans...this is a small village, and they’ve been raiding them for fresh recruits. So, logically, if they could have gone, they would have, right?”
“Maybe they’re stubborn fuckers,” I muttered, staring down at the village and thinking of the Russians I’d known. Despite the usual political posturing between the East and West, I’d always found the Russian people to be good to spend time with.
They were individually as brave as sodding lions, drank vodka like fish, and had a basic sense of right and wrong that meshed with my own. Also, they could fight and liked to. I’d always got on well with the majority.
Sure, some were fucking batshit, some weren’t. Just like everyone else I’d met, regardless of the papers’ bullshit. It was just sod’s law that they were ruled by an utter cockwomble.
That meant that yes, either these people were stuck here and didn’t dare leave, or...or they were the hard-as-nails type that would sooner all die than leave the little village they’d made.
I frowned, not liking what I saw. The antennas looked intact, but when I reached out, there was nothing. No signals in the village at all. The boat looked intact from here, but if it was, surely they could have got in and fucked off?
Or gone fishing, maybe?
And the people...
I could see six, two of which were kids. The others...I couldn’t tell if two of them were male or female. Regardless of whatever sex they were, though, they were bent-backed and tired. The last two I assumed were a couple by the way they worked the land together, staying close, but they equally could have been friends or siblings.
The four I’d seen before with the axes made ten, and that was insane for a small village, but...the rest of the fields were abandoned, choked with weeds. The small attempt at an orchard was frankly pitiful, and half the houses looked boarded up.
This was a village that was barely surviving at all, and I’d come here to rob it.
“Well, fuck.” I shook my head in disgust. “We need a new plan.”
“Why?” Belle asked, frowning.
“Because if I steal their fucking boat, these people are truly fucked,” I pointed out. “I’m an asshole, but not a complete cock-waffle. I’m not doing it.”
“So now what?”
“I don’t know. I guess we go for a walk and introduce ourselves,” I muttered, standing and then catching sight of the big smile on her face. “Actually, on second thought, I’ll go alone.”
“But—”
“You’re naked and planning on shagging half the village. No.”
“I’ve got this,” she said, holding up the diaphanous wrap, and I shook my head firmly. “Okay, well what about this?” she asked, diving into a pack and digging around as I forced myself to look elsewhere. Instead, I started thinking about “what if,” giving the others some orders about what to do in the first-contact scenario.
It took her a minute, but then...
“What the hell are you going to do with that?” I asked her, frowning at the massive pelt that Kim had skinned from the alpha pack leader.
“I could make...something?” she suggested, smiling hopefully.
“Nope.” I clarified, “I’m going into the village alone, and you can all stay hidden until I come back. That’s an order.” I said that last bit because almost everyone opened their mouths about to complain. “Seriously, they’re humans! They don’t know about you, and they’ll freak the fuck out!”
“If they live here, they know about the other races,” Belle insisted. “They’d have to be idiots to not know about the others. I mean, there was an Oracan village to the west, and then it was a lycan one, and they’ve been taking people.”
“Fuck you all. I’m going on my own, and I’ll find out. And believe me, you don’t know humans well!” I called to them as I set off walking. “We can ignore anything!”
I set off jogging down the hill, weaving between the trees and keeping my eyes open, expecting to hear a challenge at any step.
Instead, I made it all the way to the edge of the village then walked around to the fields and stood watching them, completely unnoticed until I coughed.
One of the older, bent-backed individuals glanced over.
Seconds later, there were screams and three guns pointed at me.
“Whoa! I come in peace!” I called out in Russian, having learned enough to get by on my way in to the country.
Clearly, that wasn’t the right thing to say, as two of them opened fire. I dove sideways, rolling, then popped to my feet and ran into cover behind the nearest house as bullets pocked the dirt around me.
“Fuck’s sake!” I screamed. “Why the hell is everyone out to fucking get me! I swear I’m not paranoid!” I pushed my back against the wall and tried to decide my next step.
“Who are you?!” a voice called. I glanced at the edge of the building, taking a deep breath.
“A friend,” I called.
“No friends here,” the response came.
I bit back a low growl at the refrain. “Look! I lost my gear, and I’m looking to get back to civilization, that’s all!” I called, glancing down at myself and trying not to swear.
I was basically half-naked; my pants were tighter than any self-respecting man should be wearing and outlined everything, but they were all that we’d managed to get, and they were at least better than me walking around with my knob out, but...
I was also seven feet tall and built like a brick shithouse, turning up half-naked in the back of beyond without even a hint had probably not been the best idea.
“You armed?” the voice called again, and I sighed.
“Nope,” I called back.
“Bit stupid, walking around the depths of the wild without a weapon.”
“Bit fucking stupid being here without any gear as well, if you ask me. You think I like wearing stripper pants and no top?” I called back. There was a moment’s silence before a snort of laughter, and the voice spoke in another language to the others, but too quietly for me to make anything out.
“You can come out, but no funny business,” they said after a few seconds, and I hesitated.
“So, you uh, gonna shoot at me again?” I called, staring at the edge of the house.
“Not without a good reason.” The second voice came from behind me, and I sighed, turning slowly to look at a young woman with hard eyes who was staring at me from about six feet away, a rifle levelled at me.
I’d not even seen that fucker—the girl or the rifle—before now.
“Hands on your head, step away from the wall,” she told me. I could probably get my armor in place in time, and that’d stop the bullet, no worries, but still.
I stepped out from the wall as she called something in another language to the people on the other side. I waited, hands on my head as they all moved out and surrounded me.
“Those are my Elgon’s pants!” one of the older people snapped after a few seconds of examining me. I closed my eyes, sighing.
“Well, this is going wrong even faster than normal,” I admitted.
“Explain yourself!” one of the women barked, and just like that, all of them were aiming down rifles and handguns again.
“I found the pants,” I said, hoping that would be enough. “And because even skin-tight stripper jeans are better than no pants at all, yeah, I’m wearing them.”
“Where’s my Elgon?” the woman demanded.
“Not sure.” I shrugged. “Look, if I said werewolves to you, does that mean anything?”
They puzzled out the word. Russian sure as shit wasn’t my best language, and it didn’t seem to the be theirs either, so they had to break the words down to figure it all out.
“Turn-skin!” one of them said, glaring as he cocked the gun.
“Hey, get fucked!” I snapped back at him, shaking my head. “I’m not one, I just wanted to know if you knew about them!”
“We do,” the woman who’d got the drop on me said firmly. “We’ve seen them deep in the forest, or thought we had. We were warned against setting up a village out here.”
“And you came anyway?”
“Didn’t believe the stories.”
“Why didn’t you leave?”
“The boat is trashed.”
“Fuck!” I snarled, lowering my hands. “Seriously? What about the radio?”
“Hands on your head!” one of the others called, and I shot them a hard look, then turned back to the girl who’d been speaking.
“Seriously? They’re both fucked?” I asked, getting a sharp nod. “Well, Belle was right. That’ll make her happy,” I muttered under my breath, scratching my beard and sighing as I saw a flea leap free. “I don’t suppose you’ve got any clothes to trade? And soap?”
“Maybe...don’t look like you’ve much to trade,” the girl said slowly. “Might be we need anything we have.”
“Well, the turn-skins—lycans, we call them—they’re dead.” I grunted. “We need a night of shelter, some clothes, and in return”—I paused, then shrugged, figuring what the hell—“maybe I can fix your boat.”
“How many of you are there?”
“Fifteen,” I said after a second’s thought. “I told the others to hang back, as I didn’t want to scare you.” I saw the fear on her face instantly and sighed. “We outnumber you, don’t we? Look, we’re not here to fuck with you, okay? We’re literally passing through, that’s it. I’d rather leave you better off when we leave than worse, but—”
“But if we resist, you’ll kill us?” she asked grimly.
I raised an eyebrow at her. “No, actually. We’ll only hurt you if you start a fight, but...you know about the Lycans. What about the others?”
“What others?”
“Yeah, this is gonna be a long-ass night,” I muttered, then I clapped my hands together gently and set off walking towards the river. “Come on, then!” I called over my shoulder, well aware they were all pointing guns at me. “Let’s see this boat.”
“Stop!” one of them called, and I shook my head.
“Nope, got places to be and shit to do!” I replied. “Shoot me or put the pop-guns down, might as well get this bit over with!”
I’d told the others to stay hidden unless I went to the boat and waved to them. Anything else, they were to stay hidden.
Even then, with me having made my goddamn orders clear while trying not to look at Belle’s bare and damn nigh-on perfect arse, I still spotted the others “hiding” as I marched to the boat.
The Oracan were excellent at hiding; it was practically magic the way a grey-skinned, massive, orc-looking motherfucker could just vanish like that. But Oxus, he just wasn’t in the same league.
It probably didn’t help that he could be practically seen from the ISS, but still, he was standing peering around a tree, and it was narrower than he was.
I paused as the rest of the group let out gasps and got their weapons ready, aiming at him. I started to swear, walking out to stand between the small, frightened group of villagers and the massive, utterly shite-at-hiding minotaur.
“Oxus!” I bellowed, and he edged his face to the side of the tree and shot me a look, then slid back into “hiding.” I called to him. “Fuck’s sake, you big lug, get your arse out here!”
“No. Am hiding,” he called back in what was clearly supposed to be a whisper.
It practically bounced off the surrounding mountains.
“You’re shit at it!” I called.
“They no see me.”
“They can.”
“No. Am hiding.”
I turned and looked at the by-now-thoroughly-confused villagers and gave them a “what can you do” look.
“Seriously, he’s a terror in a fight, but he’s not the brightest,” I said to them in Russian.
“What is he?” the woman asked. I opened my mouth, searching for the word, then shrugged.
“Honestly, I don’t know if you have the legends or not, my Russian is a little shit. I know the Greeks were big on his kind...he’s a minotaur.”
“What’s a minotaur?” one of the older villagers asked in a hushed voice.
“He is,” I said, smiling. “No better example than Oxus.”
“Me hiding.”
“We can all fucking see you!” I snapped at him, before taking a deep breath and rubbing my temples as I tried to calm down. “Look. I need to get back to the Greek Islands, along with my people. Considering they’re literally all creatures of legend, I need a fucking plane.”
“We’ve no plane.” One of the others spoke up.
“I KNOW!” I snapped back at them. “Fuck’s sake, do I look like I thought there was a plane here? Where? Down the back of the sofa? Standing on its tail and pretending to be a tree?!” I paused, and took a deep breath, then went on in a calmer voice. “Look. I know you’ve not got a plane. If you did, you’d have more fucking people, for a start, because there’d be a shit-full of big game hunters trying to bag a werewolf, if nothing else. So...”
I gestured back to the boat that was obviously dragged up on the shore of the river and staked down.
“Here’s the deal. I’ll fix that fucker, maybe fix a few little broken things, if you need them. We can give you some meat, if you need that, probably not considering where you are and the wildlife in the area, but whatever. In return, you take me and mine down the river to the nearest airport, and you give me some goddamn clothes that fit, a decent night’s sleep in a real bed, and all of us a goddamn cold beer.”
“You can’t fix the boat,” the woman who’d first spoken to me said after a few seconds of them all looking at each other. “It hit some sharp rocks, and the hull was only thin metal. It shredded straight through, and—”
“And?” I asked, ready for the worst, the way she was wincing.
“And we used the fuel for the motor in the generator.”
“What generator?”
“The one that caught fire and burned the radio?” she offered, looking mortified that she was having to admit to this shit to an outsider.
“Fuck’s sake, really?” I asked, aghast at their luck that seemed somehow worse than mine. “Okay, well, why didn’t you send people for more supplies? Another boat or something?”
“We tried, and when that failed, we didn’t have enough for a second attempt. We just couldn’t afford it, and...we don’t have any meat. We’re vegetarians,” she added. I glanced from her to the other, older people, finally noticing the multicolored beads and tie-died outfits.
“Wait a minute,” I said in English, noting the way they all perked up and understood me. “You’re all fuckin’ hippies?”
“No!” she snapped, glaring at me. “We’re just not interested in killing and eating a sentient life.”
“Oh my fucking god, I’ve found a loony-hippy commune in the middle of sodding Russia,” I whispered, closing my eyes and face-palming. “Do you have any clue what the hell you’re doing here?” I asked. “I mean seriously, you’re hundreds of miles from anything. Have you got medicines? Bullets in case more lycans come?”
“Lycans?”
“Werewolves!” I snapped. “And how come you don’t know what a minotaur is, if you’re English!”
“Well, I didn’t know that was what you meant,” the woman snapped, folding her arms and holding the rifle sideways—and pointed at her friend’s head.
“You didn’t know if that was what I meant?” I repeated. “He’s a fucking giant with horns, what the hell did you think I was talking about?!” I took a long breath, trying to get my annoyance under control, then went on.
“Okay, look,” I said, shaking my head. “If I call in my people, will you play nice? As long as you don’t attack them, they won’t attack you, okay? I’ll fix the boat, and...yes, yes!” I snapped at her as she opened her mouth. “I can fix the boat, regardless!”
“Okay,” she said after a hurried consult with the others. “They can come in.”
“You hear that, Oxus?” I called to him. “It’s safe, you can come in.”
“Warn them, no want surprise when appear,” he suggested.
I closed my eyes, shook my head, and muttered, “No, just no...” under my breath, before calling out to everyone. “Okay, you can come in.”
The Oracan practically rose from the ground all around us, two, Ronai and one of Kim’s daughters, unfolded themselves from trees on either side of the villagers, utterly unseen.
Then Oxus stepped out and did a little mix of a nervous wave and jazz hands, totally breaking the ice when one of the kids burst out laughing.
“Come on, Xous!” I called out. “You’re safe.” The little minotaur calf slowly clambered to his feet and ran over to his dad, grabbing onto his leg and staring round it at the strange humans. He’d been hiding off to one side, with Belle keeping him hidden, making him actually hard to detect, which was a relief.
“What are they?” the woman whispered next to me, and I glanced at her, unable to help myself.
“They’re your brothers and sisters, and they were being hunted and eaten by the lycans, just like you were. Seriously, are you sure you should be out here? No offense, but you’re not exactly prepared for the land, and sure as shit not for winter.” I pointed out, looking at the weed-covered fields.
“We, ummm, we came with Oberon, and he was teaching us all to live off the land and to give back to nature,” she admitted.
“And where’s ‘Oberon’ now?” I asked, trying not to laugh at the fucking name, figuring there was little chance that had been the guy’s name on anything official.
“He vanished.”
“The lycans?”
“Ummm, a few months before they started showing up.”
“Where did he go?”
“He went to get a new boat.”
“How long ago was this?”
“A year.”
“And you didn’t go looking for him?”
“He made us promise we wouldn’t. He took his brother and all the money, and...” She trailed off, blinking back tears.
“Okay,” I said slowly, seeing the look in her eyes. “I’m sure he's just...lost."
“Who’s lost?” Belle asked, walking up and smiling round at everyone, her diaphanous robe hiding absolutely fuck all as she smiled and waved and jiggled.
“And that’s my cue,” I said firmly. “This is Belle, excuse the nudity, she’s not big on clothes or sexual rules, so please, make it clear to her whether she’s allowed to shag anyone or not. I’m going to go fix the boat. Bye!”
With that, I marched off, climbing into the boat and looking the ripped hull over and shaking my head in disgust as I tried not to think about the kind of asshole who’d call himself Oberon and lead a small group of dumb-as-shit hippies into the wilderness and abandon them to starve.
I was pretty damn sure from the way that she’d said it that the woman knew what he’d done, yet still they were here, rather than packing up and making a break for it.
I shifted around, examining the boat, then slowly pooled a few thousand nanites on my hands, “pouring” them out onto the boat and waiting as they assessed it, flowing into the structure and integrating it with my own capabilities and unlocked knowledge.
I moved down to the engine, finding a cheap-as-shit outboard motor and shaking my head in disgust at it.
I reached out and poured nanites into the boat, cursing when the notification popped up.
Structure deemed damaged beyond economical repair
Recommendations:
	Redesign.




	Absorb and rebuild.




	Repair.







I looked them over, seeing as usual that they all ran into each other a little, redesign requiring that we repair the hull and rebuild, et cetera.
It was basically a single option approached from three very different perspectives. I could entirely design a new craft, and the nanites would make it using themselves, the remains of the current craft, and whatever else I supplied.
I could also absorb the entire mass and reproduce it from nanites and the local resources. That was the easiest option, requiring only a small amount of nanites. Or, option three, I could just fix the damage.
Even thinking that, I got a barrage of data showing me structural wear and tear, points of failure, and more. It’d be the least sensible option, as it’d already proven it was a fucking stupid design for the river, anyway.
I choose Redesign and looked over the options that came up.
There were a dozen, even after I scrapped the crazier ones and limited it to a million nanites, but they came down to three basic designs and the variations on them.
A flat-bottomed river cruiser, a flat-bottomed skiff, or a curved-bottom boat.
The first and second were variations on size. A skiff would be suitable for a small number aboard; a cruiser was built to be bigger. The curved-bottom riverboat, on the other hand, was a different beast entirely.
I looked over the designs, shaking my head in amusement.
“Well, I think the hippy-dippies will certainly like you,” I muttered to myself, unable to keep from grinning. I selected the final option, scaled it up one level, then resigned myself to the fact that I had to make sure the goddamn river was navigable by that beast before we made it. After all, spend a week felling trees and shit and make that wonderful thing, then, if we find a waterfall around the first bend? Nope.
It needed ideally deep water, and clearly there were some seriously sharp rocks around to stop the boat like this. I crouched, frowning and staring at the damage to the boat and seeing the direction that the metal folded away from the damage.
I hissed as I saw it. “Motherfucker.”
I made my way back to the others, finding, much to my surprise, that the entire group was having a great time. The Oracan were a bit bemused, but between Belle translating and Xous and Oxus basically being gentle giants, everyone loved them.
When I strode up, they all went quiet, and I reflected on the fact that there was a fucking minotaur with a giant hammer from the dawn of time, a dryad that’d probably already boinked at least one of the locals, and a group of honest-to-god orcs that were totally ignoring the local hippies’ “meat-free” plot, and had started up a barbecue—the queue was already massive—and despite all of this, I was the one everyone was looking at as though I might start acting like a monster.
I huffed out a breath and tried not to think of Ingrid. I’d felt like the Beast around her Beauty as well, but...but I also felt like I fitted. Like I wasn’t just this ungainly, thuggish fucker, or now, this freak of nature. Here, though? That just wasn’t happening.
“So, can you fix it?” the woman asked, and I shook myself.
“What’s your name?” I asked her, sick of thinking of her as “the woman” and needing time to decide what to tell her. Surely they’d examined the boat already themselves?
“Annabeth.”
“Okay, Annabeth. Yes and no. As it is, it’s fucked. I can fix it, but it’ll still be shit. It’s a better idea to start again from scratch and use the parts we have to make something better. Have you got any objection to that?”
“Well, no, but—”
“But?”
“But it’s impossible. We thought about it, and we couldn’t see how to do it.”
“Really?” I asked. “Because you can’t do it, it’s impossible?”
“Well, no, but we haven’t got anything, or any money, or any tools, really.”
“No tools?” I asked slowly. “Oberon brought you all out here with no tools?”
“He took them in case he needed them. They were his father’s. The ones others had, well, they broke or were lost,” Annabeth told me earnestly.
“Fuck, I’m gonna stab that cock,” I whispered, making a mental note to find him when I got out of here, him and that turd from Athens who’d been beating the kids. They were both on my shit list.
“Well, I—ummmm,” she mumbled.
“It’s fine,” I assured her. “Look, I’m going to scout the river, then we’ll start rebuilding the boat.”
“Skiff,” she said. “It’s a small boat, so it’s a skiff.”
“Not for long,” I said. “Either way, we’re going to need a fuck ton of wood, so get your axes and saws ready, I guess.”
With that, I left them, striding off towards the river, pulling my armor up as I went, utterly uncaring of shocking the local nutters even more than we already had.
After all, I’d been gone half an hour, and I’d come back to a fucking Oracan turning meat on a barbecue while Xous ran in circles with a kid that was probably older than him sat on his shoulders “driving” him by pulling on his baby horns.
My life just couldn’t get much weirder than it already was.
I lumbered into the air, turning, and headed down the river, taking it slow and carefully mapping it as I went. I found three places that I could see as being a problem, in low water at least. As high as the water was after the last storm, there was plenty of space for now, and even when the water level dropped...there were no particularly sharp rocks I could see.
It’d come down to a reevaluation when we sailed, but for now?
It was a go.
I flew for three hours down the river before I found a faint signal from a satellite phone. It was plugged into a solar charger, and I hacked the fucker in seconds, putting my call through to Ingrid, despite the darkness that was now blanketing the land.
I lifted higher into the air and banked, slowly circling the phone as I waited, until on the fifth ring, she answered, a huge smile on her face.
“Steve,” she cried, clearly pleased to hear from me.
“Hey, Inga,” I said, smiling.
“What’s happening?” she asked, then before I could respond, she went on. “Why do you call me Inga and Ingrid sometimes?”
“I...you introduced yourself as Ingrid, so that’s how I always think of you,” I admitted. “But I know your friends and family call you Inga.”
“You don’t have to, you know. You can call me anything,” she offered, smiling, then tucked her hair back behind one ear and leant in towards the phone conspiratorially. “As long as you always call me yours,” she whispered, and despite how corny the whole thing sounded?
I felt my heart lift.
“I’ll always call you mine,” I promised, smiling.
“Good,” she said, her face crimson, but her smile even wider. “So, what’s happening? Are you nearly here?”
“Yeah, I’m still somewhere in Russia,” I admitted. I completed the first quest.”
As soon as I said that, it popped up, and I swept it aside, annoyed and determined to deal with it all later.
“And I found some more people in need of some help.”
“Are they okay?”
“Yeah, well, no. Okay, it’s complicated, but here goes.”
Half an hour later, Ingrid was laughing her ass off. I was shaking my head, barely able to keep my smile from my face as I waited.
“So you found a hippy commune? And now you’ve got a load of Oracan, a pair of minotaurs, a dryad, and a bunch of hippies all following you?” She laughed. “What’s next? A clown or a dinosaur?”
“I’d rather a dinosaur,” I mumbled. “Always hated clowns.”
“Really?” she asked, leaning in as she tucked her hair behind an ear and smiled down at the screen.
“Yeah, freak me out, all that smiling. Personally, I always trusted Pennywise more than the fuckers that do kids’ parties. At least he was honest.” I muttered.
“Okay, I’m not even going to start trying to dig into all that mess of psychosis!” she said, grinning. “But thank you for trusting me with that. So, what are you going to do? And when do I get you back?”
“Trusting you with...Oh no!” I said, backpedaling. “I’m not afraid of them. No, not me.”
“Of course,” she said, looking all serious and nodding, despite the twitch at the corner of her lips. “So...the plan?”
“Whatever,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Okay, I’m going to use the nanites and my capabilities to make a steampunk riverboat, you know, the ones with the big paddles?”
“A steam paddleboat?”
“Yeah, whatever they’re called,” I agreed. “I should be able to make one inside a few days, then we sail that fucker downriver to the next town or city or whatever. There’ll need to be an airport out here somewhere; it’s the only way they could keep supplied for anything. Once there, I’ll charter a plane, use the Hack capacity to bring it in if there’s not one, then fly down to you.”
“I think customs might complain about the crew?” Ingrid suggested.
“Maybe,” I agreed. “I’ll figure out this side, but I’ll need you to sort that side. Nobody will care once we’re in the air, but landing? Yeah, we’ll need some serious bribes handing out, no doubt. Can you sort it?”
“I will.”
Beep...beep...beep.
“Fuck, their battery’s dying,” I growled. “I need to find a damn sat phone. It’s insane that I can’t reach a damn network without one even with all of this.”
“I love you!” Ingrid called.
“I love you too, Inga.” I smiled. “A week, ten days, no more, and I’ll at least be somewhere we can have calls, for fuck’s sake. I miss you.”
Beep.
The signal cut off and I swore, loud and long, and woke up a camp somewhere below, sending panicked people running here and there.
Then I turned and started flying north again, covering several hundred miles in a matter of hours.
By the time I finally found the damn village, I was sandy-eyed and ready for a rest, my brain having been running either non-stop and getting overloaded with data downloads, or basically “offline” though unconsciousness, or, you know.
Death.
I swung around, circling once, then flew down, landing with a grunt and running a few steps, flapping my wings to arrest my momentum, then folding them up, retracting them into my armor as Ronai strode up.
“You’re still awake?” I asked.
“Obviously.” He grunted. “My watch. What’s the plan?”
“We use the shitty boat they’ve got there, and we build a much better one, use the local resources, then we sail down river, get a plane, and fly to the Sahara to get the recycling plant up and running.”
“I didn’t understand any of that.”
“Well, that’s fucking helpful. Look, I need to actually rest for a bit, but what I’m going to do first is build a matter converter. That’ll take a full day to construct, even with the nanites working on it, then we need as much dense matter feeding into it as possible. You’d been mining when we met. Are there any ore deposits near here?”
“Signs of iron.” He gestured back towards the hills we’d come down out of.
“What do you need to actually mine it?”
“Hammers, good ones, and splitting spikes.”
“Do they have any here?”
“No.”
“Great. I’ll make you some. For now, organize the others, keep half on watch, and make sure the camp is as safe as we can be. Split the rest between felling trees for the boat and mining. I’ll go meet with Annabeth, tell her the plan, and make sure she’s onboard.”
“She’s a little busy right now,” Belle said, striding up out of the darkness.
“Oh?”
“She was exhausted, she and the entire village. They’re asleep now.”
“Who’s on watch?” I asked, confused.
“I am,” Ronai assured me, as if I was an idiot.
“No, I mean which of their lot are on watch?”
“None of them.”
“None?”
“Nope.”
“But we literally walked out of the forest yesterday. Hell, I didn’t even meet some of them yet. I only know one of their names. And we’re all...and they...” I shook my head, totally confused. If they’d had any common sense, they’d have had at least a pair of guards awake and hidden, watching the “monsters” who’d wandered out of the forest yesterday.
“They were half-starved, and frankly, I think Annabeth is overjoyed to have someone else making decisions,” Belle said quietly.
“Wait, you mean she’s been making decisions for the group?”
“Usually, yes.”
“But she’s as dippy as—” I cut myself off, taking a deep breath and shaking my head. She had seemed nice enough, that was for sure, but...but she was a trusting idiot with zero common sense. If the rest of the group put her in charge? What the hell did that say about the rest?
I had a sudden, powerful urge to find Oberon and beat him to death with his own leg.
“Belle, you talked to them, right?” I asked, getting a nod. “And did they say anything about Oberon to you?”
“Just that he was their leader, and he went for help.”
“Were any of them having sex with him?” I asked carefully. “Him or his brother?”
“All of the women. They were carefully chosen to start a new village of...I might not have this right, but ‘free love and respect’, I think was the way it was described.”
“All of them.” I growled. “I saw a few young men on the outside of the group earlier. They were off logging.”
“Cutting down trees, you mean?” Belle asked, and I nodded.
“Yeah, sorry, but we’ll need to do the same.”
“These trees may not seem like much to you. After all, they provide no fruit, nor are they sentient. Despite that, they still play a valuable role, and some have been around for longer than your human lifespan.”
“Yeah, I know, but we need the materials,” I agreed.
“I can direct people to the trees that are least likely to survive or are invasive or crowding, and in doing so, give the others the space they require to grow.” Belle suggested, watching me carefully.
“Okay, points there, and yes, please. But seriously, the young men?”
“They were promised the same, a village of young women that wanted free love.”
“And are they as...hmmm.”
“Stupid? Idiotic? Deluded?” Belle asked, smiling.
“Yeah.”
“Oh, yes. They were all musicians of some kind, a small group of friends from the same school. They apparently pooled their gold to buy their place.”
“This just gets better. They had to buy a place?”
“Yes, as did the older humans. They sold their possessions for gold, and that gold was used to claim this land.”
“That fucking cocksucker,” I growled, now very, very sure that the entire thing had been a scam. Whoever this Oberon was, he was recruiting the idle rich and hard of thinking, cleaning them out, then taking them to the middle of nowhere, setting up a little village, basically having a great time screwing the impressionable. Then he and his brother fucked off and abandoned them.
It had all the hallmarks of a religious cult I’d heard of once, save that the leader didn’t lead them into suicide. Instead, he fucked off with the majority of their money and presumably set up a new scam with more villagers elsewhere.
The wilds of Russia were perfect for this kind of a scam because there was so much space so far from anyone else. It was entirely possible that there were a dozen villages like this they’d already set up and abandoned, and nobody would ever know.
I closed my eyes, counting to ten and trying to contain my rising anger. Annabeth clearly was at least partially convinced of the truth now; I’d seen that in her eyes earlier. But the others might not be yet.
I didn’t know what to do for the best for them, but I did know that even though it wasn’t my responsibility, I needed to do something for them.
I spoke to Ronai, Belle, and Kim, when he joined us, and filled them in on my plans. Then I produced two pickaxes, two hammers, and a pair of chisels, handing them over before changing the orders for the nanites I’d poured into the remains of the boat.
They immediately fell in on the metal, consuming it and using it as a raw material for the matter converter.
Nine hours it’d take to build, thanks to the mass provided and the capabilities of my systems now.
The last thing I did before lying down in the empty cabin that Belle had claimed for me was to pull up the notification that had been trying to pop up for days.
Quest Completed!
Evolving Quest completed: Cull the Interlopers: Level 1
The local ecosystem has been infected with a lycanthropic plague. Complete the following prerequisites to receive this Reward:
	Eliminate Northern Lycanthrope Pack Dwelling




	Eliminate Southern Lycanthrope Pack Dwelling




	Eliminate Eastern Lycanthrope Pack Dwelling




	Eliminate Regional Lycanthrope Pack Alpha







Reward:
	+6 SUPPORT Points




	+5 WAR Points




	+Access to level 2 of the Evolving Quest







New Quest Discovered!
Evolving Quest unlocked: Cull the Interlopers: Level 2
The Stelek have been driven up from the deep places of the world, claiming higher territory and displacing the Oracan people. Cull their numbers to receive this Reward:
	Eliminate Upper Stelek Hive




	Eliminate Lower Stelek Hive




	Eliminate Stelek Queen







Reward:
	+5 SUPPORT Points




	+5 WAR Points




	+Access to level 3 of the Evolving Quest







I dismissed the notifications, and even knowing it was a mistake, and that I needed the goddamn, un-brain-melted rest, still, I pulled up the upgrades trees, and I selected the SUPPORT options.
I had six points to allocate, and that could be damn life-changing.
I invested two points into unlocking the second and third tiers of the Repurposed Materials systems, essentially making it much more efficient and increasing the capacity of the matter converter. That would both save me literal days of work. Once I reached the recycling facility and upgraded the small system that Ingrid was removing from our yacht, we’d be able to process all the waste much faster and more efficiently.
Then I went searching through the systems after that, determined that it had to exist and grinning to myself when I found it. The Power Cell technology was highly advanced, but I found it after spending two more points in the Power Core and one in unlocking the General Technology.
I’d gained access to it originally through a perk and had seemingly skipped the basic prerequisites that way. It’d been locked to small systems only, unbeknownst to me. The second level of the actual core was to provide a variation on the systems it could be attached to, enabling me to, for example, make a core that would power a small ship, like I’d done on the yacht, or to scale it up to provide the levels of power I’d need to get a ship into orbit, or further.
That left me with one point left to use in SUPPORT and five in WAR, and despite the icepicks that were trying to wipe my brain now, I gritted my teeth and moved on, pulling the WAR system up.
I knew I didn’t have long; the pain was building, and I’d already lost control of my left eye. It was twitching uncontrollably, and all I could see of the world around me now was a blur, but...
The more I unlocked additional data in batches like this, the more I realized how poorly designed this system was for a living being. There was so much data, it was unreal, but as more and more parallels in technology were unlocked, it seemed like I gained extra understandings of things. Some things crossed over too much, and unlocking a load of data all at once, I got more and more hints of other sections, of data that was supposed to be locked away.
I selected Ranged weapons, dropping a point into the fire-and-forget Gravity Cannon design I’d done so well with so far, just because it was amazing, then a point into Integrated Ranged Weapons.
Then the world dissolved into a pain-filled blur as my brain reached and exceeded its internal capacity.




Chapter Forty



The next few hours were among the most disturbing of my life, as my brain, meat-based as it was, basically broke down, and I spent most of my time hallucinating.
Data was flooding out of partitions I’d never known I had, and the entire world around me broke down into a thousand shattered shards of input.
I couldn’t tell the difference between reality and memory. One second, I was sitting talking to Ingrid, naked on the bed in the bridal suite in Val’s hotel. Then she smiled at me, reached out for me, and raked her claws down my flesh, tearing muscles away, sending blood spraying as she became Athena. She stared down at me, uninterested as I fought and bucked wildly against my restraints.
I was surrounded by calculations as Power Core schematics were unlocked, then locked again. I saw orbital mechanics details and the way they were linked into basic navigation...
A dozen failed Power Core injections flew past my mind, and entire systems were destroyed—entire goddamn solar systems—by incorrect inputs into the first practical applications of previously theoretical constructs.
Mighty fortresses were besieged by terrifyingly familiar biological shapes, tearing into the solid structures, dissolving forms as huge as towers, and then...
I realized they were nanites, and I was witnessing the biological rejection of the first prototype versions.
Bodies were consumed, their own cells twisting and turning inwards. The first test subjects’ bodies dissolved, then entire sections of a planet were glassed, massive gamma radiation pulses played across remote testing facilities that were consumed by out-of-control nanites.
Then a memory. Me lying on my back, feet up on a cushion, stretched out on a shitty cheap sofa. My ex and her friends were debating some conspiracy theory espoused by a dude with wild hair on the History Channel about massive sheets of glass found in a desert somewhere, and how it was all down to aliens.
I was trying not to laugh; there were no such things as aliens. The only reason Mike was there at all was to convince my girlfriend that she’d picked the wrong one, and she should be with him, the pathetic little turd.
I flicked him a glance, seeing the thick jam-jar glasses, the muscle tone that was slightly weaker than an over-stretched elastic band. The clothes, the utter lack of any understanding of hygiene.
I opened my mouth to make a comment about how it was time to be kicking people out soon, and that I was going to rock her world...just to fuck with him.
Then he was gone, and in his place was a technical schematic of the human body, staring at me.
Internal joints, sections that a load distribution webbing could be deployed to enable the attachment of heavier weapons systems. Ocular replacements to enable targeting integration and zoom facilities.
Nerve implant subduction facilities, and...and small metallic constructs that could be attached to the ocular nerve to enable direct machine integration and visual linkage.
I recognized them. I remembered the same facilities being inserted into a dripping hole that had just been carved through my eyeball.
I was lost, my mind rolling from image to memory to data to dream and more...
Until at last, I felt a slight relief. I was thrashing around; I had been for hours. Somehow, I’d hurt my chest, a streak of pain, burning. I’d instinctively pulled my armor up, just the chest, but...
But the distributed awareness that I’d been forced to create, it immediately picked up the load, and it was like a cool flannel being pressed to my forehead. The relief was insane.
I had mere seconds of lucidity, I knew, and I did what I had to do, pulling the entirety of my armor up and gasping in relief as the neural clusters in my helm took more of the load.
I sagged backwards on the floor, then hissed as the overwhelming pain from the data was replaced with the searing pain that had provoked the instinctual armoring.
I’d thrashed around so much I’d somehow knocked burning logs from the fire and had lain on them!
I forced myself to relax, letting the nanites do their job as I ignored the smoldering logs still strewn about the room and instead pulled up the options for my brain.
I hated doing it. This was the seat of everything that made me me, but...but if I’d not rolled into the log, who knew how long I’d have gone on for? Hell, who knew if I’d have ever recovered fully?
I selected my brain and, swallowing hard, with my mind still twitching and flaring in pain and confusion, I opened the upgrade options, focusing solely on my brain, much as, in the past, I’d focused on my bones.
A bewildering mass of options unfolded, including everything from replacing the entire mass with a much more efficient chip-based system, to a remote upload system that would permit me to puppet the meat-sack around, to...
I blanked, shivering, and turned away from the more invasive options, finding sections of hormonal receptor replacement levels and more just too freaky.
I didn’t want to mess with that. Hell, I didn’t want to do any of this; I just needed to increase the data storage and basically future-proof my brain, so this shit didn’t happen again.
Instantly, I was presented with three options.
The first was a more basic and general upgrade. All the synaptic processors and linkage points between my brain cells would be upgraded to a nanite-based system. Nerves and more would be replaced, doubling the neural cycles and essentially making my reactions faster.
It would increase my mental capacity by nineteen percent, my reaction speed by twenty-seven percent, and the memory storage by eleven percent, overall.
It would take about six hours, and there was a minor chance of “data loss,” along with a cost of just over three million nanites. Second was the option to upgrade the system at the base of my brain. It was designed to provide remote data linkages from me to my environment and had been essentially made obsolete as I grew into my new capabilities and more.
It was very necessary to start with, but now? Not so much.
The system would be upgraded to give me a much longer range and a small data cache system that would hold the data until my brain could process it, at a much more reasonable two hundred and eighty thousand nanites. Or, I could go to just under a million and include a suite of data management tools as well as a security option.
Or...option three.
Basically, it was an amalgamation of the two, and a full system upgrade. Six million nanites.
I had eleven, so I could afford it, but...
Option three was a full system upgrade; my entire neural network would be scanned and downloaded into a dedicated cache that would be based at the back of my brain, essentially converting the remote access facility into a hard drive that was capable of processing trillions of terabytes of data.
Once the brain was downloaded, it would be upgraded from the current system into a new one, still meat-based, but with every single neuron connected by nanite processors.
The gain was unreal: over three thousand percent data capacity. Reactions that would be off the charts. Hell, I could HACK satellites in orbit from here.
But fuck that.
I’d have to let a system I didn’t understand wipe my brain, and then just hope that I was still me afterwards. That the upload from storage was all there was of me. I knew that I’d literally “lost my head” before, having had it crushed oh so slowly into mush that the nanites had rebuilt when Athena had been “playing.”
That didn’t mean that I was willing to risk losing what made me myself though.
I knew it didn’t make sense.
I was still me, as near as I could tell, right now. Despite all the deaths, and all the shit, but...
No.
I didn’t hesitate anymore; I couldn’t risk option one or three. It felt wrong, that I’d be killing myself so a copy of me could feel better.
Fuck that shit.
I saw the options for the second choice come up, and the unit at the base of my brain was highlighted for me. I could convert the entire thing to data storage, and it would be hotwired into my brain. A small possibility of childhood memories being lost, but fuck it, I didn’t remember them, anyway.
That would provide the space for future data downloads to be stored, and more. It’d augment my mind as it was now, essentially improving my memory.
Secondly, I could make it into a much more efficient and greater-ranged system, with a minor data dump capacity that would be strictly short term. When I unlocked data, it would be stored there and then slowly drip fed to me as I rested, settling into my brain over several days.
Then, there was the security option. It offered a minor capacity for a data store, much the same as the previous option had, but the majority of the capacity would be taken up by a new security system.
It was a mix of cyber and support facilities, essentially acting as second hind-brain but dedicated to protecting me. It’d prevent external hacks, or at least make me more aware of them. It’d improve my targeting facility and ranged weapons integration, and...
And it’d operate on autonomous mode if I was incapacitated.
That freaked me the fuck out. What if it went live when I was sleeping? Or decided I wasn’t capable of making a decision because I was in the middle of having sex, and the little brain was in pole position, with the big brain offline?
Nope.
I took the final option, a mixture of all three, with data storage in primacy. The other two options would be there, with the autonomous option entirely fucking gelded.
It couldn’t take control of my body, not even slightly, but it could carry out my commands, basically making it a highly advanced virtual assistant that could tighten up targeting, improve my HACKs and more, but it would assist me, not control me.
With the new parameters in, I approved it, and sank into the depths of unconsciousness as my brain was played with.
Hours later, I woke up. My mouth tasted like a cat had shit in it, and I had that weird feeling I always got after a migraine, where my brain seemed to be rattling around inside a balloon that was far too big for it.
That...that was it.
I lay there, staring up at the ceiling, slowly trying to tell if there was a difference in me and in my sense of self.
Sorting through memories and trying to see if I’d lost any.
I had no idea how to evaluate my own mind, so I started looking at my most recent goals. They were pretty simple, after all, and I compared them as they were right now to what I’d decided and been working towards the last few weeks.
Kick the factions’ arse, save the world, bang the shit out of Ingrid...
Nope.
My goals were pretty much the same, except that now I also had a half-arsed plan to get that cock-waffle the Erlking at some point, as well.
Yeah, I could live with that. I’d kinda disliked them before they’d killed me, after all. Hell, I’d actually bowed to the shit biscuit, and it’d fucking killed me.
Yeah, I was still me.
Unlucky for every motherfucker between me and getting laid, really.
I climbed to my feet and shook myself, slowly retracting the armor and judging how bad the loss of the neural clusters was...and finding no real difference.
I looked back at the changes I’d approved in my half-brained state, and I had a vague understanding of them, but nothing concrete.
Fuck it.
It was too late to worry about it now.
I opened the door and paused, seeing the entire village, including my people, all standing outside staring at me.
“What?” I snapped.
“You were screaming and thrashing around,” Belle said after a few seconds. “Then you started on about the spiders eating your brain.”
“Oh, well, yeah. That’s fine. Too complicated to explain right now.”
“I tried to come in and help you, but—”
“You might have killed.” Oxus grunted, looking down at me. “You smash table with one hit. You kill Belle.”
I looked back, seeing the pile of splinters off to one side and vaguely remembering that there had been a pretty shitty table there when I’d gone to sleep.
“Well, I’m sorry,” I offered to Annabeth, gesturing to the smashed table. “It’s dealt with now.”
“What happened?” Belle asked me carefully.
“I unlocked more data, just too much in one go,” I replied sheepishly.
“Why did you do it?”
“Because we needed it,” I said. “How long was I out?”
“About nine hours.”
“Then we’re behind schedule. Is this everyone?” I asked, looking around, and Annabeth nodded. “Fine. You were all conned by that dick who called himself Oberon. He took advantage of you then brought you here and abandoned you, secure in the knowledge that the Russian wilds would cover up his crimes. I’d imagine that, had you tried to stop him leaving, he’d have killed you.”
“No...no he wouldn’t,” one of the older men said slowly, eyes wide.
“The boat had its base cut out. If any of you had looked closely at it, you’d have seen the edges of the cuts folded down from the inside, meaning something inside the boat punched through it. Most likely a large survival knife, one with a serrated side to it. Did he have one of those, by any chance?”
I looked around, seeing the horror on some faces and the grim acceptance on others.
“Either way, he cleaned you out and brought you here. He used you, preyed on your dreams, and ripped you off, leaving you here to die. I doubt it’s an amazing coincidence that you’re this close to a lycan-held territory as well, meaning he probably knew about it, or knew that there were people vanishing in the area one way or the other. This means you’ve got two choices.”
I looked around, making eye contact with them all one-by-one, my own people included.
“I’m heading to the Sahara from here. You’ve seen my people; they’re not human. They are their own sapient beings, though, and that shows you that all you knew about the world officially is bollocks. I’m not human, either. Not entirely.”
I lifted my hands to either side, holding them palm up, and I pooled my armor on the surface of my skin, bulking up as they gasped, stunned. I unfurled my wings, flapping them out.
Some of them had seem my change from a distance, but none of the villagers had seen me clearly. Belle and the others had probably kept them back when I was unconscious and armored.
Whispers arose as I stood there, now coated in my dark crusader persona.
“I am not human,” I repeated. “I am Arisen, evolved, and I face others that are the same. I fight for the planet, not just people, and I do my best to protect the innocent. My quest is to heal the planet.”
I paused, looking around at them and suppressing a snort of amusement.
Not one of them was speaking now. I’d basically just appealed to their every instinct and stood there with them utterly entranced.
“I will be going from here to the Sahara. The first stage of my quest is to rewild that Saharan Desert and to rid the world of all its nuclear waste.”
Gasps rose around me, and I barely suppressed a groan. I’d just made myself into a god to the hippies. I just knew it.
“Once I’ve done that, I’ll be reversing the current greenhouse trend and basically fixing the fucking planet while I’m at it. I’m not telling you this to brag, but to let you know that there is hope! If you want to stay here, then we will help you set up so that you have a better chance of surviving. If, alternatively, you want to return to the world? That’s fine, too. You can come with us downriver. We will rebuild the boat, make it into a proper river craft, one you can use to sail up and down and visit the other settlements. You’d be able to make your village into a traders’ hub, or you could abandon it, you choose.”
“And what if we want to come with you?” Annabeth interrupted.
“What?!” I snapped. “Fuck’s sake, no! I’m saying I’ll help you to set up here so you’re all right.”
“We came here for a lie. Are you offering us a future?” she asked me loudly, looking at the others.
“Yeah, I am, one that’s here or somewhere else! Not with me, for fuck’s sake! I’m at war!” I snapped at her.
“We protect,” Kim grunted in broken English, clearly repeating something Belle had whispered to him.
“What?!” I could scarcely believe my ears.
“We protect!” he repeated after checking the words with Belle. “We protect our clan!”
“We are a clan!” Annabeth agreed, smiling and stepping forward, looking up at Oxus and down at Xous, who was barely shorter than her.
“Fuck’s sake, you’re vegetarians who were being picked off by lycans. You’ve no idea what’s out there!”
“We’re not vegetarians anymore,” one of the guys called out,
I stared at him, totally seeing the failed boy band in the small group of four ex-public schoolboys.
“We...we can adjust!” Annabeth declared, a huge smile on her face. “We’re coming with you!”
The other hippies all cheered.
I glared daggers at them, forgetting that they couldn’t see my face in my helm, until Belle stepped forwards and clapped her hands together.
“Okay, everyone! We need as much iron and tree trunks as possible to build the boat. If you can, split into three groups: one for each of those, and the third group to collect food and keep us all fed. While you do that, Steve and I will prepare for the next step.”
I stood there, silent and fuming as she herded everyone else, smiling happily, away, before turning to me.
“You don’t seem pleased.”
“I’m fucking not!” I snapped. “I was planning on getting Kim and his people to stay here, help the hippies to learn to survive, maybe Oxus and Xous as well. Hell, if we’d managed to get them all to stay here, we could have flown off tonight!”
“Well, you said that we needed to help to fix the desert.”
“Yeah, we do! Not a bunch of hippy-dippy lunatics who got taken for a ride by a con-man though!”
“They could be helpful.”
“They’re fucking idiots!”
“They actually seem more intelligent than I expected.”
“Yeah, you know why?” I snapped. “Because only the truly intelligent are this fucking stupid! They’ve all got no common sense!” I growled and took her shoulder, pointing at the one of the boy-band rejects. “Look at him, just fucking look at him!”
He was chopping into a tree on the edge of the village enthusiastically, going at it with speed and to the cheers of his friends, all of whom were waiting their turn.
“I hate seeing the trees hurt like this, but I understand the need,” Belle whispered, taking a deep breath.
“Yeah, that’s not what I mean. Look at him.”
“What’s the problem?”
“Look at where he’s hitting the trunk—he’s hitting the side closest to the goddamn village!”
“Right?”
“So, what direction will it fall?” I hissed. “I’m not a lumberjack, and they’ve been here for a year or more? Yet I’m the one who sees the goddamn problem with him cutting down a tree that’s sixty feet tall, on the edge of the village that’s thirty feet away? He’s going to demolish half the village, if nobody stops him!”
“Oh.”
“And the rest of these idiots? They’re all cheering him on! We need to hide the fact that our people are nonhuman, and these dumb shits will be sending their mates selfies!”
“I—” Belle paused, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. “So, what do we do? Do you want to abandon them here?”
“They’re not our responsibility,” I snapped at her. “Seriously, let nature take its course and—”
“And leave the innocent to die?”
“Hey, this is Darwinism at its finest, okay? These are exactly the people that pollute the gene pool as it is,” I growled, my helm retracting as I stared at her. “What’s that look for?”
“Stop, Steve,” she said firmly. “You’re stressed, tired, and angry after you’ve spent an entire night in pain. You miss Ingrid, and you’re afraid of taking them on, in case you fail them.”
“No, I’m not!” I clenched my fists at my sides. “I don’t need to the responsibility! Hell, they’d be a liability, and I don’t even know their names.”
“Do you want—”
“NO!”
“Then stop.” Belle reached out and put one hand on my armored forearm. “Steve, do you trust me?”
“Yeah?” I muttered.
“Then relax and let me help you. The stress and the changes you made to yourself last night have thrown your hormonal levels out. You’re reacting rather than thinking, so please, relax.”
I stared at her for a few seconds, then shook my head and forced myself to relax, retracting my armor and consciously allowing the pheromonal cocktail she was permeating the air with into me.
In seconds, I blinked, feeling suddenly better. I was stressed—well, not stressed, not entirely. I was just tired, but I had a lot to do, and that was normal.
I was okay, really. I just needed to be calm and to think.
We turned and walked over to the boat as Belle kept one hand on my arm, guiding me.
“We’re going to start the boat, Steve,” she told me in a soft voice. I nodded; that was fine with me. I needed to get the boat fixed up.
I moved to the matter converter first of all, reaching out and feeding it more nanites, upgrading it to the highest level I could manage. Setting that to begin the upgrade process cost another few hundred thousand, but that was all.
That was a viable expense, and the next step, well. I set nanites to begin stripping the remnants of the boat down to its most basic blocks, ready to be fed into the converter, while I began to form great scoops, digging into the ground.
In order for us to make the boat then get it out into the water, we needed to make the new one in a pit, one that we could then join to the river and flood. Otherwise, once it was built, we’d have to somehow dig under it and flood it or carry something that would weigh dozens of tons into the water...without drowning.
Instead, I dug a pit, forty feet wide and eighty long, giving us plenty of room to work.
The dirt I displaced was stacked to be fed into the converter. As soon as that was done, I walked around the inside of the pit, sealing the edges with nanites to ensure they wouldn’t just collapse.
Once that was done, and the sun was dipping behind the mountains, several of the locals helped me to cover the pit with tarps and stake them down.
The rest of the night was spent quietly. We ate, drank, and relaxed. I spoke occasionally to people, but refused to explain what I was. Belle stayed by my side, only vanishing for a few minutes at a time to speak to the others.
By the time I went to bed, I was exhausted but strangely numb.
The next few days passed in a blur, and I recognized that Belle was manipulating me. We actually had several conversations about it, but by reversing her usual influences on people, she was incredibly helpful to me, mainly because, without any emotions, I grew coldly logical.
I recognized that, with all the changes I’d endured, the trauma and the general stress, I’d been getting slowly more and more out of control. So for the next few days, I asked her to basically medicate me.
She did it happily, staying close to me and helping with whatever task I needed as we organized the villagers and my people into teams.
We stripped the sections of the village that weren’t needed, feeding everything into the converter and producing, extremely slowly, a small collection of null blocks, ready for the next stage.
I’d worked quickly and efficiently through the options, narrowing it down by the capabilities of the people I’d have aboard the boat and the river we’d be navigating, and decided that, to keep from raising any suspicion and to make sure we didn’t fall foul of Russian authorities, we would keep the boat as small and efficient as possible, relying on speed and stealth rather than any form of subtlety.
I created a gantry system, essentially to hold the “curtain” of nanites in place, and to supply the null blocks, and then began the construction, slowly moving the curtain backwards from the prow to the stern and essentially printing the ship as we went.
The hull was wide but shallow, constructed of a metallic alloy listed as “nefindium” in the nanite database. It was light as aluminum and stronger than three times its thickness in titanium, meaning we could construct a shallow, light craft that could take direct rocket fire if it needed to.
There hopefully wouldn’t need to be anything like that, but that wasn’t the point. Overengineering the solution was the sensible way to go, I decided.
The boat would have a triangular prow, a wide body, and despite my previous half-joking design that had been reminiscent of a steampunk paddleboat, this craft didn’t need to be complicated like that.
There were two cabins, one forward for people and one aft for supplies, and the entire boat was sealed around by the nefindium.
It would prevent any injuries, it was watertight, and thanks to the wonder of nanites, there were no joins or weak spots.
The engines were self-contained units, four of them, each rotatable through 360 degrees to enable us to move however we needed to. I designed airholes around the outside of the boat that were folded under arched bulbs.
Looking at the design, it seemed common sense to me, but as soon as I began construction, the problems started.
Logically, there was no need for the passengers to be exposed to the elements, so I’d sealed them in, with a door, obviously, as they needed to be able to enter and leave, but the main cabin would be ringed by beds and seating, so they needed nothing else, besides access to the supplies.
That didn’t go down well with Annabeth, Kim, or Ronai, all of whom demanded windows at the least, and despite the inherent weakness that provided. They wouldn’t stop, so in the end, I installed a semi-circular bank of artificial sapphire around the front of the cabin, giving them visibility.
The rear of the boat ended up being redesigned as well. A seating area extruded, and a small area for privacy for hygiene was added.
By the time the boat was finished, six days later, it was wider, longer, and considerably more complicated than I’d planned for. But when Belle finally removed the blocks on my emotions, judging me to be “stable” again, I was relieved that they had spoken up.
In my emotionless state, I’d basically reduced the entire lot of them to cargo and had been planning on keeping them in the dark as I sailed the boat downriver.
I also realized, after a few hours of careful thought, that while yes, I’d not have chosen the villagers to join me, they were interested firmly in healing the earth and living within their means, with as little environmental damage left behind as possible.
Hell, they’d even replanted trees all over the area the village had been in, trying to offset the damage their logging and the mining had done, thanks to Belle helping them out with the seedlings.
I grudgingly accepted that, if they could do it here, they could do it in the Sahara as well, and moved on with my life.
When we finally loaded the matter converter, the people, and our supplies into the boat and cast off, gently flowing downriver, it was as one group.




Chapter Forty-One



The first day of travel was uneventful. Hell, it was boring. But after the last few months, that wasn’t a bad thing, and we sailed gradually south, the river easily navigable with an almost party atmosphere on the boat.
The Oracan hadn’t been aboard a boat before. Neither had the minotaurs, nor Belle. But they all handled it okay, and we stopped every few hours for them to have ten minutes on the shore, recovering and gradually growing more used to it.
The non-human species were more adaptable than we were, I realized, watching over them all. The humans, despite everything, still watched the Oracan, waiting, and these were the kind of people who were most open to change.
The majority of people I’d known growing up?
They’d have already either run away or tried to kill them.
Maybe it was for the best that it was a hippy tribe I’d found, rather than a typical suburban one. I stifled a laugh at the thought of an average English family meeting the Oracan and either screaming or fighting them.
Or, I supposed, refusing to show any surprise and simply nodding and doing the whole “we mustn’t be rude” attitude that the south was notorious for. As well as speaking loudly and slowly to anyone that didn’t speak the language, as if they were idiots.
Tea, I decided, would be the pivotal factor. If the Oracan drank tea and liked scones, the English would welcome them without issue. If they didn’t? Then they were sub-human and should be immediately “dealt with.”
The second day was much the same as the first, the tedium of sailing having set in well and truly. I spent most of it in text conversation with Ingrid, which was itself a wonderful change.
I’d absorbed and broken down their radio and all the camp, essentially, giving us more than enough raw materials to build a decent antenna. Using that and my own inbuilt system, I could finally contact her easily.
It took almost an hour before the catching up turned to sexting. I pulled my armor up, concealing myself as I sat in the steady afternoon downpour and let her damn well tease me for the next three hours with images, texts, and a long list of the things she intended to do to me when we were alone next.
It was a great way to pass the time, but damn, as the only person who could sail the boat, it was also frustrating as all hell, as it’d be blatantly obvious if I pulled in for a quick knuckle shuffle.
Instead, I contented myself with my plans for her and let her tease me until she was exhausted and fell asleep.
The following day, we passed the first village we had seen beyond their own. We slowed, pulling in and dropping the anchor while we went ashore to examine it.
It was long abandoned. Annabeth introduced Marcie, an older lady who remembered passing it on the way upriver when they were all first heading to the site they’d make their village.
“Oberon had warned us it was bad luck to disturb the villages that were abandoned. But when he and his brother went scouting, occasionally they would find them and bring us anything that was usable,” Marcie had said, staring sadly at the overgrown remains of the village as we searched it, finding nothing, and returned to the boat.
“You think this was a previous village of his victims?” I asked her.
She shook her head, forcing a smile. “No, it’s too old. It was long-abandoned when we sailed past two years ago...so it must have failed long ago, and Oberon was only in his thirties.”
“Can you describe him?” I asked grimly. “Anything you can tell me about him, anything at all.”
And that was the start of my second obsession for the trip: Oberon. I was going to find that fucker.
The days passed as we sailed along steadily. Every so often we’d pass signs of human habitation: failed villages, crops abandoned, and fields overgrown.
The first few times we pulled in and searched them, finding they’d been stripped, and no sign beyond the occasional grave marker of what had happened to the people. After that, we just sailed on.
The fifth day dawned like the rest, but for the first time, we started to move more carefully, well aware that, from the satellite recon maps I had managed to get access to, we were less than a hundred miles from a lake now. On the southern side of that lake was a large Russian city.
I’d hoped to make use of the small airfield that had been only a few hundred miles from the village, but the more I’d looked into it, the more difficult that became.
The main problem had turned out to be the issue of the runway.
It was short, overgrown, and frankly pockmarked to shit by moles and worse.
That meant no large aircraft.
That in turn meant we needed at least two planes for our people. Two planes that I’d need to get to come to the middle of nowhere and hang around while I sorted a bunch of lunatics and non-humans into the planes, while making sure that nobody saw anything.
Add to that, small planes were, by their very nature, small. They couldn’t carry the fuel needed to get across all of bloody Europe.
Lastly, while I was confident that I could force our way onto one and take it over, doing that with two then landing and changing over to a bigger one, unobserved?
All close to the Russian border?
Fuck no. It was a definite recipe for a firefight or a bunch of fighters following the plane.
The worst thing was, I couldn’t see a better way to do it. The distance we had to travel meant it was either boats or planes, as crossing the borders any other way...well, even the most corrupt customs official in the world was going to start asking questions when they saw a ten-foot-tall minotaur.
Not to mention that Belle would probably have a nervous breakdown and start shagging everything in sight.
I was almost tempted to let her go full overdrive, but even with the best will in the world, I didn’t see her taking on an entire Russian garrison.
When I’d half-jokingly said that was the alternative to us all sneaking onto the airport, she’d nodded seriously and promised that she’d do her best.
I had no words.
That meant it was down to us travelling a few extra days down river, avoiding everyone we could until we reached the northern edge of the airport’s land, stealing aboard a bigger plane, preferably one that wasn’t being used at the time, and somehow convincing the pilot to fly us to Sudan.
Oh, and there was the little issue that, for some strange reason, Russia’s neighbors were a mite untrusting towards the country right now. So yeah, we’d also need to be flying something that was utterly unarmed and unthreatening, or we risked being shot down by every nation we flew over.
Personally, I decided that it was going to come down to a few little plans that could be slotted in and around the situation as it developed.
First, sneak onto the base.
Second, steal the most appropriate, fully fueled plane that there was, and preferably a pilot.
Third, Hack the traffic control system and mark us as something non-threatening.
Santa, possibly.
We were totally fucked.
Three times over the next day, we were approached by other craft, and each time I booted the engines, unable to help myself as I waved to them.
The average speed for most of the boats I saw on the river seemed to be around twenty miles per hour, while we could, should we need to, hit a sweet ninety miles per hour before my asshole puckered, and I slowed us down.
Doing ninety on a motorway was one thing; hell, doing it in a plane was slow as shit. But on a river? With no idea if a log was under the surface ahead?
I was doing double the average speed of a speedboat, for fuck’s sake, and all the while barely leaving a trace behind. Well, beyond the fish who hit the slipstream and were just dragged like nothing else.
We took a bend in the river at one point, and the following mass of stunned fish, debris, and water nearly washed a small jetty away.
The elderly fisherman sat on it was screaming something about “vandals” at us, then screaming in joy, then terror as possibly more fish than he’d seen in his entire life hit him.
I felt bad about that, but mainly because I couldn’t stop laughing.
The boat was massively attention-grabbing, not just for the speeds she was capable of, but because she looked like an alien ship had landed in the water and gone for a swim.
The outer surface was non-reflective, thankfully, a matte grey and black patterning that looked a little like camouflage and blended in wonderfully in the dark.
Unfortunately, it stood out in the daylight. I was forced to admit that, had I been firing on all cylinders when I made the boat, it would have been at least concealed to look like a riverboat to avoid suspicion.
As it was, well. People kept trying to come alongside to have a look, all while holding guns. Thankfully, they didn’t have a cat in hell’s chance of catching us once I booted the engines, and the type of people who pulled alongside other boats while holding guns threateningly weren’t the kind of people who radioed ahead to make Russian authorities aware of strange river craft.
We pulled up onto a heavily overgrown section of the river just north of the airport, beaching the bow of the craft as everyone clambered off.
Then I did what had to be done to prevent awkward questions, and after passing the matter convertor to Oxus, I absorbed several sections of the hull, leaving great holes in it, and we pushed it back out into the river, watching it sink quickly.
“Such a waste,” Annabeth muttered, and I nodded my agreement.
“It is, but otherwise, some fucker will find it and sell it, probably starting a new arms war when they realize the engine’s capacity.”
I turned my back on them, sad to see the little boat go, but more than ready to get the hell out of the country.
Ronai and Leo vanished into the darkness, creeping through the bushes in the direction of the airport, while Belle, Kim, Annabeth, and I rounded everyone else up and herded them after the pair of scouts.
It was dark under the trees, a thick layer of cloud having swept down from the surrounding mountains in the early afternoon, and the river had been dancing with raindrops for the last several hours.
By the time we set off, the ground was a sodden mess, and each step risked falling, but it also masked our approach.
“How does it look?” I asked Ronai as the pair returned, and he grunted in disgust.
“The metal birds are chained up beyond the perimeter wall.”
“Chained up?”
“They’ve not flown away.”
“Yeah...they’re like the boat, remember? They need to be made to go places,” I reminded him.
“You beat them?”
“No, they’re machines. They aren’t alive.”
“I don’t care. The perimeter wall is loud and crackles, but looks to be thin and weak.”
“It crackles?”
“Something touched it further up while we watched. It crackled and fell over.”
“Electric fence, then.” I sighed. “Well, we can deal with that, no doubt. How many guards?”
“None.”
“None?”
“None we could find,” he said. “The rain has driven them inside.”
Well, that made things a little easier, that was for sure.
We crept closer, pausing now and then as I scanned the airwaves, searching. The security systems were hardwired, not wireless, meaning I couldn’t Hack them until I had a line of sight on the first one. But the general airwaves around the base were thick with traffic compared to the weeks in the wilds, and I couldn’t help but grin as we crept closer.
The first signal I intercepted was a guard complaining, via a short-range radio, that he had to be out in this shitty weather. As soon as he’d finished his patrol, that was it, a hot coffee and his feet up with a cigarette. The voice on the other end was discussing the rota and the chance of the rain letting up before she had to go on her own patrol, making me grin as it became clear they only intermittently checked the grounds.
That was a relief.
This wasn’t a military airport, after all; it was commercial, ready to service the large town somewhere to the south and as a dropping off point for the rest of the area, but being Mother Russia, it was also set up ready to accept military planes “just in case.”
We all sank into the sodden underbrush and turned our faces away as the guard stomped quickly past our hiding spot, some ten meters from the electrified chain-link fence.
Now that we were in sight, I reached out and connected to a camera system easily, barely suppressing a groan when I saw the resolution.
It was probably state of the art...twenty years ago.
As it was now? If I stood in front of it right now and waved my arms, jumping up and down, there was a fifty-fifty chance I’d be picked out of the background.
I hacked it properly anyway, searching through the network as quickly as I could and taking control of the security system, pulling the plug on all recordings then cutting outside communication for everyone else.
With that done, I hit the control tower, activating the interior camera and finding a man in his sixties, pot-bellied, laid back in his chair, snoring.
It took less than a minute to check the system, one that was surprisingly high tech compared to the rest of the network, then I had our target.
It was an Antonov An-72, a plane that had first been used in the seventies, and it damn well looked like it might have been this exact model that had been in use since then.
It was a stubby affair, with its engines built over the top of the wings rather than hanging below them as I was used to seeing. But all the others were either too small, too high tech—looking at a few ultra-modern ones—or, in the case of two that I found in a hangar at the far side of the base thanks to the cameras, clearly military.
The Antonov was fully fueled and due to take off in two hours, the pilot delayed by the weather and on another plane that was flying in.
According to the flight plan he’d filed, he was going to be flying the plane to its new owners in Nepal, and while that wasn’t exactly the direction we wanted to go, it wasn’t hugely out of way either.
Nobody was going to worry about the plane until we were nearly a third of the way to our destination, and it was fully fueled and prepped, as the pilot was running late.
Hopefully, he wouldn’t be too assiduous in checking the plane over.
I took down the electric fence next, killing its power and looping the camera into a recording from a few nights back when once again it’d been pissing it down.
Then that was it.
We were off.
We crawled to the fence, and I pulled up the Vorpal Blade, slicing through the mesh casually and gesturing everyone forwards. As soon as they were all through, I followed them, pressing the sliced sections back together and letting a small stream of nanites flow over the severed joins, recreating them as perfectly as they’d ever been.
Then I was off, hurrying through the group and leading them around the outside of the first field and down to the second, onto the shorter runway, and towards the far hangars.
There were four hangars laid out side-by-side at this end of the field, and only one had lights lit and the hangar door open as we approached.
The camera inside showed two engineers performing the final checks on the plane, and as we moved closer, we could hear them joking about the cargo and how much the seller had probably made on the deal.
We hid in the darkness between two hangars, waiting. I activated the various airport systems again, just in case. The electric fence making a few distant crackling noises as apparently something had been trying to cross it, then that was that.
We sat for nearly an hour until the two engineers were done, then as they moved out, we moved in, hurrying up the steps and into the plane.
It was old, battered, and most of it was full of stacked and carefully strapped-down boxes that, upon careful examination, turned out to be full of farm machinery.
That solved a few problems for us, as I had everyone use the toilets. Then we emptied five of the boxes and packed people into them, sealing them back up and hiding, just in case, and while we were waiting for the pilot, I fed half the excess machinery into the matter converter, giving myself a little extra ‘insurance’ to use as bribery..
Almost another two hours had passed before swearing could be heard in the distance, along with running feet. Shortly after, a dark-haired, tattooed, and clearly soaked man staggered up the steps, barely pausing to toss his bag aside before setting a small corgi dog down and apologizing to it in Greek for the weather.
He promptly sealed up the doors, swore at the weather again, and guided the dog with him up to the pilot’s cabin and slammed the door shut.
A handful of minutes later, we were off, the plane taxiing forwards and out into the night as I quickly scrubbed the airport systems of any signs of us as far as possible, and settled in for the flight, a wave of relief overtaking me.
We were finally on our way out of Russia.




Chapter Forty-Two



Belle and I shifted around and got ourselves as comfortable as possible and slept for the next six hours or so straight before finally waking, feeling refreshed, to the low moaning that was coming from the crate to our left.
Checking it, we found a very, very airsick Oxus, who’d actually managed to go as green as anyone I’d ever seen go. I helped him get out, guiding him unsteadily to the bathroom and opening the other crates, letting everyone move around a little before taking a deep breath and leading Belle up to the pilot’s cabin and knocking on the door.
There was no response at first, and I pressed my ear to the thick door, faintly hearing music playing. Then I grinned and knocked again, louder this time.
That set the corgi off, barking furiously. A few seconds later, a very confused face peered around the edge of the door, staring from Belle to me, and back to Belle.
“Uh, hi?” he tried in Russian, scratching at his beard and looking from one to the other again. “This...this isn’t a commercial flight.”
“Really?” I asked, frowning. “I was looking for the flight attendant. No champagne in first class is just a disgrace.”
“First...class?” he asked, opening the door further and staring down the corridor to where he could see others moving around. “Look, I, uh—” He broke off, glancing back to the dog as though they might have answers for him, then back at us, before swearing in Greek.
“Do you speak English?” I asked him.
He cleared his throat, mentally changing gears, and nodded.
“Look, you can’t be here. I’m flying to Nepal.”
“Nope, you were flying to Nepal,” I corrected him, pushing past and into the flight deck, looking around at the multitude of little flashing lights and dials. “Always wondered what it was like up here,” I admitted, scratching my chin and looking about. “Autopilot, I assume?”
“Yeah,” he said, slipping past me and back into the captain’s seat, checking something, then turning back to me.
“Are you hijackers?”
“Well, yeah, I suppose we are, actually,” I said. “But that’s only one way of looking at it.”
“What’s the other?”
“What’s your name?”
“Dimi.”
“Okay, Dimi, the other way of looking at it is this. We could hijack the plane and force you to help us, or...”
“Or?” he prompted after a few seconds, as I’d climbed into the copilot’s seat, lifting his dog and setting it back down on my lap, getting kisses from the small, furry creature as I smiled and started stroking it.
“Or you could look at it as you made a mistake as to who the owners of this flight were. Perhaps, oh, just as a wild-ass example, you’ve checked the details and found you misfiled the flight path. Now you need to redo it, but in such a way that keeps everyone happy.”
“I can’t,” he started to say.
I smiled, pulling out a little something I’d had the matter converter produce for me and handing it over.
He took it, confused, then nearly dropped it as the short bar of solid gold weighed more than he expected.
“Is this real?” he squeaked, and I grinned at him.
“It is, and it’s yours if you think you can help us?”
“I—” he muttered, then reluctantly handed the bar back. “Look, I’d love to, seriously, I would, but there’s no way that I could do this! It’d be the end of my career, for a start. I’m already banned from flying in Europe.” He froze, then took a deep breath. “I can’t afford to get banned from flying here as well.”
“Why’d you get banned?” I asked him curiously.
“I hid in a cupboard on a commercial flight and scared a flight attendant.”
“That seems a bit excessive, banning you for that.”
“I was the pilot.”
“Oh,” I said, trying to stifle a laugh. Dimi was early to mid-thirties, if that, dark-haired but with a blonde streak, dark-bearded, and heavily tattooed. I couldn’t help but like the guy, especially hearing that he’d been banned from flying commercial flights for playing a prank.
“Look, how much would it take to make it worth your while to fly us to Sudan? We can fly around European airspace, through African, and well, maybe I can sort the issue with the license as well.”
“If you could do that, you wouldn’t be stowing away and hijacking planes,” Dimi pointed out.
I laughed. “Tell you what, come meet your passengers, and see if you can guess why we don’t fly commercial,” I suggested.
He shook his head. “I can’t leave the flight deck.”
“Seriously?” I asked, amused. “You think what, I’m going to report you? Fuck it, come on.” I matched words to action, getting up and walking back with the dog tucked under one arm, stroking his ears and getting a happy wag of the tail, as Dimi clearly struggled with leaving the flight deck and presumably keeping his eyes off Belle.
After a minute, he came stomping down the passage, glaring at me and muttering something to his dog about being a traitor, before glancing around and freezing.
The Oracan were the ones that caught his eye first, heavily muscled, clearly inhuman, and armed to the teeth, then the juxtaposition of Annabeth, who waved at him, while sitting on a jump seat holding the hand of Ronai, who was apparently having issues with flying as well, threw him even more.
It was the sight of Oxus, though, that really sealed the deal, half crouched in the passage as he was, due to the tiny toilets being too small for him to fit inside.
Half of him was in the passage and the rest inside, making me sigh and shake my head in resignation.
“Sorry about this. Oxus apparently doesn’t like flying,” I apologized to Dimi. “Hey, Oxus. You all right, big man?” I called.
He pulled back out of the room to wave a hand at me, tiredly.
Dimi took one look at the massive figure, then his smile froze into a rictus of horrified disbelief. He reached out and took back his dog, then walked back up to the flight deck and closed and locked the door in my face.
“Dimi, this really isn’t a good idea, you know,” I called through. “Open the door please.”
“No!” he shouted back, his voice muffled. “I’m not—”
“I’ll open it myself, Dimi. I’m trying to be polite here.” After a few seconds of unstable laughter from the other side, I sighed. “Okay, I’m coming in. Dimi, please make sure you and the dog aren’t in the way of the door, okay?” I paused a few more seconds, then slid the Vorpal Blade out and started to cut, carving the door lock out of the surrounding steel.
As soon as that was done, I gave the door a firm push and stepped inside, seeing Dimi frantically strapping himself in and glaring back at me.
I glanced over, seeing the dog was strapped in as well and twisted around to call back to the others.
“Hold onto something!” I roared, then extruded six tentacles. Four punched up and down, gripping onto the corridor and holding me steady. The other two reached out and grabbed Belle, who’d been just behind me, keeping her safe. Dimi flicked off the autopilot and twisted the yoke, sending us flipping over and diving towards the ground, far below.
Instantly, terrified bellows and screams roared out from behind as well as a crash as something came loose and fell. But when Dimi looked back, expecting to see me falling, and finding me watching him with arms crossed, he blanched, staring at the tentacles in confusion.
“Dimi, this will end badly for you if you keep this up,” I told him grimly. “There’s two ways this can go now. First is you take some time out and calm down, then you get paid a fuck ton of gold to be a good boy and help us get to our destination.” I moved forwards, stepping into the cabin and glancing out of the window, seeing we didn’t have long to make this work.
“That’s the path I’d prefer. But the other option, frankly, is that I kill you and do my best to fly this plane myself instead. As you might have noticed, I’m not human. Even if you crash this plane into the ground nose first at top speed, I’ll walk away from it. My friends though, they won’t. That’ll be because you murdered them. How do you think I’m going to respond to that? You think that, maybe, I’ll go and visit your family in...Germany?” I added after a few brief pause, having taken the time to hack his phone.
“I’ll visit your girlfriend, her family, and then I’ll go to Greece and find yours,” I assured him. “You kill those that I’m close to, and believe me, I’ll return that favor.”
He stared at me open-mouthed for a second, then another and finally a third before turning back to the controls and staring out at the ground that was rushing up towards us.
A handful of seconds more passed, then he was pulling up, heaving frantically on the control yokes and swearing when the plane was slow to respond.
My mind was racing. Despite the fake calm image I was showing, in my mind, I was frantically trying to figure out how to affect the plane itself with my Gravity Inverter. The size of it meant, if I wasn’t careful, I’d snap the damn thing. I’d never projected a field that far beyond my reach before, and the size of the plane...
Then it responded, and I let out a low sigh of relief as the nose lifted and lifted, gradually coming around.
“Belle, calm him down,” I ordered. She nodded, reaching out and laying a hand on his shoulder, making him relax suddenly, letting out a sigh.
“Okay, let’s all relax a little,” I said, gritting my teeth and heading from the cabin. “Belle, keep an eye on him.” I went back to check on the others as Dimi slowly lifted us back up and out of the valley he’d dived us down into.
“Everyone okay?” I asked, wincing as I saw the look or horror and anger on Oxus’ face. It seemed the entire toilet’s contents had made themselves reacquainted with him.
The main area reeked of sick and worse. I coughed, blinking at the noxious fumes.
“Okay, we’re going to try and keep the excitement to a minimum from now on. Everyone try and clean up and...well. Relax, I guess.”
With that, I grabbed two more of the gold bars I’d made and thankfully had put away safely earlier, then I returned to the cabin.
“Okay, Dimi. Time to make a choice,” I said. “Gold, or we lock you away back there, and I try to fly the plane.”
I held the other two bars out to him, having noticed he’d made the other bar vanish already. Fear and hunger warred on his face as he looked from me to it.
“I need more,” he said after a few seconds.
“How much?” I asked him conversationally.
“Three more.”
“That’s more than the plane’s worth a few times over,” I pointed out.
“I can’t go back to Russia after this. Or Asia. Hell, I was already fucked in Europe, and the US won’t recognize my license. You’re forcing me to spend the rest of my life either never flying again or only doing it in the third world.”
“Okay, but on one condition,” I agreed. “No more shit and no half-measures. We need to get to the Sudan, to the”—I checked my internal notes and sounded the name out as I read it—“the Flughafen Dunqula airport.”
“That’s...” He paused, clearly working it out. “It’s a long way.”
“How far can we fly?” I asked him, and he looked down at the instruments and did a few calculations.
“We might get halfway still,” he said. “But it’ll be close.”
“Why?”
“The dive,” he admitted guiltily. “The main draw on the engines is climbing. Once we’re at the right height, we can cruise, but now...”
“But now we need to climb all over again,” I agreed with a groan.
“The plane isn’t configured for long-range flight. We’ve too much weight aboard, and maybe...maybe two thousand kilometers’ range from a standing start. We’ve got a thousand or so left.”
“Then where can we get more fuel that nobody is going to question us over?”
“Jalal-Abad, maybe?” he said after a few seconds’ thought, then he shook his head. “No, we’d not make it. We need to put down in Mongolia, maybe Bayankhongor Airport, refuel there. I know a guy. We can get a decent rate, then we fly to Kyrgyzstan, land at Jalal-Abad, refuel again, and then the final leg, probably Iraq, land at Erbil, maybe?”
“Think we can avoid being checked over at those?” I asked.
“Probably.” He shrugged. “I’ve done it a few times, stopping in for refueling. As long as there’s nothing going on, then yeah, they let you refuel and go on. If there’s a reason to be suspicious, though...”
“Okay. Nepal. You were taking this plane there. Can you contact them, tell them there’s an issue, let them think that the dive was down to a problem with the plane?”
“I can, but—”
“But?”
“The plane is easy to track. Nobody is going to believe that there’s a problem and they can’t have their plane, and then it’s fine to fly to Europe.”
“How much did they pay for it?”
“Uhhhh.” He took a minute to check some paperwork on a pad strapped to his right knee and grunted as he read it. “Four million dollars, US. Then another one point three million in cargo. I guess the gold is worth a lot less than the plane after all.”
“I gave you six,” I pointed out.
He snorted. “You gave me three and promised three more. These are about a kilo each, so yeah, maybe sixty-five grand each, US. that’s just under four hundred grand. I should have asked for a million,” he muttered, shaking his head at the end and looking out of the window, then back down at an atlas he’d pulled out, checking details.
“Can you reach out to the buyers?” I asked after a minute.
“They hired me direct, so yeah, I’ve contact details.”
“Okay, get us to that first airport, land, and refuel. Declare an issue with the plane, then reach out to the clients. Make up something that’s wrong with the plane, then we can call them back and offer to buy it.”
“Better to call them now,” Dimi said slowly. “Gives them time to get worked up over the problem, and the seller will be in bed. They’re in Jakarta, so they’re not likely to kick off yet.” He paused, then sighed. “Can you really afford to buy this? Seriously, the pair who were buying it are good people. They wanted to use it to help people in Nepal and Mongolia.”
“Call them and sort it. I’ll give them ten for it. Wait, no, I’ll give them nine. I’ll give you one, and you can use the gold to pay for the fuel, that all good?”
“Seriously? You’ll give me a mil, just like that?”
“I will, provided you give me your full support and make the rest of this trip smooth and stress-free. Oh, and you forget about everything that’s happened once we land.”
“I have no idea who you are,” Dimi said quickly and quite honestly, while fumbling a sat phone out of a pocket and winking at me. “Show me the money, and it’s a deal.”
“I’m not carrying that much,” I said, and he grinned.
“I mean digital. You’ve got it in the bank, right?” he asked.
“I do, but I don’t have a phone. You got a spare?”
“Tablet in the bag,” he said, nodding to a go-bag in a box.
I pulled it out and searched through. Pulling a tablet out, I looked it over and connected to the satellite phone and from there to the internet and the banks.
I was in the middle of a remote mountain range on a plane filled with Oracan, two minotaurs, and a dryad, as well as a bunch of hippies, a blatant smuggler—considering how quickly he’d picked out no-questions-asked airports for fuel—and a dog. Somehow, the weirdest thing was that, when I pulled the tablet up, I immediately got an advert for a book called the God of the Feast.
I grunted, the cover art showing someone that looked to be having a worse day than me and making me smile. I skipped it, not having time, and logged into the bank, muttering in shock at how low the balance was getting.
“That better not be an excuse to not pay me,” Dimi warned grimly.
“No, you’re all right,” I assured him with a grunt, flipping the screen around and showing him the balance, some thirty-seven million and change. “Just means I need to have a chat with the boss. Consider the tablet part of the deal,” I told him, turning and heading back into the main cabin.
“I’m just going to stay here,” Belle called.
I waved at her absently.
“Well, play nice, and don’t crash the plane!” I called, getting a confused look from Dimi and a sigh from Belle as I was walking away to sit in a jump seat as far from the stinkier areas as I could.
Then I called Ingrid and spent twenty minutes on the phone to her. Eventually, I gave up, the noise too much for either of us to relax.
We landed at the first airport two hours later, then Dimi made a call to his clients and passed my offer on to them. Fifteen minutes later, it was done.
We were ten million US dollars poorer, and Dimi was calling his girlfriend and arranging a holiday before apparently paying for the fuel out of a fund he had in place for “emergencies” because the locals couldn’t change a gold bar.
I didn’t care; I was just thankful for the huge haul of food Annabeth brought back from the airport, having gone off for a walk, then come running back, demanding money from me.
I’d directed her to Dimi, pointing out that I had no cards and he owed us change on the gold.
Two more airports and a day later, we were finally circling around, coming in to line up for a landing at Flughafen Dunqula. I couldn’t help but hope and damn well pray that Ingrid had come through on her side.




Chapter Forty-Three



The landing was surprisingly smooth, as was the taxiing to the section we’d been directed to. As we pulled up and he released the control yokes, flipping the engines off and killing the last of the power. I stood and moved to Dimi, offering my hand.
“Thank you, mate,” I said. “This could have been a nightmare, and I had no clue on the range limitations. Hell, the transponder would have fucked me over, no doubt. So, thank you.”
“Thank you!” Dimi replied, grinning and patting his pocket. “You paid me damn well for the privilege, so you ever need a pilot, just shout.”
I opened my mouth to tell him it was fine, then I paused. He was someone I’d found in the arse end of nowhere, meaning he was almost certainly not a plant by any of the factions. He spoke a half dozen languages, he knew the quiet and dodgy paths around the world, and he kept his word as near as I could tell.
Plus, he liked dogs, and that made him a better guy in my opinion.
“So, Dimi,” I said slowly, grinning in a way he clearly found uncomfortable.
“Yeah?”
“You mean that?”
“What?”
“If I need a pilot, just to shout.”
“Uh, yeah?” he replied, scratching his chin and shrugging. “I mean, you pay well, and while you’re a bit weird—”
“How about a more...permanent...job?” I asked.
He frowned. “What are you looking at? I mean, yeah, I’m always up for work. But like I said, I can’t fly in a load of places.”
“Dimi, my friend, you’ve met my team back there now, and we just strolled across half of Russia to get aboard your plane. Do you really think a little thing like your license is going to cause me any issues?”
“Well, it might not be an issue for you, but it’s kinda a big one to me.”
“How about I make that all go away?” I purred, leaning on the co-pilot’s seat. “What if I could reinstate you, give you a clean pilot’s license, valid anywhere?”
“I’m interested...but two things.”
“Yeah?”
“First, how much, and second, this place is practically hell’s asshole. I don’t want to be based out of here, not for long.”
“It’s about a day’s drive from here to our facility. I’ll be sorting a landing strip out there in the next week or so, but until then? Take the plane. You’re going to meet your girlfriend and take a few days in Greece, right? Take the plane, fly over there yourself, and keep your phone on you. I’ll call you when I need you.”
“Okay, and how much?”
“How much do you want?”
“Half a mil a year, US dollars.”
“Heh, standard rate then. Fine by me,” I agreed, holding my hand out. He grabbed it to shake, then paused.
“What do you mean, standard rate?”
“My deckhand Jack’s on the same,” I told him with a wide grin.
“What? Fuck, I want two!”
“Nope!” I told him grinning. “You asked; I agreed. Besides, in a year’s time we can discuss a pay rise, or, well...let’s say there’s additional perks that I just know you’re going to love.”
“Like what?”
“Well, for a start, you can pay for the fuel, but feel free to take the plane wherever you want, within reason.”
“Seriously?” he asked, grinning.
“Seriously...but Dimi, just to make things clear?”
“Yeah?” he asked, trying to keep the grin off his face.
“If you steal from me and run off? I can and will find you. You wouldn’t like that,” I told him coldly, pulling my armor up inside the small cabin.
I suddenly dwarfed him, and the cabin door creaked and cracked around my enhanced frame as I carried on.
“Pull up the footage from Denmark and ask yourself, do you really want to upset me?” I asked him. “Because the Albanian gangs tried that...it didn’t end well for them.”
Dimi’s face drained of all color, and he shook, whispering something in Greek and making a religious symbol across his chest, beseeching protection.
“That’s right, Dimi. I’m that one. Now, I like my privacy, and frankly, I’m here to save the world, motherfucker, so take some time and think about it. But if you go and try telling anyone about who and what I am? It’ll end badly for you.”
I’d already done the majority of the work for this, over the course of the flight, both because I wanted someone I could call on later, and because he seemed like a nice guy that would be handy if he owed me a favor. But as I checked his phone, I saw that blind luck and good timing were working together, so I made it beep, drawing his attention.
“Go on, check it,” I told him.
He swallowed hard, pulling the phone out and seeing an email had arrived during the landing, with him marked as copied in.
The email was from a division of Interpol to the head of the German division of the EASA, informing them that there was significant and proven evidence that Dimi had been a victim of an international smuggler, and that the entire loss of his license had been to cover her actions and asked for his full reinstatement.
“How...how the hell did you do this?” he asked, stunned. “Is this real?”
“It is. As to how, well, I went looking in the system and found a smuggler by the name of Kanundra. You ever hear of her?”
“Yeah, she’s a legend. Wait...why?”
“Well, Interpol have a massive file on her, it seems, and they’re investigating a possible cross over between you and her. Seems she used your flights to hide a few shipments of dubious nature.”
“Yeah, and she stiffed me on payments for that, as well,” he muttered, closing his eyes and taking a deep breath. “What I mean is—”
“Is that you were helping her smuggle shit, yeah, I know. There were too many crossovers of dates and your flights to hide that. Anyway, I simply made it clear to Interpol that she used you as a patsy, not a partner, and that the film of you jumping out and scaring the flight attendant was fake.”
“But it wasn’t.”
“You think I care?”
“You don’t?”
“Listen, Dimi, I want your skills. I need to get across borders without anyone the wiser. Hell, you think Oxus has a fucking passport? All I ask is that you don’t play silly games. I’ll pay you well enough that you don’t have to, but if you get my plane impounded, I will find you.”
“So...so Interpol, wait.”
“Interpol is massive, and the right hand has no clue what the left is doing. I gave them some information a while ago, a handful of things I’ve managed to find out of late. Let’s just leave it at that. So, when I dropped them your details, they accepted it and basically just emailed that request over. It’s all legitimate, and just like that, you can fly for us again.”
“You are shitting me,” he whispered, staring wide-eyed.
“Nope.”
“Ummmm, look, there’s a bus coming for you,” he said after a few seconds, pointing out of the window at a large coach that was trundling across the tarmac. “You...ah.”
“Just say it.”
“I need to borrow the plane.”
“Okay?”
“My girlfriend has only ever flown commercial. We’ve never been anywhere together I could fly her. Hell, I think she thinks I’m lying about being a damn pilot. I want to go pick her up from Hamburg,” he said all in a rush.
“When?”
“Now?”
“Fine, but take her to an island near here. I want you here if I need you inside of six hours.”
“I can get here from fucking Sweden in six hours,” he assured me. “Seriously. Without all the heavyweight shit in there and none of you fuckers? I can fly a lot faster.”
“Well, you’re paying for the fuel. Have fun,” I said, retracting the armor fully and leaving the cabin. “Keep the phone on you,” I called back over my shoulder, moving down to Belle and the others, and whistling loudly to get their attention.
“Okay, everyone!” I shouted, killing the last few conversations. “We’ve reached Sudan. Now, the air in here is still air-conditioned, so I know it doesn’t feel any different yet, but believe me, when we open that door, it’s going to change a lot.” I paused, seeing that apart from the hippies, none of them had a clue what I was saying.
“Ah, fuck it, it’ll be funny to watch.” I grunted. “I’ll go out and make sure that nobody can see us. Then I’ll call up, and I want you all to hurry down the steps and into the coach. That’s the big metal thingy that’s coming towards us.” I paused again, then sighed.
“Okay, fuck it, plan B. Hippies! When I shout, I want you to get everyone into the coach. Until then, keep them hidden in here.”
I got frowns from Annabeth and the others, but I really didn’t care. For the first time in far too long, I was in the same country as Ingrid, and if I was very lucky?
She might even be on the coach.
I paused at the top of the steps, reveling in the sudden blast of heat as I emerged from the plane, then jogged down them quickly, heat shimmering on the cracked tarmac as I approached.
I turned and leaned against the bottom of the steps, nodding to the man that had driven them over and waited, trying my hardest to appear nonchalant, all the while jumping up and down inside as I waited for the coach to reach me, its mirrored windows stopping me seeing inside.
It seemed to take forever, but eventually, it pulled up, the doors cracked open, and...Jack stepped out.
“Jack?”
“Hey, Steve! Wow, did you get bigger?”
“Uh, yeah, where’s Ingrid?”
“Oh! She’s back at the recycling plant, but she told me to make sure that there was nobody around to see you and your friends coming off the...oh,” he said, frowning as he spotted the man sat in the driving seat of the mobile stairs, now happily chomping on a sandwich.
“He’s fine. If everyone comes straight down the steps and onto the coach, he won’t see them, but what about the airport?” I asked.
“Oh, Ingrid spoke to the local authorities. She said not to worry, and that it was all sorted. They evacuated this side of the airport as a bomb drill, I think.”
“Damn...and the driver?” I asked, gesturing to the coach and getting a grin as it moved forwards a few feet, letting me see in the door. “Jay? Is that you?” I asked, spotting the mad chef.
“Yup!” he called down. “I learned to drive one of these after splitting up with the second wife. Had to live in a trailer for a while, practically the same thing!”
“Fuck’s sake, how many wives have you had again?” I asked, grinning.
“Uh, dunno, what year is it?” he asked, grinning back.
“We’ve got a few more minutes before the drill is over, but...” Jack pointed out.
“Point,” I agreed, turning back to the stairs and cupping my hands around my mouth. “HIPPIES! LET’S GO!” I shouted, before turning back to the coach, looking forward to seeing the look on Jack’s face when Ronai stepped out.
I waited as grumbling and swearing echoed down from above. The sound of feet on the steps rang down, then stunned amazement overcame Jack’s face.
I grinned. “Yeah, glad they’re on our side, eh? Hell of a fighter.”
“She is?!” Jack practically squeaked. I frowned, whipping my head around to see...Annabeth?
She was striding down the stairs, glaring at me, fit to stab me, as I looked behind her then back at Jack.
The Oracan were following her, and a few more of her people. No sign of Belle yet, or Oxus, actually, which made me sigh, as she may well have been making the most of her time.
“Fuck’s sake, am I gonna have to get her a chastity belt?” I muttered to myself, before Annabeth stomped to a stop before me, glaring.
“We’re not hippies!” she snarled, jabbing me with a stiffened finger. “We’re perfectly normal people, thank you very much, we just don’t appreciate violence!”
“You were starving in the middle of a forest full of deer,” I pointed out.
“Which part of ‘no violence’ are you having issues with?”
“The part that more than half of your people jumped at the chance to have venison as soon as it was offered, and where you’d all have been dead in another few months if we hadn’t agreed to take you,” I pointed out. “What, you think I didn’t notice how fast the queue formed for the barbecue?”
“We were starving, sometimes morals have to be sacrificed, but that doesn’t mean—”
“There’ll be bacon sandwiches sorted out as quick as we can!” I called to some of the passing hippies, prompting a happy cheer to rise as they streamed past, almost knocking Jack over in their rush to get aboard.
“That was cruel.” Annabeth sniffed, sweeping past me and climbing into the coach. I waved the Oracan aboard, then Xous and finally Oxus and Belle before sighing at the way Jack was staring at the coach.
I reached out and put my right hand on his shoulder and started to speak.
“Yes, as far as I know, she’s single. No, I don’t know for sure. Yes, she’s really a hippy, and no, I don’t think asking about ‘free love’ will end well,” I told him, getting a blank stare at the reference to free love.
“I don’t...I mean, I wouldn’t.”
“Yeah, whatever,” I muttered, pushing him ahead of me onto the coach, nodding my thanks to Ronai, who’d thoughtfully carried the matter converter down with him. “Is there anything else to come? Did we bring it all?” I asked, looking around and getting various grunts and nods as people held up handfuls of random things to show they’d helped.
“Good enough.” I smiled, turning to Jay. “Okay then, dude, let’s get the hell out of here.”
He nodded and started the engine up, just as Dimi waved down at me then pulled the door to the plane closed, pleased to take advantage of the offered chance to fly and pick his girlfriend up.
The coach rumbled across the tarmac and through a gated entryway, the gates opening automatically from the airport side. Then we were rolling out into traffic.
It was weird, considering the weeks I’d been in the depths of Russia. Now, only a few days later, to be surrounded by the honking and swearing mass of humanity. But as weird as I found it, it was nothing to the strangeness that the non-humans were experiencing.
I looked back at the various reactions on show, unable to help myself as I grinned, watching the faces of those sat further down the coach.
Xous was practically stuck to the window, face pressed up against the tinted glass and staring out in wide-eyed childish wonder at the madness that surrounded us. Oxus, far too large to even fit in a seat, was sat in the middle of the passenger gangway.
His head was still almost as high as those sitting in the regular seats on either side of him, and I noticed the uncertain looks on the faces of the Oracan, as well as the way the hippies had moved in almost instinctively to reassure them.
I turned back to the road ahead, watching as Jay argued with the sat-nav, and I tried to think about the best way to deal with the hippies. They were a good lot, and the way they’d gravitated to the non-humans was massively helpful. After all, I had no idea how I’d be keeping them all calm if not for their help, especially from the flights and more.
It'd just never occurred to me that a fringe group of lunatic hippies that were hiding out in the depths of Russia could be any use to anyone, least of all me.
“So boss, what’s the plan? And, uh, what’s going on with the recruiting, then?” Jay asked me.
I flashed a grin. “Honestly, mate, no fucking idea. How long’s the drive ahead of us?”
“It’s a fucker,” Jay said honestly. “We brought the jeep out here, and Zac took it back when we got the coach sorted. It’s about four hundred kilometers, thereabouts, but the jeep could take routes we can’t. We’re gonna have to go around a load of places. So settle in, boss, we’ve got at least nine hours ahead of us.”
“Shit, man, that bad?”
“There’s almost no roads,” Jay explained, rolling along the highway and taking a turnoff for the petrol station. “Basically, we stay on the highway for another twenty minutes, then we’re driving in the damn desert. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to do that with a tank that I don’t know is topped off and a few spare cans as well.”
“Point.” I grunted. “You got the money for this?”
“Company card, boss,” he explained, waving it at me. “Anders sorted it out. Between him, James, and Ingrid, well.” He shrugged, grinning. “The facility is getting sorted at a mad speed, should be up and running in, oh, a week or two?”
“That fast?”
“Believe me, we’ve all been busy.” Jack moved up and sat in a seat nearby. “Ingrid and Anders are everywhere, and as to Freja? She runs everything. You need a detail checked? Want to know when a shipment is coming in? She knows it all. Hell, she’s the one who’s setting up the international payments and the shipping arrangements.”
“Really?” I grunted, amazed.
“Oh yeah, man.” Jay pulled up, parking next to the pumps, then turned the engine off. He stood, stretching, then led the way down to the fuel pumps. Jack hurried across the asphalt to the small shop, apparently happy to buy “anything and everything” Annabeth had informed him we needed.
“I don’t know what you know, boss, so forgive me if I get this shit wrong,” Jay said, sticking the nozzle into the coach’s tank, and relaxing against the side of the vehicle. “But basically, once you’d gone, Anders got seriously involved. Between him, James, and Ingrid, things started moving fast. It only took a few weeks to get the purchase sorted. Basically, it’s full of all sorts of seriously nasty toxic waste, so the locals were over the moon that anyone would take it over.
“Anders pulled in a load of his ex-navy friends, filled all posts we needed and more, then pulled in Freja to do the ‘fiddly bits,’ as he called it. That means that he officially manages everything, while referring to Ingrid to make sure it’s what you both want done. Then he turns to Freja, and she actually makes it all work, while he runs around and deals with the rest. It’s seriously impressive, to be fair; they’re a hell of a team.”
“How about the facility?” I asked, wanting just to focus on Ingrid, but not letting myself yet.
“It’s almost up and running...well, the basic facility is. The solar cells are about twenty percent replaced. There were some on site still. The toxic shit kept it from being looted, and the company that had owned it just totally abandoned it all. Between the ones we could buy and the stores here, Zac managed to get this little team of engineers to install and set up enough of them to activate the main site.”
“Already?”
“Don’t get excited, boss, seriously,” Jay muttered, shaking his head. “It sounds great, but that’s the minimum systems, like lights and aircon. We’ve done a few test burns of the main incinerator, but the toxic sections are still sealed off, and as for the areas that have the nuclear shit in there—”
“There’s really nuclear waste?” I asked him, having been half convinced that there wouldn’t be, for some reason.
“Oh yeah, man. No matter what mental shit they were telling the world about this place, there’s a fuck ton of nuclear waste down there. It’s in a massive pools that are boiling like crazy. We can’t even get close enough to check it out, but Anders pulled some strings, and an old American mate of his from the Nukes is flying in now, should get here mid-day tomorrow.”
“Nukes?” I asked, frowning.
“The nuclear submarines. The engineers on the nuke subs are all mental bastards, but there’s nobody better at dealing with the seriously scary shit than them.”
“And he’s called one in?”
“He’s a friend, apparently. There’s some kinda seriously shit-hot NDA involved...besides, apparently, if we’ve got our own tame ‘nuke’ confirming that our process results in, well, non-nuclear leftovers? It’s a good thing.”
“Let’s hope,” I muttered. “So, Anders basically hired a fuck ton of his mates, and then what?”
“We all got our asses to work, the other sides of the company...did you even look at what his company did before you bought it?”
“Nope,” I admitted. “I knew he was involved in archeology, and he was a factory manager. Oh, and he’s ex-navy. That’s about all I knew about him beyond that he’s Ingrid’s dad.”
“Okay, well, they make parts for the big commercial machines, you know that heavy construction stuff? His company makes stuff for the cranes and the heavy goods vehicles, all the mental big boys’ toys.”
“Right?”
“Well, it means that they had the facilities to make some of the stuff we needed. Zac basically sent them a list of the shit he needed then pulled in another two of his mates as well. They hired a bunch of the locals and—”
“Wait, what?” I grunted, eyes widening. “This is supposed to be a top-secret fucking facility, man, it’s a cover for us to make the goddamn null blocks so we can make anything else we want!” I started to snap.
He grinned, holding one hand up, imploring patience.
“I know that, hell, we all know that, but.”
“But?”
“But Ingrid said you wanted to get rid of all the nuclear waste and shit, right?”
“Yeah, we do, but we don’t want outsiders looking at what we do!”
“Well, that’s all right, because they won’t see it. Zac came up with some kinda cover for it all, something about ‘redirecting the radiation to break down residual atomic bonds.’ I don’t know, makes no sense to me. But it’s all very logical, apparently, and cutting-edge. He said that it’s killing him using one of his theories as a mere cover, but fuck it.
“Ingrid approved it because it hides the real reason we’re gathering it all up, so we can use it in the converter. It also means its fantastically profitable, because all these countries that want rid of their nuclear waste basically just want a half-plausible excuse. Once it’s shipped off from them, they don’t give two shits. They’re paying through the nose. Hell, Freja had to limit the deposits and shipping dates for stuff after three days; there were that many of them trying to send shit. Scares the hell outta me—I had no idea there was so much out there!”
“Right,” I muttered, then sighed. “It sounds like everything’s on track, it’s just—”
“Just that it all happened without you?”
“Yeah, basically.”
“I know, man, it’s always the way. You think this is bad? My second wife...”
With that Jay was off, telling me a highly implausible story about one of his multitude of ex-wives. By the time we were rumbling through the desert again with the Oracan, hippies, and minotaurs all off their tits on sugar behind me, the wild story was getting more and more mad by the second.
By the end, the story had included three deaths by anteater, a blow-up doll, and hints dropped about an international people-smuggling ring that Jay had broken up all the while he’d been “cookin’ up a storm.”
I’d stopped listening about halfway, fairly sure that at least some of the fights were taken directly from a film about a man that was horrific at watching over his kids, them or other members of his family always being “taken” from him.
I’d settled back in relative comfort, watching out of the window as the coach bounced and rocked across the hard-packed dirt and sand. We rolled deeper and deeper into the desert, passing the occasional skeletons of those who had tried passing this way with less planning or technology.
The last three hours of the coach journey were the hardest, as the daft bastard Jack had, unbeknownst to me, bought a shit load of Merisa.
Alcohol in the Sudan was basically jet fuel, it turned out, but Jack had turned up with a lot of money, so it’d been sold to him at a random petrol station in massive quantities.
The three large containers I’d assumed were full of water were in fact local beer, strong enough it could also be used as paint stripper, and I’d been totally unaware that the Oracan had tried it.
They seemed to love it and had drank almost all of it before Xous tried it and promptly threw up. Oxus kicked off about them “poisoning” his son. Then something happened I missed, as the hippies were involved. Ten minutes later, with the windows and door open to get rid of the smell of minotaur vomit, Oxus was trying to out-drink Ronai, who apparently had the constitution of an...ox.
Jack had been very sheepish about the whole thing, right up until Annabeth came to his defense. Then, he’d basically stared at her pole-axed.
I gave up at that point and clambered out onto the roof of the coach, stripping down to my shorts and lying down, catching the last of the sun and enjoying the breeze.
Once the sun went down, I stayed up there as long as possible, but eventually I clambered back down, despite my wishes, and suffered alongside the others.
When the lights finally showed up on the horizon, and Jay called out “There’s our destination!” we were all thankful for the journey to end, and the cheers were astounding.
I forced myself to stay sat inside with the others, even though I desperately wanted to launch myself out of the open door and fly to Ingrid. I had been about to do just that, in fact, when Jack muttered that I’d done really well in not doing it already. He then went on to wondering if the facility was being watched by any live satellites at the minute.
I didn’t know if it was a deliberate ploy on his part, but considering when Annabeth wasn’t around, he was actually intelligent, I suspected it was. With no better plan, I settled back, grumbling.
An hour after we’d spotted it in the distance, we were passing between rows and rows of dead solar cells before rolling to a halt at the base of a massive, sand-scoured and ominous-looking tower.
The building, especially in the darkness, lit by only a handful of lights here and there and some navigation-warning lights for low flying aircraft, was impressive.
It was constructed from a mix of concrete, glass, and stainless steel, badly scoured by the regular sandstorms and the abandonment. Even to my enhanced eyes, it loomed. It was six or seven stories high, ringed on all sides by the solar cells. While the entire facility was capable of running on its interior generators, the cost of running them to a high enough level to incinerate the waste originally was only viable with the solar cells taking some of the load.
The sea of dead and degraded systems that surrounded the building now and the minimum lighting inside made it clear just how far the facility still had to go before it was brought back to life.
I didn’t care though, because as I stepped down from the coach, I could see her.
Ingrid was waiting for me at the foot of the short set of stairs leading up from the dirt to the main entrance. I ran over to her, uncaring of the way it looked as she broke into a huge smile and ran to meet me halfway.
I swept her up in my arms and kissed her soundly, holding her to me as she buried her head in my neck and clung to me.
I didn’t care where I was. I was home.




Chapter Forty-Four



The others filed off the coach behind me, voices rising as Jack and Jay introduced them around, pointing out the facility and generally keeping things running, while I fought back a tear, holding the woman I loved.
I pulled back and kissed her again and again before looking down at her breathless smile and realizing I was grinning like a loon as well.
“I just want to run away with you right now,” I admitted in a low voice to her.
She laughed, kissing me again.
“Well, not until I’ve gotten things sorted out here! I’ve been working my butt off while you’ve been on your nature hike!” she half-laughed, and half-scolded me.
“I missed you,” I told her honestly.
“I missed you too,” she assured me with a wide smile, kissing me one last time before pushing against my chest. I took the hint and let her down, turning to Anders and the others, seeing a beaming James standing next to him as they all waited for things to settle.
“It’s good to see you, my boy,” Anders said, reaching out and taking my hand, all the while clearly making the effort not to stare at my companions.
“And you, Anders, James,” I said, nodding at them both. Zac and Casey hurried down the stairs to join us, others spreading out behind them until there were literally dozens of us all gathering outside. “How about we all move inside and get to know each other?” I suggested, getting some wide-eyed stares from the rest of the staff.
I turned and called to Belle, who’d been staying carefully back from me, clearly working on some kind of formality that was either unique to her kind or lost to history.
“Belle!” I called.
She strode forwards, surprising me as I saw her for the first time in actual clothes, even if they were threadbare hippy ones. “This is Maribellya, and she’s been fantastically helpful to me on this trip; she’s essentially been my right hand.” I paused, swallowing and trying not to bite as I saw the risen eyebrows from James and Anders and the amused look on Ingrid’s face.
“She’s a dryad, and as such has certain cultural peculiarities,” I clarified. “One of which is that she is very literal when it comes to sexual things, so please, don’t be offended by her if she says something. Her species reproduces and helps their trees, as well as the earth, to grow by acquiring ‘seeds,’ specifically from any male adults that are available.” A rapidly darkening frown clouded Anders’s face as I went on. “I’m just going to come out and say this, however, because I don’t want any confusion. I’ve not been ‘donating’ any ‘seed’ to her, okay? Me no fucky-fucky.”
I looked around, making that as clear as I could, and saw the shocked stares, the glares, and more from people, before Belle stepped forward and spoke a lot more carefully.
“I’m sorry to have brought confusion to the group,” she said, her voice clear and sweet. “It is true my kind require other species to fertilize us. As such, we have been seen as ‘wanton’ in the past. But I would never seek to press my desires on another. Steve has made it clear that he is taken, and as such, I have remained separate from him. I was given permission to accompany him by the Erlking, both to assist in his quest to heal the Mother and to try and rescue my sisters.”
“There are other dryads in danger?” Anders asked, stepping forward and meeting her gaze.
“There are three others of my kind who still live. One is buried, one is trapped on a tiny island, and one is stuck in a hidden valley far to the south.”
“We’ll rescue them,” I assured her, turning back to the others. “We can talk about this inside, and in private, but essentially, if you see Belle and she’s different, be aware that she picks and alters her form to seduce the ones she’s speaking to. It’s not entirely intentional. If you’re not interested, just tell her. She also, however, as part of her kind’s gifts, speaks just about any language and can fit in literally anywhere. I trust her, so that should say a lot.”
“It really does. Welcome to the team,” James said, stepping forward and shaking her hand. She smiled widely, and already I could see the slight changes that spoke of her making “adjustments” to the situation.
“Also, for everyone’s attention, these are Oxus and Xous.” I introduced the pair, them both stepping forward at the sound of their names. Belle moved back to them, speaking quickly and clearly helping them with the language.
I blinked, remembering that Oxus hadn’t spoken English before, then he somehow did, so Belle must have…I shook myself, banishing the thought as something I’d look into another time as I went on.
“You may know their kind from the legends of minotaurs. Yes, they are fantastically strong and highly skilled warriors. But they are also a father and son who are under my personal protection. They have come here to start a new life, one that will involve healing the world around us. Please be respectful and kind to them. They, and all of those I’ve brought with me, know little about the way the world works.”
“We do!” called Annabeth.
I closed my eyes, starting to count to ten, getting to four before she went on. “We’re here to help the others and you all, save Mother Gaia, and—”
“And this is Annabeth and her merry band of hippies.” I spoke over her, giving Ingrid and the others a look that expressed my lack of patience. “She and her people have been helping the minotaurs and Oracan on the journey. Speaking of the Oracan, that’s the last group. Yes, I’m sure they look familiar to you from legends as well, but to be clear, they are Oracan. They’re extremely gifted warriors, and they’re here as part of our tribe. They will provide protection and more.”
“Welcome then, welcome home!” Anders called out, stepping forward and looking up at Oxus, who stared down at him, as if weighing and measuring the much smaller man. “I bet you could do with some food and somewhere to rest?” Anders asked.
Oxus turned, looking down at Belle, who spoke quickly, translating the older man’s words.
“Yes. Rest, clean, food,” Oxus repeated firmly after asking Belle for the correct words.
“Then we can arrange all of those,” Anders said briskly, even as James was arranging people to lead the others inside. “Let’s get inside!”
I followed Anders, feeling the wonderful sensation of Ingrid’s hand clinging to mine, her fingers and mine interlaced as we walked. The others were separated off to quarters that had already been prepared, after I’d told Ingrid about those I was bringing with me.
Once that was done, we got everyone sorted for food, drinks, somewhere to rest, and basic cleaning facilities, which utterly blew the minds of the Oracan and minotaurs when they encountered the shower block. I was eventually pushing a door closed with my back and staring down at a beaming Ingrid.
The others had basically seen that I was going to be fuck-all use to them for a while, as totally consumed as I was by Ingrid and she by me. Anders, clearly trying not to think about what we were going to be doing, suggested we meet up for a late dinner in two hours.
“Let’s make it three,” Ingrid said firmly, leading me by the hand away from the others and to her—and now our—suite near the top of the facility.
It was a beautiful suite as well, one that spoke of James’s efforts, regardless of the fact he was no longer a butler. The rooms were spotless, simply but elegantly furnished. Somehow, despite the fact the man had been with me all the time, there were still two steaming cups of coffee on the table waiting for us when we entered.
I’d barely got the door closed when Ingrid was kissing me. I lifted her in my arms, feeling her wrapping her legs around me as I took her weight with one hand under her ass and the other around her back.
The next few hours passed in a blur, but it was a hell of one, and by the end of it, the pair of us were laid panting side by side on the bed.
“So...you missed me, then?” Ingrid managed after a few minutes, and I lifted my head to grin at her, before rolling over and kissing her again.
“You know I did.”
“I missed you, too,” she said, reaching out and wrapping her arms around my neck to kiss me again.
“So, what’s been happening?” I asked.
She nabbed a pillow to get more comfortable. “Well, the site is minimally operational.” Her eyes stared far away as she mentally slipped from fun Ingrid to work Ingrid. “There’s heat and water...well, there’s plenty of heat. I should say there’s cool and water, really, as we’ve got the aircon working at last. The first few days without it in the bowels of this place were just nasty!”
“I bet.”
“Well, we set up the matter converter in the middle of the first ring. The place is laid out in three concentric rings below ground, with the tower above and the entrances and exits basically being all there is above the ground level. The first ring was a hell of a mess. When the facility went down, they just basically turned it off and ran, as containment was looking pretty bad for the toxic areas.”
“How bad?” I asked, concern in my voice.
“Not that bad, but considering some of the stuff that’s in there? Not good, either. Basically, we were all in hazmat suits the first few days, and the decontamination showers were the first priority to get powered by the additional generators we brought.
“Once the converter was in place, we split into two teams, with one stripping the local rooms and feeding the converter. The other was piling up all the contaminated and toxic materials that looked unsafe for storage. We made that the priority to be fed into the machine. Boom, two days later, the site was usable, if a bit toasty. Then we blocked the toxic areas off as best as we could and changed the teams around.”
“How bad was the toxic area?” I interrupted.
“Pretty bad. Whatever they were telling the world, the majority of the business here was disposing of stuff that was in unmarked drums, with no shipping consignments or locations of origin. As near as we can tell, there’s everything from nuclear waste in the third ring to biological contaminants and diseases in ring two. It’s nasty.”
“Shit,” I muttered. “I mean, I knew there’d be some of that here, but—”
“But you thought it was standard stuff, just dangerous. Yeah, that’s what we thought until we got deeper. Then we just closed those sections off. No matter that they all ran when they shut the place down, someone made damn sure the computers and all the records were wiped very carefully,” Ingrid muttered darkly. “Like I say, we cleaned the damaged things away, converted them all into null blocks, then sealed up the second ring for now. The teams rotate between the boring but steady work of feeding the mess in ring one to the converter, replacing the damaged solar cells, or working on the runway and railway system.”
“How long on them?”
“The runway was basically just covered by years of sand drifting across. It’s about halfway clear now, and we’re spreading some kind of fast-drying cement across it as its cleared. I don’t get it all, but it’s basically making it smoother and stronger, so I just agreed. The railway goes directly to the Port of Sudan, or that was the plan. It was only half-finished, as it’s literally the length of the country. We’ve been focusing on the local area, as Mor has assured us that the other nations can get stuff to us by helicopter and plane in the short term.”
“How long ‘til they start sending the first shipments?” I asked, frowning.
“Start?” Ingrid snorted. “There were shipments that were in transit when the site went down. They’ve been at the center of quiet legal battles for years, apparently, with the local government threatening to let international journalists look at it unless they got better aid payments.
“They got the payments because the other alternative was for those governments to take the shipments back and have these radioactive or bio-weapons on their own land. As soon as we declared we’d be open for business ‘soon,’ we were inundated with demands to book the space.”
“Is it actually viable?” I asked her, kissing her gently and smiling at the sensible and calculating version of the woman I loved, who was discussing international politics while stretched out naked after being shagged to within an inch of her life. Half an hour ago, the look on her face was massively different from the one she wore now. Yet every second I watched her, I fell more in love.
She was far smarter than I was. The way she and her family had developed my half-assed idea proved that, as did the way she effortlessly had all the data to hand on the site. She started to reel off the details on chemical burns, Tokamak limitations, and toroid designs.
It was all meaningless to me, and I stopped her with a kiss.
“Darlin’, I’m sorry, but I don’t understand any of that,” I admitted, kissing her again. “Dumb it down a bit, okay?”
“It’s massively profitable,” she said, giving a little laugh. “Sorry, I get a bit carried away, I know. Okay, look, the original site needed to produce utterly insane temperatures to deal with the waste they were given; we don’t. The solar cells we’ve repaired so far are basically enough for us to run more than half the site with all its needs, another few days?”
She shrugged. “We’ll have enough up and running that we don’t really need to do the rest. I’d recommend we do, because that’s part of how we’re advertising we’re fixing this, but still. Once the cells are running? We can probably lay power lines to the nearest power grid and start charging them for the excess. Because we don’t need to run a real incineration site, we don’t need most of the really expensive stuff. We just need to feed it to the converter, so if we can make some more of those, preferably larger, and maybe get an automated system to funnel it through and collect the null blocks?”
“Profitable?” I prompted again.
She nodded, rolling off the bed and padding across the room, her bare feet landing softly on the cool stone floor.
“The profit to loss ratio is utterly insane, according to my father. We’ve actually kept the prices the same as they were charging originally, because the governments can afford it. But our costs are around ten percent of the old company’s ones, and they were making a damn good profit on it then.”
I rolled onto my side, watching her as she crossed the floor, checking the coffee and sighing that yes, it was cold, before squatting down and pulling a pair of water bottles from an under-bench fridge. She turned back to me and cocked one eyebrow inquisitively.
I shook my head.
“What?” she asked, and I smiled, sitting up to catch the water bottle she tossed to me, cracking it open and taking a drink before responding. I drank in the sight of her, long blonde hair disheveled, no makeup on, and now minus the rather nice underwear she’d demonstrated earlier to me.
“Honestly, I’m just enjoying the view,” I said to her, getting a grin in return.
“You’re not so bad yourself, you know,” she said, moving closer and kissing me, before making a show of looking me over and grinning to demonstrate that she liked what she saw.
I stood, towering over her by at least a foot, heavily muscled to her lean beauty. My beard and hair were shaggy again and in need of a trim, while she...I couldn’t help but grin as I reached out and gently turned her, looking at her lower back.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“You’ve either got a bruise on your ass, or...” I started, then rubbed my thumb across it, smearing the faint mark. “How did you get dirt there?” I asked her, indicating high on her hip, where her ass met the side on the right.
“Oh gods,” she muttered, wiping at it. “You’re going to laugh.”
“Probably,” I admitted, grinning.
“I was helping Zac and Casey in the primary toroid. There’s this little section that’s a nightmare to get to. Zac can’t get in, Casey is too short, and to make adjustments, you need to take the whole thing apart, or...”
“Or?”
“Or if you can fit, you can climb up it and then down the back, and that’s what I did.”
“Right?” I agreed, not really understanding what that had to do with anything.
“Well,” she said, drawing the word out, “when I did that, and I’d fixed the problem, it was literally a case of two hex nuts that wouldn’t seat properly.”
“Yeah?”
“I was upside down,” she continued. “And to get out, Casey and Zac had to get another set of ladders and lift me up and out.”
“Okay,” I said, nodding. “That’s not too bad.”
“And to lift me, they had to pull on my coveralls, which ripped, and I fell out.”
“You fell out?” I asked, frowning.
“I was wearing underwear, but you’ve no idea how hot it gets down there!” Ingrid started to defend herself, and I couldn’t help it, I started to laugh.
“You fell out of your coveralls?” I chortled.
“They don’t make ones that fit me,” she grumbled, pretending to be offended. “If I get the ones that are tall enough, I could fit two people in them with me, they’re that loose!”
“And the smaller ones are tight as all hell,” I agreed, having worn similar coveralls for welding. They all assumed if you were tall, you were fat, and that your arms were only so long. Freaks of nature like me with broad shoulders and long limbs were shit outta luck. We were reduced to either custom coveralls—which were insanely expensive—massive, baggy things, or just putting up with the burns.
That was why my forearms were speckled with dozens of scars that made me look like a heroin addict to anyone not familiar with welding, while anyone who was...well, they recognized the holes that glowing hot metal sparks burrowed into your skin.
“So, you fell out of your overalls and ended up with dirt all over your ass?” I asked her, and she snorted a laugh at me.
“I’d lost track of time, and then when James sounded the buzzer to let everyone know you were near, I panicked,” she said. “I ignored the poppers, and yeah, I fell out. Then I got back in, obviously, with Casey making sure Zac didn’t get an eyeful. Then I ran up here and had the fastest shower I’ve ever had, wanting to be ready for you.”
“Well, I really appreciate you meeting me on the stairs,” I said, smiling and taking her back in my arms, kissing her again, before glancing across the room at the very nice underwear that was scattered about it. “And I liked the underwear as well,” I said quickly.
“Really? You didn’t seem that interested,” she disagreed, shaking her head, before laughing and kissing me again. “Okay, maybe you were too interested...I’ll wear it again for you sometime soon.”
“Promises, promises.” I growled, nibbling on her neck, while sliding a hand up to cup one breast, even as I drew my fingertips lightly up her back.
“Ah-ah!” she gasped, pushing me back. “No playing now, you’ve gotten some of the good stuff, now you need to pay for it!”
“Oh?”
“Dinner. In the mess hall, admittedly, but with everyone, and remember, Far is going to be there, so behave!” she laughed. Taking a few steps back and letting out a groan, she stretched her legs out. Deliberately bending at the waist while facing me, she slipped into some insane yoga pose.
I never knew what they were called, I just knew that every time I saw her “stretching,” I wanted to jump on her.
“That’s cruel, you know,” I pointed out, admiring the view and not concealing the twitch of interest.
“I’m sore,” she reprimanded me. “I ache in places I’m not going to discuss, and I have to sit and be ladylike with Far and everyone downstairs when they all damn well know what we’ve been doing up here.”
“I didn’t hear you complaining earlier,” I pointed out to her.
“That was earlier,” she replied, blushing primly before letting a grin slip free. “And it’ll be repeated later, lots. But for now, clothes on.” She slowly straightened and let out a sigh. She about-faced and headed for a wardrobe, pressing the door and letting it recess into the wall, showing a massive walk-in wardrobe area that was noticeably empty.
“They took the time to clean out their clothes?” I asked her, following her in and sighing in happiness. My clothes lay all neatly folded or hanging on one side with hers on the other.
The room was still barely half-full, and that was with both of our clothes all set out.
“Actually, bugger this, I’ll be two minutes!” I said firmly, turning and running to the bathroom. “I’ve been in the middle of nowhere for a long time!” I grabbed a shower gel and stepped into the bliss of an overly hot shower.
Ten minutes later, I was almost human again, my hair and beard still a little out of control but tamed with various products. My undercarriage was cradled in comfortable as well as clean boxers for the first time in seemingly forever.
“I don’t care what anyone thinks of me.” I grunted, pulling my clothes on and settling the top in place. “Fabric softener is one of mankind’s greatest inventions.”
“You never cease to amaze me,” Ingrid whispered, standing on her tiptoes and kissing me.
“Why?” I asked when we were done, and as I put my shoes on.
“You’re basically becoming the boogie-man for all the gangs out there, you terrified an entire prison into swearing to be good for the rest of their lives, and you just spent more than a month fighting and hunting werewolves, not to mention getting Oracan and minotaurs to swear allegiance.”
“Yeah?”
“And then you’re doing a little ‘happy-dance’ because you’ve got soft pants on.”
“Hey, good pants are important!” I pointed out.
“Yeah,” she agreed. “Next time, though, I’m totally filming that.”
“Feel free to bring a camera to the bedroom if you want,” I told her with a grin. “Could be fun, watching ourselves while we—”
“And that’s enough of that!” Ingrid said firmly, pressing one hand to my mouth. “I swear you’re like a dog with two dicks!”
“Where’d you hear that?” I laughed.
“Casey, that’s what she calls Zac, says he’s a pest at times.”
“I bet he is.”
“You’re worse!”
“I like to think I’m better, actually,” I replied aloofly.
She laughed as we headed out of the room and down the corridor to the lift. I’d barely paid attention on the way up and into the bedroom, having been firmly focused on Ingrid and the look she’d given me, as well as the knowledge of why we were both running in this direction.
Now, heading back down the hallway, I noticed the indentations in the carpet where stands had once been and the lighter patches on the walls where some pictures had been removed, while others still hung, dusty.
“What happened to this place?” I asked.
“Hmmm?” she replied, having been thinking something else, then followed my gaze. “Oh, the paintings? No clue. We think that when they ran, they grabbed the ones that were worth real money. The ones they left, well, they’re nice and all, but that’s the best that can be said.”
“And the indents?” I asked, gesturing.
“The same. There were three tables up here. One had some really dead flowers on it; the other two were empty, so we took them down and put them into the converter.”
I stepped into the elevator with her and waited as she hit the button for sub level one.
“Why is there carpet here, but not in our room?” I asked as the doors started to close.
“They left the curtains open when they left,” Ingrid said, shaking her head. “A couple of years of bright Saharan sunlight on just one patch of the carpet bleached it and made it all crispy like it was burned. It was horrible to walk on, and I just tore it out after the first night.”
“Fair enough!” I said with a grin. “I suppose it means no carpet burns.”
“Behave!” Ingrid snapped, going bright red as she remembered the incident that resulted in carpet burns, just as the doors opened and her father stepped into the lift, joining us on our way down.
“Ingrid, Steve,” he said, frowning at us as I grinned.
“Good to see you, Anders,” I said.
“Are you okay?” he asked his daughter.
She nodded, forcing a smile and unable to speak as she frantically tried to think of something else to say, rather than that particular memory.
“Yeah, coughing fit,” I lied easily to him.
“Dust,” she managed after a second.
He relaxed, nodding and seemingly accepting that.
“So...obviously, Ingrid has filled me in on everything now, Steve,” he said after a few seconds. I nodded as he seemed to search for what he was trying to say. “I was a captain in the navy, and...and things happened. Both aboard my ships and between my sailors and others, elsewhere.” He sighed and shook his head. “Ingrid told me about the things that were done to you and the things you’ve done. I guess what I’m trying to say is that, if you need to talk, I’m here. No judgement.”
“Thank you, Anders,” I said after a brief pause, unsure how to respond. “I’m okay now, but yeah, there are times that things get a little too much, so thank you,” I repeated, thinking back to the time that Belle had essentially tranq’d me at the hippy village.
“I’ve seen the armor in pictures. On the TV as well, but...” Anders said after a few seconds.
“Wanna see it?” I asked him, a grin spreading.
“Later!” Ingrid elbowed my stomach just in time to announce, “We’re here.”
The lift rolled to a stop with a gentle bump and feeling of heaviness before the doors smoothly slid open.
“Later!” I promised Anders, who smiled.
The rest of the evening was a magnificent. The food was both simple and excellent, as well as being available in massive quantities. Jay and his two assistants wowed us all and especially the Oracan, who’d never had burgers before and attacked the feast with savage glee.
Oxus and Xous were a strange mix; they happily ate chicken and fish and showed absolutely no issues when I tried to be tactful, explaining what the burgers were made of. Xous was unwilling to try it while Oxus ate three of them with extra cheese.
They were apparently “mainly” herbivores, according to Belle, who happily sat by the massive pair’s side, drinking water.
“They eat mostly simple grains and plants, but there’s no issues for them in eating meat; it’s simply a more efficient way to gain the same nutrients,” she assured me. I frowned then dismissed it.
“Don’t you eat?” Ingrid asked.
Belle smiled at her. “I can, and on occasion I do, but honestly, I require little. My body is highly efficient at converting water and sunlight into energy,” she assured us all. “When the time comes to birth a new tree, I will eat, and I’ll require a great deal of food, mainly meat. But until then, the occasional meal of fruit and nuts is sufficient.”
“Loves a mouthful of nuts, that girl,” I muttered, unable to help myself. Ingrid, who was taking a sip of her drink at that moment, almost choked.
“Oh, I do,” Belle replied to Ingrid earnestly, keeping her face absolutely straight.
“I...I’m sure,” Ingrid managed to get out, before turning to look at Belle and snorting a laugh as Belle winked slowly. “You get his humor already?” Ingrid asked.
“I do, although it’s a little different from any I’d encountered before. It’s an advantage of my species. While lesser dryads have some small ability in this regard, sensing emotions and a little rudimentary telepathy, greater dryads are considerably more powerful. The ability is refined as we age, hence for me, getting this one’s attempts at ‘humor’ is very simple.” Belle inclined her head towards me.
“You said you liked it!” I complained, and she sighed, almost exactly mimicking Ingrid.
“Oh, Steve, it’s not really the first time you’ve been lied to like that, is it?” she asked, shaking her head.
Ingrid burst out laughing.
“I think this is as good a time as any. Anders, you still want to see it?” I asked, wincing as I waited for a comment from Belle. Fortunately, she was already in conversation with Ingrid and pretended to have missed it.
I glared at Belle as she started acting out something to do with a horn on something’s head, judging from the gestures, and decided that somewhere else would be a great place to be, as Ingrid started to choke on her drink.
Anders stood quickly. James, who’d been on the far side of him, stood as well, gesturing to two of the engineering team that were sat with Zac.
“Do you mind if we join you?” James asked.
I shrugged, looking at him quizzically as the pair stood quickly, dragging Zac to his feet as well. “No that’s fine, but the other two?” I asked, having noticed they were watching me all night.
“Corey and Joseph.” James introduced the pair as they moved over to join us. “As the two main engineers under Zac, they’ve been exposed to some of the technology we’re using. As such, well, they required a more thorough explanation of the principles behind it and where it’s coming from.”
“Joy.” I sighed, unhappy about anyone else finding out about me, but understanding the need to share with them.
“Steve, Belle said I should ask you about the unicorn…?” I heard Ingrid call, and I spoke up hurriedly.
“Come on, then,” I agreed, leading them all from the room before I had to respond to it. Anders took over, directing me to the left and down to the second sub-level.
The space wasn’t really intended for six of us, and it was a bit of a sausagefest until we reached the third level, and we all shuffled out.
“Next time, I wait for the second lift,” Corey muttered, smiling widely for James when he turned around and glared at him.
“Okay, then, you all came for the gun show, I guess,” I said, pinging the enclosed space ahead with my senses, searching for any recording devices and so on.
When I found three, I paused, searching more carefully. Another two were there but not currently broadcasting, despite being connected to the grid.
I held up a hand as James started to ask a question, and I kept searching, accessing each of the devices individually. One of the active and inactive units were the same, or used the same encryption, while the others...they were all different.
I twisted around, speaking distractedly as I hacked the systems. Cursing myself, I realized I’d been so diverted by Ingrid earlier that I’d not searched, and I damn well should have.
“Who has access to here?” I asked.
“Everyone, in theory,” James answered. “The systems are only just coming online, after all. We’ve not had time to install security features, and—”
“How bad is it?” Anders asked brusquely.
“Five separate recording devices. Three were active, two on standby,” I replied, mind flashing down the various systems, locking the two inactive ones down, cutting power to another section of the room, as that was thankfully on a different fuse. That left two systems live.
One was a camera and microphone, the other just a microphone. I dove into the camera first, flashing through the system, finding a dedicated relay, one that had been there for some time. It was recently refurbished, judging from the control logs...and a system that ran higher in the tower, past our quarters and up to the...
“What’s on the top floor?” I asked.
“Control tower. It’s also where the satellite coms and relays are all built in,” Anders replied.
“We’ve got satellite coms?” I muttered, shaking my head. Of course we did. It was the middle of the goddamn desert; it wasn’t like the big cell companies were going to have goddamn signal masts out here.
“We do, but they’re down,” James said.
I glanced at him, frowning.
“I took them down as soon as I knew you were close, just in case,” he told me.
“You legend,” I said, the frown melting. “What made you think of that?”
“We’d not told anyone beyond the core team when you were coming in, so I thought it was best, just in case.”
“So, now we just need to find out who the hell planted a load of cameras and—” Anders started.
“I don’t think we do...not entirely.” I moved to the one of the cameras, reaching up and gripping the plastic housing that surrounded it, unable to keep from smiling as I noted the old-school speaker design. “It’s covered in dust, and while the relay was replaced recently, I don’t think the camera was.” I pulled the entire unit free, a cracking sound echoing around the silent room as I did so.
“Zac, the relay is in that box.” I directed him, mentally elsewhere as I pointed vaguely at the wall, getting a growl of frustration for him.
“That’s me, boss. I replaced those day before yesterday, the whole set, they were fucked.”
“You replaced them personally?” Anders asked.
He nodded, looking sick. “Aye, mate. Look, boss, I swear—” he started, and I waved a hand at him in negation.
“I trust you, Zac,” I assured him. “I’m in the system, and the logs are live recently, probably motion-triggered, or event-triggered. Either way, I think they’re old. Hell, all of them are, different styles, different coding in the systems, but they’re all shite.”
“You think someone was spying on them?”
“Aye, I do. I’ve found six more, or at least six more relays bearing the same signatures spread out around the building. Not sure what the hell they were looking for.”
“It’s the biological weapons and the nuclear waste,” Anders said. “The nations that produced them wanted rid of them, but they won’t have trusted whoever was running the facility to not sell them. I bet we’ll find a hell of a lot more evidence of them throughout the facility, dammit.”
“No, this is a good thing,” I assured him, getting a disbelieving stare from him. “Anders, seriously. Okay, look, everyone. Yes, you knew I’d be different, augmented. What you’re probably getting now is that I can remote hack anything and everything that’s network-capable. I can also take these systems over and integrate them. We don’t need all of them; hell, the more I look, the more there are of these damn things, but looking at it another way? We’ve a ready-built security system here.”
“That’s not all,” Anders grunted.
“Oh?”
“Can you trace the signals?”
“Easily, depending on the range,” I admitted. “If it’s too far, well, I need to travel down the signal, so I need bandwidth, essentially. Fiber optic is the best.” I used the terms easily now, despite the fact that, a year ago, my entire understanding of the internet could be summed up by “magic gnomes carry it down the pipes.”
“Then you can find out who’s been spying on the facility,” he pointed out.
I nodded slowly, staring at the quest that had just popped up.
Quest Uncovered!
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“That makes no fucking sense,” I muttered. “Why the hell give me a quest because Anders suggests tracing it. Why not generate it automatically?” I shook my head, dismissing the vagaries of the system and moving on, dismissing the screen. “Who’s ready for the gun show?” I asked, rubbing my hands together and grinning, before spreading my arms wide and clapping my hands together hard, pulling my armor up at the same time as my palms slapped together, making everyone jump.
The entire room erupted in swearing, shock, and no small degree of awe, especially as even James and Zac hadn’t seen this iteration of the armor fully.
I’d chosen the dark crusader version, and I had to admit I looked fucking awesome. Even more so when I slowly extruded both blades, flexing them into position and unfurling my wings.
That brought silence for about three seconds. Then the engineers were off. They asked questions at around a billion miles an hour, barely even attempting to be coherent as they spoke, asking, begging, prodding, poking, and pulling.
I quickly retracted the blades then my helm.
“Stop, you bloody idiots!” I snapped, glaring at them and making them all freeze. “First of all, I can’t understand a damn word you’re saying when you all talk at once. Second, these blades can cut titanium like fucking butter. You just tried to test the edge with a finger!” I pointed at Corey. “You’d have lost the damn thing if I hadn’t spotted it!”
They looked like kids who’d just been chased back from touching the shiny toys.
“Right, I’ve retracted the blades. You can look at the armor...look!” I shot a withering glare at Corey as he reached for my arm again. “You look with your fucking eyes, man! Not your fingers!”
“It’s like dealing with children,” Anders muttered.
James laughed, shaking his head. “No, my friend, engineers are far worse than children! A child who burns himself on the fire learns a valuable lesson; an engineer makes a glove and tries again. They keep going until the fire is tamed or they’re burned to a crisp!”
“Perhaps we can talk later,” Anders said to me, forcing a smile.
I realized that this had been in part, a pretense. Ingrid had warned me that Anders was determined to support me, and his seeming interest in the armor had no doubt been genuine...but he’d also been intending on talking to me and giving me the chance to talk to him.
I hesitated for a moment, then shook my head. “No,” I said firmly. “Everyone else, this is something that can be done another time. You want to see the armor and examine it? Tomorrow, I’ll be searching the network pathways of the entire damn facility. I’ll do it with my armor active, and you can look at it all you want. Look, I say, you fucking nutter,” I snapped, pointing a finger at Corey, who had already reached for my arm again. “Go on, I need to speak to Anders,” I finished, seeing the disappointed look on the faces of the engineers and the approval on James’s as he clearly realized what I was doing.
“Come on, then.” James chivvied the others out of the room as Anders stepped forwards to stand by my side. Zac went quickly, reaching out and grabbing Corey by the ear and half-dragging, half-guiding him, while Joseph simply nodded and moved along.
Thirty seconds later, the lift was humming away, and the two of us were left in the silent lower floor. I realized that I had utterly no clue what I should say.
“So,” I mumbled, and Anders smiled, reaching out and snagging a pair of chairs that stood by one wall.
“Do you want to keep the armor...on? Active?” he asked, unsure of the correct terminology.
“I don’t mind,” I answered. “It’s literally attached to me, perfectly fitted, so it’s comfortable. But it’s down to you. If you want to look at it, I can keep it active?”
“Maybe another time,” Anders said, smiling, as he reached in the pocket of his jacket and pulled a hip flask free. He unscrewed the top, took a nip of whatever it was, then passed it to me.
I sniffed it, eyes almost watering at the scent of rough, barely distilled grain whisky. With a cough, I shook my head before taking a nip anyway then passing it back to him.
“Man, you must have no taste buds left if you’re drinking that out of choice,” I managed, staring at him.
“I got a taste for it a few years back,” he supplied. “A good few years, actually, off the coast of a Scottish island. We were part of an exercise taking place there, and...”
He talked for a little while before falling silent. Then, when I tried prompting him, he asked me questions instead, carefully drawing me out, until soon, despite the fact that my beautiful girlfriend was sitting a few floors above me, along with all our people, I found I myself going back to the start, and talking long into the night with Anders.




Chapter Forty-Five



By the time we left the second level, Anders was more than half-cut, staggering slightly as we returned to the first sub floor and the canteen. We found it deserted beyond a handful of snoring Oracan, and surprisingly, Zac, who was passed out on a bench.
We moved on, me feeling guilty that I’d left Ingrid, but better for talking to her father, even as he tried to maintain his stoic exterior.
We took the lift upwards again, stopping on the floor below ours to let him out. As he was leaving the lift, he paused, holding a hand over the doors to stop them closing as he looked at me for a long minute.
“You’re not a good man,” he said eventually.
I nodded to him, feeling suddenly like shit.
“But,” he said, lifting one hand and gripping my shoulder tightly, staring up into my eyes. “You try to be one.”
“I do—” I started to say, only to be cut off by him shaking his head and squeezing my shoulder.
“No, Steve, this is important. I need to say it, and you need to hear it. You’re not a good man. You’re really not, but you try, and that matters! It makes all the difference, you see? Anyone can be good or bad. You are what you are, they always say. But it takes a hell of a man to try and be more! You have power, you have a power I could never have imagined, and you could do so much. You could be so good, or so incredibly, terribly bad.” He paused, taking a deep breath and going on.
“You’ll change the world, Steve, no matter which path you choose. You could do wonderful or terrible things, and there’s nobody who can stop you.”
“Oh, there is,” I corrected him, thinking of how easily the Erlking had killed me.
“And that’s the point! You restrict yourself for her, for us!” He shook his head before going on. “You make yourself act in the best interests of humanity, because you’re not a good man, Steve. you fight the fights we can’t, for her and for us, because you’re not good. And...and instead, you’re more! Your choices to come might be why kids in the future look back and read your name in history books, like they did with Alexander the Great. They’ll be learning about you, and it’s your choice now, son. You need to know that. You need to know that your actions now are what decides the future for the rest of us!” With that, he squeezed my shoulder once more, then patted my cheek and walked off, somewhat unsteadily.
“Thanks, Anders,” I whispered, shaking my head as the door closed on him. “I think?”
I headed up to our room, sneaking in and standing at the foot of the bed. Ingrid snored gently, a habit she refused to admit to, and I couldn’t help but smile.
“For you?” I whispered. “For you I will be great.”
Ingrid shifted in bed, hearing me despite my best effort and blinked up at me sleepily. She smiled, reaching out to me.
I moved in close, sitting on the edge of the bed, kissing her and smiling when she wrinkled her nose then pulled back.
“You’ve been drinking with Far!” she accused. “I know that smell!”
“Yeah, he wanted to talk to me,” I admitted.
“I know.” She broke off with a long yawn, then shifted back in the bed, making room for me. “Sorry. He’s been wanting to talk to you since we told him everything. I think he’s worried about you.”
“Well, he knows it all now,” I said, remembering the look on his face as I’d admitted to some of the things I’d done...including the robbery, killing Mikhail, and the deaths of the smugglers.
I’d never told Ingrid about some of those things. Well, I had, but they’d been very general. With Anders, it’d been like speaking to a priest was supposed to be, I guessed. Less of the “open wide” and more of the admitting guilt and still being accepted.
It was a weird feeling, I reflected as I stripped off and headed for the bathroom, brushing my teeth and using the facilities. I’d admitted the worst sides of myself to Anders. Yeah, he’d been getting steadily smashed, but he’d listened enough I was sure he’d remember it all. I now had a father-in-law in all but name who really, really knew what I was.
That was both terrifying and incredibly, weirdly freeing.
I returned to Ingrid who gave me a single, chaste kiss, then snuggled into my side and promptly fell asleep again. I lay there, wired on a mix of adrenaline, worry, and euphoria.
I reached up and gently stroked her hair, feeling the silken softness of it under my calloused fingers and the warmth of her body pressed against my side, her silken negligee blatantly chosen to entice as much as cover.
I forced my mind away from that, listening to the gentle sound of her breathing as she sank deeper into sleep. I reached out, scanning the room instead, stiffening unconsciously as I found four more devices in here.
One was her own phone, and after checking it, I released it; it was fine and still locked down to only us. Of the other three systems, two were old, linked to storage buried in the main network. I’d dig them out later, but looking at the logs, they’d been recording on motion but nothing else.
They’d also not been accessed beyond me logging in now. I spun up the recording to test it and paused, unable to help myself as I watched Ingrid walking out of the shower and across the bedroom floor, singing something to herself in Danish. I couldn’t make out all the words, but...as wrong as it felt, watching a hidden recording of her, I deleted it all. I wouldn’t do that to her.
I erased the recordings, including the audio of two minutes of singing I’d made for myself, including yesterday’s reunion. I’d started to pull it up, deliberately wanting to see it, then I stopped myself. As much as I wanted to see it, I knew that I’d then be horny as fuck, and Ingrid was fast asleep. Plus, while I’d been joking about us making a “home movie” once with her, she’d had someone shit on her like that before, I remembered.
If I pulled out the recording and said “hey, congratulations, you’re a porn star,” she more than likely would be utterly humiliated and disgusted, and that wasn’t anything anyone should do to someone they loved.
I moved through the system, examining it, and concluded that again, it was an old one, not recently accessed and most likely a survivor of the days when it’d been a dodgy site in the past.
The positioning of the camera added credence to that as well, being positioned where it covered as much of the room as possible, rather than just the bed, for example.
I moved onto the last system, expecting to find the same, and I froze.
This wasn’t an older system; it was cutting edge, audio only, and the encryption...it was good.
Fuck, it was seriously good, better than the systems that the Albanians were using. Hell, it was one of the best I’d come across, on par with the one I’d accidentally brushed up against when I’d gone looking for “my” music a while back, and more than that...my examining it set something off as the program started to change.
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I dove in.
The standard box-like visualization was replaced with three separate systems, each rolling constantly and...I glared at them, the name for the structure dredged from deep memory. An icosahedron, better known as a twenty-sided die, and every one of the individual faces was turning separately.
I reached out mentally, focusing and bringing my entire mind to bear as I gently rolled Ingrid onto her side and stood from the bed, pulling my armor up and adding the distributed neurons to my capabilities.
The three shapes flowed into one, my augmented mentality making it possible as I closed it down and tried to catch up. I split off more facets of my mind, nine copies each with two facets each, and I started to spin the facets, twisting and pulling, adjusting them until they vanished, falling inwards.
One of the copies was the first to break through its doors, and it immediately added its strength to the nearest section, causing them to fall faster, then the pair went on to help more.
In seconds, all the facets had fallen inwards, and the second row was exposed, this one moving faster. But the first row was already down, and whatever the program was supposed to be doing, the additional computing power required to erect the second set of defenses was slowing it.
With ten of us working, this level fell even faster, barely fully forming before it was down, then a six-sided die was left spinning, with four of the augmented mentalities sliding back into the rest of my mind, boosting our reactions.
This level fell almost instantly, and the final section, a single four-sided pyramidal die never even finished forming before it was down.
I still had five aspects live, and rather than absorbing them, as I had before, I allocated them tasks as we slid into the code.
There was a second of resistance, then it was done, the cyber world opening to me in a way it never had before.
Each aspect was still me; it was simply a copy of me, of my conscious mind, all using the same brain as the baseline processor, but able to exist in tandem through the additional neuron clusters and augmentations.
When they split off and raced down the pathways before us, though? Diving into sections and following the data trails, the aspects were all me. I felt and saw everything all at once, despite only consciously controlling and dealing with the data right before me.
The change was a seismic one, as suddenly I had entire sections of the system responding, providing me not just with the data that was immediately in front of my vision, but being processed by my unconscious mind. The data was being assimilated at breakneck speed, allowing me to build a greater and greater picture of the entire system.
It felt like seconds had passed, but all too soon, a hand pressed on my armor, and a voice called as if from a great distance, asking if I was okay. I nodded absently, locking the system down from all outside access and leaving open pathways that were linked to my neural identity only, making it impossible for another to mimic.
I blinked and retracted the armor, staring down at Ingrid. Bright sunlight filled the room. Shaking my head, I tried to bring my brain down from the blurring high speed it’d been working at to a speed that could process the “real” world.
I watched her lips moving slowly, forming the words, the movement of her throat, that slight widening at the edges of her eyes as concern grew. The kink in her hair spoke of her having only just awoken, the flattened side from where the pillow had rested, a crease in the fabric having left a faint mark on one cheek...
Then the world came rushing in again like a bubble bursting, as my senses were back fully, and all my aspects were gone.
“What’s wrong?” Ingrid asked, concern in her voice and on her face.
“It’s okay,” I assured her, enfolding her in my arms and kissing the top of her head as I held her.
“What was wrong?” she asked again, pushing back to look me in the eye. “I woke up and you were just standing there in your armor.”
“Someone put cameras and listening devices all over the building,” I told her bluntly. “I found some last night when talking to your father and the others, but they were all old, from back when the building was running years ago.”
“Right?”
“Then I searched our room last night, and I found several, including a new one. One that’s as advanced as anything I’ve seen.”
“In here?” she asked, folding her arms around to cover herself, and hunching slightly, reinforcing my determination not to make a big thing of us being “caught on camera” already.
“Yeah, the majority were old, but one wasn’t. That one was set up recently, a microphone. I hacked it already, that’s what I was doing. But whoever set it up triggered it for the first time once they were out of the room. Since then, it’s been recording audio steadily, any sound.”
“Oh god.”
“I’ve deleted the recordings,” I said firmly. “The only things that are left are the logs, so that I can check them, and the system architecture, as I might be able to figure something out from that.”
“So...they recorded us...and me in here?” she asked, her face crimson.
“Audio only,” I repeated, making that clear. “And nobody has accessed it. The entire thing is set for a burst transmission, but it’s not been triggered yet.”
“Why not?” she asked, flustered, looking around the room. “I’m sorry, I know audio is better than a video of the things we were doing being watched, but—”
“But it’s still nasty, I know,” I agreed. “It’s waiting on a trigger, and I’m not sure what that is or who is going to do it.”
“So what, now we need to be watching everyone?” she asked, breaking away from me and moving to the walk in wardrobe, pulling a dressing gown free and wrapping it tightly around herself.
“Yes and no,” I said slowly. “First of all, whoever set it up, it was done two days ago, before any of the people with me arrived, and I have confidence in the original people. I’ve neutered this system now, and I’ll spend the day searching the entire facility, locating any more of these that are out there.”
“That doesn’t help us catch them.”
“It will, because tonight we’ll make a point of a private dinner or a meeting or something in here, that should get whoever set it up curious. I’ll trigger the older systems to record, as well as watching the system. When they access it, I’ll be ready.”
“Yeah, but that means we’ve got to have cameras and more in here that anyone could access.”
“No, believe me. Nobody else could access them, not now,” I reassured her. “I’ve encrypted them, and trust me, nobody is getting onto something I lock down. I’ll set them to record on motion and sound, but only so long as this is going on. Once we’ve caught whoever it is, we’ll remove the devices.”
“Okay...uh, where are they?” she asked, still covering herself.
“There.” I pointed out one, striding across the room and pointing to an air conditioning grate. “And here...and there.” I pointed, moving from one to another and another, indicating various fixtures around the room.
“None in the bathroom?” she asked carefully.
“Ah, nope,” I confirmed, checking it out again to be sure.
“Then, for now, I’m getting dressed in there,” she said firmly, moving off with her arms full of clothes. I watched her go and felt the smoldering anger that had been slowly building growing higher.
Some fucker had hurt the woman I loved.
They were going to fucking pay for that.
I grabbed some clothes and dressed quickly, moving over to the door to the bathroom and tapping on it lightly, getting a muffled response that she was “fine.” I gritted my teeth, assuring her that I was just checking on her, before moving out and standing in full view of the windows.
Dust and sand covered the asphalt and compacted earth around the facility. The wind-blown sand dunes had moved and retreated dozens, if not hundreds or thousands of times since the facility was made and then abandoned.
I scanned over the solar cells, hundreds upon hundreds of them, set up side-by-side, ringing the entire facility, only a fraction of them currently operational, and yet...
And yet still there were traces of power flowing from the majority, running into the ground or the cabling, then dissipating.
I frowned, then grunted as I understood.
Not all of the solar cells were as dead as they seemed at first glance, and some of them...some were powering other things!
I flicked through several vision modes, tracing heat and signal density, tracing the lines of flowing power as much as I could above ground.
“What can you see?” Ingrid asked me, stepping up and laying a hand on my arm.
“Some of the ‘dead’ solar cells are still live, and they’re powering something,” I told her, tracing the sections with a finger, describing which ones.
“They’re supposed to be totally dead,” she confirmed. “We hired a bunch of local workers for the labor, basically digging most of the site out.”
“How bad was it when you arrived?” I asked absently.
“The solar cells were all entirely buried, as was the entrance,” she recalled, leaning against me. “They had the run of the place because there was no power and nothing that they could damage, or so we thought.”
“Well, someone definitely set that up,” I muttered. “Okay, as much as I know this is going to be hard, you need to act like nothing has happened.”
“I can do that,” she promised. “The plan was always that we all have breakfast together this morning in the canteen anyway, then we can retreat to the control center, and you can check it out. From there, I guess you go room by room and search for anything that shouldn’t be there?”
“Basically,” I agreed. “We’ll also get Kim and Ronai to set up a rotating guard, although where to start, I don’t know.”
“We start with the nuclear stuff,” she said firmly, taking my hand and drawing me across the room towards the door. “You deal with...that...and we can plan to deal with the rest.” She gestured in the general direction of the new audio bug.
We left the room, and I let her guide me as I searched for signals, both the live traces of flowing electricity and the much more obvious broadcasting ones. I triggered my combat systems and sped up my mind, objectively slowing time around me as I worked.
The world was insanely different when viewed this way, as again, like the encryption and other systems, my subconscious worked to change it to something I could understand.
The world grew dull and dim, with glowing bright blue lines that traced along the walls and floors brightening as they came to the surface, ready for access in power switches and sockets.
I traced systems that were innocent, simple fire sensors and more. For each, I focused, creating a pattern and a degree of variance, for common sense’s sake, then I excluded them from the pattern I was building.
With each identification and elimination, the world grew slightly duller and dimmer, until by the time we reached the lift, there were only two points unidentified.
One was another older camera, a hidden one, but still old and “innocent,” judging from the access logs. Whoever had set them up had done it with the clear intention of being able to observe everything.
The other was one I’d not noticed on the way in, but was also an innocent camera linked to the overall security system.
I dove into it as we started to slide down the floors, finding that, while it was active and ready...it was also useless. The storage devices it was set to record to was one of the ones that were missing, having been stripped out long ago.
I resolved to replace them and quickly, preferably with something utterly cutting-edge. Possibly something I designed myself. Then I snorted and dismissed the slowed time, deciding that Jack was a far better choice for that. He’d been dealing with most of the tech side of things for us already, after all, and I still barely understood the world of tech.
I suddenly realized that I was probably missing dozens of important details simply because the systems were building on my knowledge and imparting small additional bits. Without me actively looking...
I resolved to try and learn from Jack as soon as possible. Then I turned, reassuring Ingrid that the things I’d found so far were again, all old and as innocent as hidden cameras could be.
The morning meal was subdued. I was grappling with the collection of cameras in the room, completing the quest, and gaining access to the next level—another twenty-five to go to complete this one—and a point available in HACK.
I ate mechanically, working steadily, tracing the various recording devices and finding that, so far, I’d come across five different systems, all feeding back to different locations. It was crazy how many people must have been spying on the damn place!
Ingrid smiled and joked with the others, making comments about how much I needed to concentrate on my food and so on, until Belle appeared, moving over to us both and crouching between us.
“We need to talk,” she said firmly.
I nodded woodenly, finishing up the last bit of toast and sipping from a glorious cup of coffee. Then I cleared my throat, and everyone nearby looked over as I started to speak. “Zac, Jack, Casey, James, and Anders, I need you all in the control center. We’ll look the systems over, then I’ll get to work. But we’ll need to meet again tonight in our quarters. Get Jay along to that, as there’s things you all need to know, and we’ll need Ronai and Kim with us now.” I sighed, shaking my head as I forced out the words. “And, Annabeth, you can come to the control tower as well.”
She nodded as if it was only right she be included. I exchanged a long look with Belle over that, still blaming her for the hippies.




Chapter Forty-Six



“What’s wrong?” Anders asked gruffly when we were all gathered in the control center.
“We’ll talk about that tonight,” I gave him a look that made it clear it wasn’t something to talk about there and then. Ingrid took the hint I gave her as I sat down, leading the conversation on unimportant topics until I stood.
“The previous owners were getting spied on by basically everyone. The old kit is still here, hidden. I was deactivating it all, so sorry for my weirdness a few minutes ago.”
“Like down on sub-two?” Anders asked.
“Yeah, I’ll spend the day stripping most of the kit out or repurposing it, but again, that’s something we need to discuss tonight over dinner.”
He gave me a look at that, but accepted that there must be a reason before giving everyone a basic tour of the room, explaining the various facilities and reasons for them, at Ingrid’s urging.
“I see Par’a is comfortable.” I nodded to the trio of saplings in a large tub in the middle of the room, the wooden “egg” still sat nestled comfortably by them.
“They should be reborn soon,” Belle whispered, running a hand across the cocoon gently, smiling as she did. “It’s been long ages since I last saw one of these.”
“How long?” Ingrid asked.
“Oh, a thousand years, maybe two?” Belle said absently. “The last was stolen by visitors to the Glade. It’s one of the reasons the Erlking started to kill visitors.”
“Oh...makes sense,” James whispered, clearly stunned at the youthful-looking being before him who’d just admitted to being as old as most of recorded human history.
“Okay, so what’s the plan, boss?” Zac asked, sitting in one of the chairs scattered around the room.
“We need to work out the next step. Most of that will be discussed later, as well. But for now, let’s go over some basic details. The facility here is going well. Both Anders and Ingrid brought me up to date, as did Jack and Jay on the way in, so thank you all for that. As to moving forwards, I brought another matter converter with me. Ronai, do you have it still?”
“In room.”
“Okay, thank you for that. I want someone looking after the converters at all times. They’re damn valuable, and we need someone keeping everyone out of here as well. Only the management team are allowed in. To be clear, that’s Ingrid and Anders, James, Zac, Jack, and Casey.”
“Not me?” Annabeth asked, frowning.
“No offense, Annabeth, but you’re going to be too busy anyway,” I told her, as Belle spoke up as well.
“And I’m not in that team, either,” she assured Annabeth, getting a grunt from me.
“Actually, you are, because I’m going to need you to basically look after people. Let’s face it here, I’m shit at the ‘people’ side of this whole thing. Violence? Yeah, that’s me. Making sure people are happy? Not so much. Who deals with that currently?” I asked the others and got a few looks.
“We all do, but that’s because, until now, we were a smaller team,” Anders said. “We’ve got more people arriving today, a nuclear engineer and the pair from Germany that you rescued from the lycans. I sent Jay to collect them already.”
“Good. Okay, James, I bet you’ve been doing most of that?” I asked and got a smile and a nod. “Then Belle will be working with you from now on while we get the next stage started. With her abilities, she can sense issues, unhappiness, and more, so make the most of that. Belle, you said you needed to speak to me earlier. What’s wrong?”
“The land here is dead,” she said without preamble. “I cannot bring new life to the land as it is.”
“I understand,” I said. “I’d already thought that might be the case, but I’d been hoping differently. What do you need to bring it to life?”
“I need...I need living soil,” she said after a second, clearly unsure how to respond to it. “When we first set off from the landing place, the air was hot, but there was still moisture. The ground was damaged, but it could be recovered. As it is here, though? We need water, huge quantities of water, and fresh soil.”
“The sand that’s everywhere here, it’s totally dead?”
“Totally.”
“Then what if we bury it? Deep down, dig into the ground that’s underneath the sand and turn it over, burying the sand and rolling fresh soil to the surface?”
“That would work, but it needs shelter from the sun. As it is now, it would kill most plants.”
“What about your tree?”
“A Great Tree is stronger than most plants, but even with all I have absorbed so far, I cannot bring a Great Tree to being and simply birth it. The sapling grows from a seed still, and that seed will die, as arid as the land is.”
“So, if we bring shade, fresh soil, and water, you can regenerate the area?” I asked her, getting a hopeful nod. “Good enough for me,” I said. “Okay, Annabeth, for now, I want you to work with the Oracan and the minotaurs. Your people have been accepted by them both readily. For now, I want you to work to integrate everyone into a single team. Get people to accept the non-humans amongst us as just more people, nothing more and nothing less.”
“You say that like we’ve not been battling racism for centuries,” Annabeth replied sourly.
I snorted. “Yeah, well, the difference is, here it’s just us. If people can’t get along, then they get paid off and told to leave, with the contracts enforced to ensure silence, or...”
“Or?”
“Or I’ll deal with them personally. I’ll let you choose,” I said to her firmly before dismissing her, along with the Oracan, and waiting until they left to continue.
“That was rude,” Ingrid admonished.
“I know, she just brings out the fucking worst in me at times,” I admitted with a frustrated sigh. “She acts like she’s healing the planet and bringing sunshine and light. But when I found them, they were close to starvation in the middle of the wilds of Russia, taken in by a conman and fleeced of anything valuable, then dumped there after he and his brother had a few months of screwing them all, both literally and figuratively.
“Think of a cult religious leader, you know the mad ones that were all the rage in the sixties to the nineties? Where the cult ‘father’ was basically banging the pretty girls and getting everyone to believe they were bringing about the will of God? That’s what they were like. He and his brother were living their best lives, then when they got bored, they sawed holes in the only boat they had and set off with all the money, to ‘get a new boat and help’ and never went back.”
I looked around at the horrified looks on people’s faces.
“Exactly. And, as near as I can tell, they’ve done it a few times, setting these little villages up and abandoning them. It boils my piss because all I can see when I look at her is how fucking stupid she and the others were to fall for it, and yet.”
“What?” Ingrid asked.
“They got taken in by it because they wanted to make the world a better place. They wanted to not kill the land; they wanted to try and plant crops that supported the forests, live in harmony with nature, and all that. They’re the adult version of the innocent kids that we all want to protect. It drives me up the goddamn wall because the world doesn’t work like that.”
“And if it did?”
“Then it’d be a better place,” I said eagerly. “They’re exactly the people we need to have helping here. Hell, they accepted the Oracan as soon as they met them, and they put up with my shit and still hang around.”
“So what you’re saying is that it’s not their problem, it’s yours?” James asked, smiling.
“They’ve got less common sense between them all than a fucking baby duckling, and they’re about as innocent as well. Hell, there’s a failed boy band amongst them. God knows what they were doing for hair gel, but I really don’t want to know.”
“You think—”
“I don’t want to think,” I said. “I accept that they’re people who are willing to help, who want to help, and who can help. Until I can get things a bit more settled in my head, I’m going to keep them at arm’s length, because they boil my piss!”
“Actually, you’re going to have dinner with them,” Ingrid said. Anders nodded, smiling at his daughter in approval.
“What?” I growled.
“You need to encounter uncomfortable situations to grow. This is one of them,” Ingrid said.
“We’ll talk about this later,” I forced out before standing and moving to one of the two banks of windows that ran the length of the large room.
It was circular, topping the tower, and had two sets of control desks, one on either side of the room, at basically due east and west, respectively. The north and south sides were taken up by rows of tinted glass windows, scoured and filthy from years of dust storms hitting them.
I frowned, seeing people in the distance around some old half buried buildings, as Ingrid stepped up, smiling and explained that these were some of the locals.
It amazed me that, even here in the goddamn Saharan desert, there were villages. They were small, and they were barely more than hovels, some of them. But others were amazing, and the things that Ingrid had described to me, the ways that the local people had developed to live in the desert?
It was like that movie about the people who rode sandworms. They were mad, as far as I was concerned, living here, but fuck it. For the promise of fresh food and water, not to mention good money, they’d streamed in.
They’d transformed the old workers’ barracks into a home away from home, and at some point, their families had decided to move in as well.
I could see some serious issues coming there, because they weren’t going to want to move on after the food, water and wages Ingrid was supplying. But equally, we didn’t need their help for much longer, and they damn well weren’t skilled enough to handle the dangerous stuff we’d be working with next.
While she was proud of how happy the people were, seeing the good in everyone, I winced, fixating on the response we’d get when we told them to leave, after all the unskilled work was done.
Ingrid and Anders then suggested that the locals might be able to be retrained to help with the plan for rewilding the desert, or to undergo heavy training to do other jobs. I just nodded and smiled. It made sense, but it was a lot more hassle than I wanted, but then that was why I wasn’t involved in that shit. I just pointed and said ‘make it so’.
Still, even to see that through these windows was a chore, as battered and scoured as they had been.
They were still clear enough for us to see literally miles out in either direction, though, and no matter where you looked, as far as the eye could see, the land was dead.
“This is terrible,” Belle said, stepping up to stand next to me as the others joined us. “I understood what it was like, or I thought I did, when the Erlking explained it, but...”
“But understanding and actually seeing it are totally different,” I agreed. “There’s literally millions of miles of dead land here, and it’ll take years to fix it fully.” I stared out, thinking on my plans.
“It’s about a fifth larger than Australia,” Anders agreed, stepping up to stand by my other side, before smiling and making room as Ingrid pushed in, taking my hand. “So, whatever your plan is, it’ll need to be spectacular.”
“It’s not going to be quick or easy,” I admitted. “But everything I’ve looked at says it should work. It’s just going to be...messy.”
“Oh, fuck” was muttered by at least three of the people in the room.
“Your confidence fills my heart!” I said with a cheesy grin.
“I need a beer for this,” Zac muttered. “That fucker’s smiling.”
“I’m with the idiot.” Casey sighed, gesturing to Zac with a thumb. “If Steve smiles, we need alcohol. I vote that gets put in the contracts.”
“I smile a lot,” I complained, frowning.
“You frown a lot. When you smile, it generally means that you’re going to hurt someone, that you’re getting fed, or you and Ingrid are about to—” Casey broke off with a cough, blushing furiously, as she saw the looks she was getting from Ingrid, her father, and James. “Sorry, boss,” she muttered, glancing at James, not me.
“So, how are you going to do this?” Ingrid asked me after a few seconds.
“How are we going to do this, you mean,” I corrected her. “And it’s already begun.” I gestured out at the sandy mass of solar cells out there and the people who were struggling to refurb and clear them. “We’re okay to talk in here now,” I said, having double-checked the room, and I turned back to the others. “We’ll not be talking about anything important later, but I need you all to behave like we’re going to, because...”
I filled them in on the recording devices, specifically the highly complex encrypted model and made sure they knew that the recording devices that were still in place were either dead or under my control now.
“I’ll be moving from room to room, searching for any ‘live’ systems. Once they realize what I’m doing, I expect them to try something else. That means they’ll try to remove anything that might lead back to them. They’d probably just kill the systems, usually, but the lure of us all having an important meeting in range of one that might not have been found might be enough to make then stick their head out far enough to retrieve it.”
“And when they do?” Zac asked grimly.
“I cut it off,” I said coldly, extending my Harvest Blade with an audible thrum of metal. The room went silent for several seconds as they all looked at the two feet of shining sword that extended from my knuckles. It slowly retracted, and the room seemed to come back to life. “Belle, you can sense the emotional state of those around you. I want you working with the Oracan and Oxus. See if you can find our spy, but be subtle; there might me more than one. And don’t strike yet—find them, but don’t let them know they’ve been found. Do whatever you want, explore, test the ground, whatever, but look for them for me.”
She nodded, and I smiled my thanks.
“And what about this grand plan, then?” Zac asked. “C’mon, boss! You know you can trust us, right?”
“I do,” I agreed. “Jack, I want the various high-tech systems here bringing up to date, and I mean all of them. I know you’re into tech, so do what you need to.”
“We’ve got most of the parts here in storage already,” Anders interrupted. “We didn’t want to start the actual installation until you were here to purge them of anything malicious.”
“Shit, of course you have. Sorry,” I muttered. “I’ve just barged in and started taking over.”
“You’re the boss; its fine,” Anders assured me.
I shook my head. “No, you’ve all been doing wonderful things here without me, so you keep working on that. I’ll strip out any rogue systems, and I’ll begin the production of a third matter converter. But, in all honesty, what we need most of all isn’t that, it’s help. To change the Sahara and to heal the earth require physical effort more than anything else. We need help that can handle the radioactive materials, that can feed it into the converter and not be affected by the fallout, and we need help to dig the desert over, literally pulling the old dirt up from deep down and replacing some of the sand. We need the water that the scientists discovered sits under the Sahara.”
“What’s that?” Zac asked, frowning.
“There used to be an inland sea not far from here,” I told him, grinning. “It’s still there, just deep underground, and one of the first steps is to bring it back to the surface.”
“And how will you do that?” Anders asked calmly, folding his fingers together and sitting back in a chair, watching me as I wrapped my arm around Ingrid’s shoulders, knowing she wasn’t going to be happy about this last part.
“I know where there’s a crashed ship or a ‘facility’ that was part of the ‘uplift’ process for our species.”
“And what will that do for us now?”
“Well, it had sentinel drones, automated machines that set off to try and kill me as soon as I was detected.”
“And you think killing machines will help?” Casey asked, frowning.
“No,” Ingrid said slowly, looking up at me. “I know how your mind works,” she warned me.
“You do,” I agreed. She took a deep breath, then spoke, watching my face as she did.
“He’s thinking that, if the facility can make fighting machines, it can make others.”
“Custodians,” I agreed. “If they can make sentinels, then they can build the construction drones, and if not? Well, the damn place was full of dead custodians, as they were called. I’m betting I can repair a few at least, get them online, and they’ll make it possible for me to do more. Hopefully a lot more.
“If they build a pumping system underground, we can force it back to the surface. A dozen of them working around the clock will make short work of any radioactive or biological backlog, and the produced null blocks will be there and available to make more complex machinery, be that a goddamn cover for a few miles of sand while we work on planting a forest, or whatever we need. Once that’s begun, it’ll be a case of just keep it rolling along, preferably with a factory of sorts producing the custodians, so that each day we simply increase the speed of conversion.”
“Can we feed the sand into the matter converter?” Zac asked.
I grinned at him. “Yes, yes we fucking can, my son! That’s exactly the kind of suggestions we need! We can shovel that shit in by the ton, and while it’s practically worthless to us, it’s still got an atomic structure, so it’ll be usable by them. Hell, maybe we can convert it directly into goddamn soil, who knows. That was what it was originally, after all.”
“What?” Casey asked this time, frowning before clicking her fingers and grinning. “Sand, it’s what, half of what soil is made up of, ground-down stone!”
“Exactly, so we take a fuck load of sand, run it through the converters and create null blocks, then I’ll make something that’ll generate soil directly from them. The constructors can feed the sand into the machines, and the exposed old soil that’s buried deep? We’ll use the constructors to grind it up and mix it with fresh soil, while Belle starts making forests.”
“Why forests?” Jack asked. “Why not fields or grass or—”
“The trees will break up the wind, and the root beds will prevent the ground breaking apart again,” Belle said firmly. “Add to that, I can assist with the forests.”
“But what about the ecosystem?” Casey asked after a few seconds, having clearly been thinking about it.
“What?” I asked.
“The ecosystem. The plants are only half of the story. If you make a million miles of forests or whatever, they’ll just die. They need the animals, the insects, and more. They’re a part of the entire system.”
“Like the bees,” I muttered, remembering that without bees, there’d be fuck-all pollination or some such mess. “Okay, fuck it, people breed these things, right? And there’s like, charities that work with I don’t know, the wolves or whatever?”
“Yeah.” Casey winced at my generalization, drawing the word out as she agreed.
“Well, congratulations, Casey, that’s all on you!” I said with a grin. “You’ve got a business card, right?”
“Yeah,” she whispered, her head in her hands already as Zac started to laugh at her.
“Now you know how I always feel when he just says, ‘fix that recycling plant’!” He laughed.
“Yup, Casey, fix that ecosystem!” I told her, grinning.
That is, until I looked down at Ingrid, who was glaring at me. “Uh, what did I do wrong?” I asked her.
“Nothing...yet,” she said. “Because you’re not going to be so stupid as to try and go to the ‘facility’ on your own, after all, are you?”
“Uh.”
“Because you’re going to take me and Lars with you, regardless of the risk, and at least two of the Oracan as well!” she finished.
“I can’t,” I said. “First of all, it’s underwater.”
“I can swim.”
“Deep underwater.”
“I can scuba.”
“Uh, it’s dark, and dangerous.”
“You think that the other places we’ve been weren’t?” she asked grimly. “You think living in Athena’s home wasn’t dangerous?”
“No, it was,” I agreed, quickly tearing through my mind, frantically trying to find an excuse to not take her with me. “But—”
“But?” she growled.
“But...I might have figured out where Athena’s stash was?” I lied through my teeth. “I was going to ask you to catalog it.”
I saw it then, the ultimate temptations to an archeologist warring behind her eyes. On one hand, she could explore an alien craft from the dawn of time. While that was interesting, aliens weren’t really what she wanted to look at, not if it was as I’d described it before, all cold metal and more.
On the other hand, there might be millennia of archeological treasures hidden in the other location...
“I’m coming with you,” she said after a brief deliberation.
“But—”
“First, if you’d really found Athena’s treasure cave, you’d have led with that. So, knowing you, you have a vague clue and were hoping to figure it out before I guessed. Second, I’ve had to endure over a month without you, not knowing what the hell was going on, so I’m going with you, and third...I might be able to help you, Steve.”
I paused, about to dismiss that, and realizing what I was about to say was both wrong and bloody stupid, not to mention incredibly dangerous, as she might murder me in my sleep. Or worse yet, bite down when her mouth was full next.
“I know you’re brave,” I started to say, and she shook her head, reaching up and laying her fingers over my lips.
“Steve, remember the cave? And the creature?” she asked, getting a slow nod from me. “I might not be able to fight by your side, but that doesn’t mean I can’t help. The Oracan and I can help in other ways. It might be that what you need isn’t muscle; maybe it’s just a helping hand or a brain.”
“I don’t like it. Anders, help me out here,” I appealed, looking over at him.
“Are you sure?” he asked me, and I nodded. “Inga, are you sure this is what you want?”
“Definitely.”
“Then it’s decided. She goes with you,” Anders said.
“Wait, what?!” I looked from one to the other in shock.
“She’s my daughter, not my slave, and she’s not yours, either. She’s her own woman, and if you expect her to respect you, you need to respect her! She’s hard as my Freja, and that woman never listened to anything I damn well told her if she didn’t want to.”
“Anders, it’s going to be fucking dangerous!”
“Then you’d better defend her!” he snapped back at me. “Or do I need to come as well?”
“No!” I nearly shrieked. “Fuck’s sake, I’ll have all off protecting her!”
“Then it’s settled,” he declared. “When will you go?”
“We—I...” I spluttered, before taking a deep breath and leveling my gaze on Ingrid. “I know you’re no weak flower,” I forced myself to say to her. “I’m not meaning that. It’s going to be lethal down there, and the whole place was falling apart when I was there. The walkways collapsed under me. If I fall, I’ll be hurt. I could die, but a few hours or days later? I’m back up, and I’ll tear the limbs off anything that tries to stop me from coming back to you. I know I have no right to stop you going anywhere—”
“That’s just it, Steve. You need to stop. You need to look at yourself and decide what you want out of life. I know that, because of who and what you are, you feel that you need to always put yourself between us and danger. But I’m not your pet. I don’t belong to you. Either I’m your partner, or I’m just a possession to you, because you’re deciding where I’m going and where I can’t.”
She spoke calmly, not allowing the obvious anger to undermine her words. I stood there for what seemed like forever, staring into her eyes as my mind raced. I seriously considered agreeing, and then just leaving without her or telling her no.
I could leave, after all. Even if she, and hell, even if they all refused to have anything to do with me afterwards, they’d be alive still.
But, at the end of the day, she was right. If I made this decision for her, decided where she could and couldn’t go, I was no better than Athena and the others. I was deciding what she and others could do because I was stronger than them.
It didn’t matter that I was deciding it because it was what I felt was for their own good. It might as well be a case of me deciding that it was for her own good to stay here from now on. Maybe I’d decide that she shouldn’t speak to others, or that it was too dangerous for her to go places without me in the building, even.
That path led straight to slavery and dictatorship, and with the powers I had? I could make it happen easily. I saw the two paths before me, and I wondered if this was how the Blessed had fallen, going down the path that led to their own private dictatorships because they had good intentions?
“The path to hell is paved with good intentions,” I muttered, before looking at Ingrid. “I’m sorry. You can go wherever you want. But please, understand that I can’t protect you, not against everything.”
“I don’t expect you to,” she said, smiling and reaching up. She laid her hand on the side of my face and spoke gently. “Steve, this was never about me being safe. This is about me being your equal and going with you because I might be able to help you. I know you, like I said.”
“You know, if I lose you, I’ll go off the deep end,” I warned her.
She shook her head sadly. “One day you’ll lose me. You’ll lose all of us. You’re immortal; we’re not, and that means that someday, you’ll be alone again. But you’ve got us all as long as we live, and you’ll have others. That’s how life works,” Ingrid said.
I froze inside.
I’d known it was possible. Hell, I knew it was probable, but...but she didn’t understand. Without her, I’d have no reason to live. I forced a smile, then looked around the room.
“So, that’s dealt with. Now, what else do we need to do?” I asked them, trying not to show the hollow coldness that her words had engendered. It came too damn close to the fucking consequence that the Erlking had made me swear to, and I damn well knew that, if I tried to go back on my word, it’d come for me and kill anyone around me.
“Just one thing. Or one person,” James said, stepping up and facing me.
“Oh?”
“Scylla.”
“Fuck! Really, we have to deal with this now?” I’d done my damn best to forget about her, having no clue what the hell I was supposed to do there.
“I’d prefer if that wasn’t your response to her,” Ingrid said with a small smile. “She’s still in the...box.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
“It’s cracked, and we need to decide what to do with her, or we’re no better than Athena.”
“What the hell do you mean it’s cracked?” I asked slowly and carefully, unable to believe they’d not led with this vital bit of information.
“It’s cracked. The hermetic seal that’s around her. We don’t know when it happened or how, but there’s a tiny crack in the base, and the air has been in there for a while,” James said. “There’s been no reaction from her that we can tell—she’s literally dead, after all—but...”
“But we need to free her,” Ingrid said. “We’re not Athena.”
“Athena was a psychotic bitch who imprisoned her own daughter, a daughter that has legends written about how lethal and inescapable she was.”
“Do you trust me?”
“Clearly I do, but this is fucking mental. I know we need to address this, and yeah, she deserves a chance to live. But how about we do this after everything is dealt with? I can probably seal her up then take her somewhere she’s no risk to anyone else.”
“I mean it,” Ingrid said to me.
“So do I. I can take her far away and give her a chance at life, then. She’s in what, hibernation? Death? Fuck knows, but I can’t believe you didn’t tell me this shit before now!”
“I vote we release her,” James said, surprising me. I looked at him, and the others started to speak as well.
“Release,” Casey said, a split second ahead of Zac.
“Release her,” Jack agreed.
“We should release her,” Anders said, nodding.
“We need to set her free,” Ingrid said, even as Belle piped up as well.
“It’s the right thing to do,” she assured me.
“What? You don’t even know who she is! Or Athena!” I snapped at Belle, who smiled at me and shook her head.
“I don’t need to; I know you.”
“What the hell kind of mystic mumbo jumbo crap is that!”
“I can feel the conflict in you, Steve. You know it’s right, and you want to set her free, I can feel it. Don’t allow yourself to be ruled by your fear.” 
I glared at her, gritting my teeth and forcing myself to take a deep breath. “I’m against this, not because I don’t want to give her a chance...but because if we do and she goes mental, I’ll have to kill her. That’s it. I can’t let a woman with the skills and abilities that she must have with the kind of fucking trauma she’s going to be dealing with just stroll off into the sunset. She stays with us, she behaves, or I’ll kill her.
“What the hell do you think she’ll do the first time someone acts like an asshole to her? Or when she sees a plane? Or a ship? She’s been held prisoner for centuries, kept in some limbo state between life and death, and in her day? You wanted something, you fucking took it. I mean it, this is not a good idea.”
The argument was lost before it even began, in part because they were right, and they knew it. Belle knew I knew it and agreed, and in part because I desperately wanted an ally. The air was already in there, and I had no way to know how long it’d be before she returned, with or without my approval.
Hans was supposed to be that ally for me, an older Arisen that could give me advice. Not a father, certainly; I didn’t need one of those, but an older brother or a cousin, maybe? Someone like me who I could maybe trust at my back.
Instead, he was playing all sides. While I knew he was trying to help, he’d spent so long on the fence in these things, spying and being a double or triple agent, that even when he wanted to help us, and he was as loyal as I thought it was possible for him to be, I couldn’t fully trust him.
I mean, I sort of trusted him, after everything that he’d been through to try and protect Ingrid, and his help with me, but still...
“Fine,” I said after a few minutes of fruitless arguing. “Tomorrow night we’ll, I don’t know, resurrect her, I guess. Hope someone’s got the music from that old movie to play.”
“Which one?”
“You know, that one about the son of the devil being born, made in the seventies or the early eighties? It scared the shit outta me as a kid.”
“I think we would be better off playing some calming music rather than that,” James said carefully, trying to hide a smile. “Yes, it’d fit the mood, but really, if she wasn’t going to be violent, that music might change things.”
“I wasn’t serious.”
“I know.”




Chapter Forty-Seven



The first thing we did was go to her, and I checked the container she was in, the casket or whatever, and found that the crack in the corner was tiny, it was well-hidden, and might have been an accident. It might, but it was just too perfect, like a corner had been taken right off with something insanely sharp, rather than a crack.
I stared at it for long seconds, my mind working frantically. But I couldn’t come up with an answer, and nobody that saw it could explain it beyond a possible chip that had fractured weirdly.
“Seriously, boss, this glass is weird as all fuck,” Zac had assured me. “It’s thick as shit, but totally see-through. Hell, if I could get the formula for it? I’d be like a bajillionaire...it’s pretty much perfect, and maybe that’s how it breaks. I don’t know.”
I’d grunted and gone along with it, but it was on my mind every time I relaxed. First the high-tech, secret surveillance, and now this...
I forced myself to move on, using a few hundred nanites to form a seal around the base, after trying to connect to her nanites and getting nothing. Then, I spent an hour with three null blocks, making a solid case around her of titanium. I could have made it stronger, but it’d have been much more expensive, and frankly, if she could bust out of titanium in her current state, then we were all fucked, anyway.
The rest of the day passed quickly. I was given a full tour of the building, as far as we could go. The really irradiated sections were still insanely unsafe, thanks to a load of split containers and a hell of a lot of boiling water.
I didn’t understand the system at all, but apparently, when the facility had been up and running fully, radioactive waste from all around the damn world had been stored here, and they’d been basically working on making it manageable.
James had explained that the barrels were stored in a special “pond” or pool for five years or so. Then the pool was drained, and the barrels were moved into long-term storage, or, for the really nasty shit, it was essentially buried as deep as was fucking possible.
I’d been amazed when he explained it, thinking that burying the fucker and basically strolling off whistling surely wasn’t the real way that responsible countries dealt with things...
But then I remembered the politicians I’d had even the most cursory knowledge of and accepted that was probably the equivalent of them making a damn serious effort.
Most wouldn’t have even bothered that far, hence why they were all overjoyed to pay us to take them off their hands.
“So we only deal with the low and medium-grade stuff, then?” I’d asked James, who snorted in amusement.
“Officially? Yes. The medium grade is dealt with here, essentially washed off then stored in secure bunkers, with the lower grade exposed to extreme temperatures and burned, the remains then being processed and stored.”
“And in reality?”
“Well, the stuff that’s in the pond should be more than ready for draining and storage now, and the water in theory should have cooled over time to the point it’s cool again.”
“And?”
“And it’s fed from an aquifer with a secure pump system, thankfully. Otherwise, it would have ran dry long since; it’s boiling that rapidly still.”
“So, it’s high-grade that’s in there?”
“Almost certainly, and the low- to medium-grade is backed up and at the point the containers are basically glowing, currently. That’s why we need a ‘nuke’ or nuclear engineer to deal with the processing side. He’s being paid a horrific amount to handle and transport the nuclear materials to the matter converter, but that’s worth it because a mistake in transporting that? Well, you said that gamma radiation would kill even you? Some of these containers are full of things that make gamma seem a gentle shower in comparison.”
That essentially ended that part of the tour, with a solid plan in place for us to get the converter in place before the nuke arrived in the last “safe” zone before the radiation grew too high for the rest of us.
Once it was in place, the safe zone would be moved back a room, and the nuke would spend their days transporting the insanely radioactive waste to the converter and loading it, setting the null blocks aside and asking absolutely no questions.
The estimate was six weeks for them to fully clear out all the irradiated section, feeding it all into the converter. Once that was done, they’d move on with a damn big payment for their trouble and their time.
At that point, we’d be able to accept new shipments, and the various governments around the world were already booked up for the next five years, complete with deposits paid, according to Freja.
When we’d spoken to her this morning, she’d given us a full report, including the offers she was getting from others that hadn’t jumped fast enough. Essentially, the bribes she was being offered to bump another nation and let, for example, a certain small island nation to the east have a slot before the end of the year, was enough to pay for a luxury chateau in the south of France.
I’d laughed my ass off and told her to get them to double their offer, and I’d make another converter. It’d take a few days and a million nanites, but I had that to spare, and they’d still be paying through the nose on the regular fees on top of her bribe.
When she’d asked if I wanted the money put into a separate account or anything, I’d just told her to keep it, getting an unsure look from her.
“Are you sure?” she’d asked.
“Totally. The aim is to get the radioactive waste here and processed as quickly as possible. We can just build a second storage area. We’ve got the local workforce, after all; then we just put a new converter in there and boom. We still win. Hell, I’d take the radioactives for free, if that was what we had to do. Instead, we’re being paid an obscene amount of money to deal with it. They want to bribe us? Go for it. I’d not considered a second processing line, so keep the first bribe as a bonus, use the rest to pay for the new section.”
“The new section won’t come to a fraction of the cost, unless you want it made out of solid gold,” Anders pointed out.
“Then we’re making an even better profit. It’s fine, though, because this is a short-term fix. The radioactives are mainly coming from power plants, right?” I looked around, getting nods.
“Well, there’s going to be a problem with supply soon, then, because the next stage of making sure Earth is stable, once we’ve sorted out the damn desert and all the poisons like the radioactive waste, is stopping the production of more of it. We’ll be rolling out Power Core technology in the next year or two. I’ll provide all the tech needed, and essentially, we’re going into the power plant and superconductor business.”
“Superconductors?” Zac asked sharply.
“If we set up a plant here, we have total control. Hell, the local government doesn’t give two shits about what we’re doing out here at the minute, provided they get their taxes. That’ll change pretty damn quick once we start converting the land into forests, grasslands, and an inland sea. So, we need to make sure they stay on our side, as do the other countries around us. We can use these bribes we’re getting offered to spread our influence, make sure the governments love us, and don’t want to piss us off under any circumstances.”
“And the superconductors are for what?” James asked.
“We run them to the local cities’ power grids. Hell, run them all the way to Europe and south to the rest of Africa. Give them power that’s insanely cheap, and they’ll love us. That secures our position here, and we don’t have to let anyone we don’t control into the facilities. That way, we can gradually filter the tech out, so it’s not as blatantly alien. The superconductors are literally to keep the power in the cables or whatever.”
It was true; the north African desert of the Sahara was a perfect place for solar power plants, after all. Yes, it was harsh, but you could build walls or install heavy-duty kit. There were solutions to the sandstorms.
The problem was that the power running through cables lost a little of the juice as it went. The current conductors let some of that power bleed away, and over the hundreds and thousands of miles of cables? At the far end, there was nothing getting through.
Superconductors were the answer, enabling the power that was input at one end to reach the other. We could literally use solar cells if we wanted to, and publicly we would, for some of it at least. But, in reality, the entire facility would be running on Power Core tech.
Once I’d toured it all, and the plans were in place, I left Anders and James to make them reality and moved through the facility again, slower.
The first job was getting the matter converter up and running, as well as setting up a basic trough that would filter anything put into it down to the converter. The machine itself would process it and deposit the safe blocks out on the far side.
Even with Ronai and Zac’s help, the first more for his strength than anything else, it still took two hours to install, then it was off to meet Ingrid.
We moved from section to section again as, for the workers’ benefit, she pretended to show me designs and more on the laptop.
In reality, I worked steadily, hacking and taking over the various systems that were spread about, finding several new ones as well as the vast majority of older ones.
The new tech was literally cutting-edge, like insanely so. It was a hell of a battle each time, considering with others moving in and out, I couldn’t use my augmented systems built into my armor.
I managed it, though, and without allowing the majority to cannibalize themselves too much. In the process, I completed three levels of the quest in total, finally finding traces that led to a secure storage dump that was backed up to a hidden device on the outskirts of the site.
I left it, not willing to try and hack that yet just in case, as each of the smaller systems had been touch and go so far. They worked independently, meaning that the final system was secured separately as well.
The nuke, Daynen, arrived later that day, complete with a ton of baggage, three live recording devices secreted about his person, and a desire to get straight to the job.
I hacked the recorders almost without effort—they were that simplistic. Once I’d verified that they were literally radioactive warning systems, and we weren’t being played for a fool, I left him to it.
The other pair that arrived with Daynen, though, were a pair I’d met months before, in the depths of the catacombs under Crete.
They’d tried to keep the things they’d seen quiet, apparently, but it’d come out, little bits at first, and then the dam had broken, and the pair had tried to tell the world about the various creatures of legend and nightmare.
It’d gone poorly for them. The Blessed had them locked up in an institution for the insane, and that was the kind option. The next, they were warned, was termination.
They’d tried to play the game, keeping their mouths shut again, but once they had a reputation for basically being insane? Working in a factory with power tools and more was almost impossible to arrange.
Their lives had been spent in the steel industry until then, working with heavy-duty and dangerous machinery, but it was a specialized, and highly controlled area, one that was quickly closed to the pair once the rumors started.
They’d been forced to take the most unappealing and low-paid jobs to make ends meet, and they’d been close to losing everything, the family home getting repossessed.
Then Anders and Ingrid had found them. Using the basic descriptions of events that I’d given her, she’d told her father, and the pair went to work out of a mix of altruism and realism.
They’d paid off the pair’s debts, arranged for a week’s holiday somewhere calm and quiet in Italy to give them time to get their heads in the game, then they’d brought them here.
I didn’t know what to say to the pathetically grateful pair. Hell, I’d barely exchanged a single word with the daughter before, and the father had watched me gut werewolves.
I’d become some kind of a mix between Hercules and an avenging angel to them, and after paying off their debts as well? It didn’t matter that it was Anders and Ingrid that did it. Hell, I even told them that, despite Anders’s advice not to, and still they looked at me like I walked on water and shit out gold nuggets.
It unnerved me no end, and I tried to keep my distance from them as Ingrid and I worked our way around the site.
The meal in our quarters with the management team was a bit strange that night, partially because they all knew that there were audio recordings being made by an unknown third party, and partially because it was literally our bedroom we were all eating in. But it was fine, and we all talked and laughed. Jay did impressions of Jack when he’d first met Annabeth, and Belle, much to everyone’s amusement, shifted until she resembled Annabeth and asked Jack if this was right, and did she need to work on anything, pointing to her figure.
The poor guy, young as he was, was embarrassed to all hell, and Ingrid made everyone stop after a few minutes and move onto other topics.
It still made us all laugh our asses off, though.
Once we’d finally kicked the others out of our room, we stripped the mess away. Then, well, we stripped each other and made a lot more mess, before passing out and sleeping ‘til the rising sun woke us both, peeking around the edges of the blanket we’d nailed up to block the window.
We spent the next day working our asses off, but by the end of it, we’d managed to clear a large room on the second ring. We had another matter converter growing, this one a standard-level one, as opposed to the lower-level basic and simple versions. Then I’d done my best to create as secure a section as possible in which to embrace the madness that was sure to be Scylla, considering the short time frame we had to work in.
The room we’d chosen for this was a large, square one, cut back into the bedrock underneath the facility. I was taking no chances with the others, making them agree to my terms or, basically, it wasn’t happening.
I’d pulled in Oxus, Ronai, and Kim, keeping them back near the door, with the others outside, watching through a camera and ready to either step in if she was reasonable or to seal the goddamn doors if she wasn’t.
It wasn’t much of a plan, but I judged it was enough, considering that Scylla was essentially a mummy at the minute. I didn’t know how long it would take for her to recover. It could be instantaneous, or it could take weeks. Hell, if we were doing it the traditional way, it’d take at least a few days before she woke, I’d guessed, and possibly weeks before she was capable of moving around.
That was the thing, though; I couldn’t afford a few days or weeks, because not knowing how she’d react when she woke meant I’d have to be here the entire time.
I couldn’t afford that, so instead I’d provided two null blocks, a giant bottle of water stolen from a water cooler, and a million nanites in a block, and I’d cracked the titanium case around her, removing it carefully.
It was a massive amount of available raw matter, and I was fairly sure that, between all three, it’d put her back up to her basic capabilities damn quickly.
“Are we ready?” Ingrid asked through the speakers on the wall.
I nodded, staring at the frozen, drained corpse before me.
She was no longer hermetically sealed, the glass pod that she’d been kept in for long years perfectly preserving her and keeping her unable to regenerate or awaken, her eyes bulging, skin shrunken where it could be seen, and massive, blackened chains wrapped tight around her.
The eyes were sightless, I was sure of that. But still, the way they were opened, even if it was because the skin had pulled back, freaked me out.
Scylla had been trapped inside the glass case, casket, or whatever for literally centuries. Hell, the only time she’d probably been out of it was when it was being upgraded to a new, more modern one.
The fact that her fucking mother had kept her in it, in her dressing room, as a trophy? That was so screwed up it was a different level entirely from anything I could imagine.
I stared at her for a few more seconds, then I shook my head and pulled up my armor fully, enclosing myself in its perfectly fitted glory, before extending the Vorpal Blade.
I hesitated again, for the briefest of seconds, then stabbed it out, the blade passing through the glass with barely any effort, penetrating between her frantically reaching hands, lifted as they were from the chains, and I slid the blade upwards.
At first nothing happened as I moved around her. I’d laid her on a bench, despite Ingrid’s suggestions of a bed, and I moved steadily, carving the glass away in sections, then stopping to remove them, tossing them to the side.
In only a few minutes, it was done, and she laid frozen and seemingly dead on her back.
I retracted the blade, then moved the water, setting the bottle down next to her, then the null blocks and the nanites, arranging them all around her so that they were touching her skin, as I started on the chains.
That had been a point that we had all agreed with; there was no point in resurrecting her if we kept her chained like an animal, and if the first thing she experienced on awaking was that she was chained and kept like a prisoner?
She’d attack, given the chance.
It was easy to find the lock on the chains, but without the Vorpal Blade, it would have been almost impossible to remove. Athena, or whoever had done the imprisoning, had clearly gone to extreme lengths, considering that the chains were literally forged closed, and the white-hot steel had burned its way into her flesh.
Even with the blade, I had to be incredibly careful, sawing in tiny increments as I worked, having turned her onto her side, the lock sunken into her back.
Once it was cut free, though, I retracted the blade again, and wincing, pulled the chain out.
Her back fractured in places, entire sections coming loose like cardboard that had been stacked for too long and left in the rain, then dried. Different levels of her body, skin, bones—hell, what might have been desiccated organs—shifted, and I lowered it back into place, swallowing my horror.
There was no response from her, not even a twitch, and I shook myself and moved on, unhooking the chains, but having learned from the last bit, I left them in place, ready for her to move when she was strong enough.
I moved systematically, sawing through the links here and there, so that when she was ready and tried to move, they would fall free.
Once that was done, and not knowing what else I could do, I extended two nanofilaments from the Harvest device, and I slid them into her skin, wincing at the cracks and the terrible dry-paper sound that rose.
I closed my eyes, finding that easier, as the nanites slowly searched, trying to find active systems.
There were precious few of them in literally millions of nanites that formed most of her body now. Mere dozens remained under power, and those were close to winking out.
I sensed the way they were accepting the air, the heat, and the light from all around and were using that. They began converting the power inherent in it to a form they could use to jumpstart others nearby. Then they charged up again and powered the next in line.
I fumbled my way through a series of call-and-response attempts between my nanites and hers, but they refused any access to their higher systems. After a few attempts, I gave up, taking the top off the water and scooping out a few handfuls instead, pouring it over her and letting it sink in as I stood back.
Her nanites were making a comeback, and it was rising in an exponential curve. As more were powered up, they in turn powered the next wave, as the primary ones, now surrounded by live systems, began to follow the repair and resurrection protocols. But it was clearly going to be a while before she awoke.
“They’re live, and they’ve begun to work on her,” I called out for everyone else’s benefit, realizing that they’d been watching me work for a while but trying not to disturb me. “Honestly, I’d say go to bed. This is going to take a while.”
“How long do you think?” asked Ingrid.
I smiled, retracting my armor as Oxus sat on the floor, and the two Oracan stood at attention still, ready to fight.
“At least a few hours, probably a day or more. She was literally almost dead, and truly dead, I mean. Most of her nanites had powered down fully. They all need to be repowered before they can even start on her. You might as well go to bed, seriously.”
It took a few minutes of discussion, but nobody really tried that hard to disagree. I realized that the search for active nanites and the gradual powering up and recharging cycle I’d been observing had actually taken several hours.
Once the others, including my non-human security, had all gone, I dragged a chair over and sat, staring into the void as I gently fed filaments into her and watched the process again.
I felt a little shitty doing it—I was literally poking holes in a dead woman, after all, or at least one who was old and dead enough archeologists would have happily nicked her stuff at least—but it gave me a chance to see things I’d not normally have seen, and that was important.
I’d considered using my Repair capabilities. If we were designed as interstellar shock troops, we had to have been set up to heal each other as well. But the thought of her waking up to pain as I forced nanites into her wasn’t a happy one, and eventually I pulled the nanofilaments back and settled in to wait.
The minutes turned to hours, and I was damn thankful that the room I’d chosen had a toilet in it, by the time the first visible change happened.
I’d been watching her off and on all night, and if I had to guess, it was midday the next day when she first moved.
The null blocks had been absorbed, the block of nanites totally ignored, and my regular “watering” of her had resulted in the water getting down to only half when her eyelid twitched, and I sat up straight, wondering if I’d imagined it.
There was nothing for several minutes, then another twitch, this time a finger, before, all of a sudden, her mouth shifted and she drew in a long, hissing breath.
It sounded painful. Hell, it sounded horrific, especially when she started to cough.
She twisted, muscles that were centuries out of commission shifted, then twitched, contracting and drawing more pained gasps, groans, and moans that went on as she moved. The chains shifted, falling free, clanking on the floor and the bench around her.
Her skin started to shiver as it underwent rapid regeneration, the nanites attempting to repair the most badly damaged sections. With a flutter, her eyes opened fully, rolling back in her head as she started to convulse. I moved, jumping to my feet and grabbing her before she could roll off.
In an instant, everything changed as she came into contact with me. The automatic responses, the body acting while the brain free-wheeled—all of it stopped as she went into full-on war mode.
Arms came up, one hand, unable to straighten fully, and folded up tight, drove forwards with all the force it could muster, aimed right for my trachea, the other flapped at my hip, searching for a weapon.
She twisted, hissing, and tried to lunge at me, creaking sounds filling the air as she forced open her mouth, gleaming teeth lunging for me as she tried to bring any and all her possible weapons to bear.
And I gripped her, slamming her back onto the bench hard enough its legs gave out, and her shoulders fractured.
I swore, half leaning on her as the bench fell, the pair of us suddenly facing each other...and I saw the terror, the desperate need to fight and to kill in her eyes.
“Stop!” I barked at her, mentally retracting my helm and letting her see my face, rather than the armored helmet that she’d awoken to. She froze, lips drawn back in a snarl of fear and pain, and I released her, lifting my hands slowly and backing away.
I heard creaking and popping sounds as her nanites shifted, and I turned my head, calling out in the direction of the door.
“Get me five more blocks!” I ordered, and Ronai ran out of the room to obey. I’d ordered one of the Oracan warriors to be there at all times, but even as I turned back, I gritted my teeth over my stupidity.
I tried speaking the same language that I’d used with the Oracan, getting nothing, then as near as I could, I tried the various dialects of Greek and even threw in some of the Ancient Egyptian that Ingrid had shown me, getting absolutely nowhere.
I needed Ingrid. Ingrid or Lars at least, and he was fuck knew where. I needed her to see if she could translate, because until I could get access to real ancient Greek somehow, anything I said was meaningless. Yet there was no way I wanted Ingrid anywhere near this...woman.
The storeroom where the null blocks were kept wasn’t far. They were, after all, damn near worthless to anyone else, so there were no issues with storing them. As soon as Ronai returned, I sent him out again with orders to get Ingrid and to bring her down here.
They were to stay on the other damn side of the door from now on, as well. Until I was happy that Scylla was dealt with one way or the other, I was staying in this room with her, and nobody else was coming close. I was already regretting awakening her.
She moved slowly, limbs popping, skin flaking loose and falling to the floor, even as the remaining chains fell free as well.
Under the chains, she wore several golden torcs, some bracelets, and a belt of woven gold, but that was it. I had no clue if her nanites had consumed the clothes at some point, or if she’d been bound naked.
I stayed well back from her, watching her jerky movements as I kept my hands up, before glancing around the room for anything I could offer her.
I couldn’t believe that I’d not thought of goddamn clothes!
I pulled out a null block, making sure she saw that I wasn’t threatening her with it, then I laid it on the floor and backed away, letting her reach out for it in her own time.
She’d just collected it, and had tried to bite it, when the intercom chimed, startling her and making her scuttle backwards, hissing in challenge.
“It’s all right!” I called, waving my hands to get her attention and shaking my head. “No threat, no danger!”
“What’s happening?” Ingrid asked, and I sighed in relief at knowing she was there.
“She’s awake, but has attacked me already. I don’t know if I’m butchering Ancient Greek, so—”
“Right, Ronai, go find Belle...and my father and James. Tell them we need blankets and clothes, more water and food!” Ingrid ordered. The sound of Ronai racing off made it clear his understanding of English was going well, although what we might end up with was anyone’s guess, considering I’d been speaking to him in his language, and Ingrid hadn’t.
“Can you tell her I mean her no harm?” I asked without turning around, crouching on the floor to appear less threatening as I stayed out of reach of the scared woman.
“I can try,” Ingrid agreed, before speaking haltingly in another language that was only vaguely similar to my attempt.
Scylla jerked at the sound of the words and opened her mouth as if to reply, but the sound that came out...it was croak and a hiss at best, sounding more like a pained animal than an attempt at a language.
She moved slowly, reaching for the water and prodding at the bottle, watching me the entire time as if she was waiting to be attacked, even as Ingrid started to speak again.
The conversation was one-sided at first; clearly, Scylla wasn’t willing to attempt to speak again until she had time to recover a little. But despite being unable to see Ingrid, she listened, and after a few more attempts at communication, Ingrid did exactly what she and the others had agreed not to do, and she opened the door.
It was a door that slid into recessed sections of the wall, heavy duty and designed to contain biological and toxic waste. The movement was both loud and sudden, resulting in Scylla hissing and hunching down behind a section of table as fast as she could.
Ingrid walked in slowly, Belle at her side, and they both moved a short distance into the room, their arms full of food, clothing, and bottled water.
They set them down and backed away slowly, even as Belle translated Ingrid’s words for me.
“She’s telling Scylla that we are friends, that we mean her no harm, and that we have rescued her. The food and water is safe to take, and that there is no debt between her and us for them.”
“Get her out of here,” I ordered Belle, not trusting Scylla enough to take my eyes off her.
“We’re leaving,” Ingrid said soothingly to me. “We realized that she’d only seen you in your armor. She’s a woman, and we’ve no idea what they’ve done to her, so it was important for her to know that there were women here as well.”
“It’s bloody stupid is what it is!” I snapped. “If she decided to kill you, I might not be fast enough.”
“She can barely move.”
“She’s nanite-enhanced. She can probably punch though the wall without too much difficulty,” I replied. “The only reason I agreed to this room was that to get anywhere else, she needs to go through me first.”
“She doesn’t understand this language, but she senses the anger in them, and the challenge, Steve. If you want her to relax, you need to relax first,” Belle said, her own voice gentle.
I had to stop myself from swearing.
“Belle,” I said slowly, forcing myself to be as patient as possible. “Scylla was apparently one of the greatest warriors of her age. She was so feared that legends were written about her as a sea monster because nobody could escape her. Her own mother had her hermetically fucking sealed after killing her and wrapping her in chains. That’s not something you do to someone who’s not a threat.”
“I agree. I’m sensing high levels of aggression from her, but also fear, weariness, and a deep, deep sadness buried under it all. Please Steve, trust me and retract your armor. Let her see you are human, and back away. I think we need to leave her to come to terms with her reawakening.”
“If I leave, she might do anything. No deal,” I said firmly.
“Then stay, but do it out of the room. She’d still have to get through the walls, and that will give you time to get back inside, won’t it?”
I gritted my teeth, but she was right. I moved, instantly drawing Scylla’s glare. Ingrid paused, groaning, before picking one of the bottles up and showing Scylla how to open it, before putting the now open bottle down, then the pair backed away, passing through the door.
I moved back to the door, then stood straight and pulled my armor back into my skin, making Scylla hiss in surprise. Then I stepped out and closed the door.
I accessed the camera, watching the way she stayed half-hidden behind the desk, staring around wild-eyed. Then her stomach overcame her fear, and she darted forwards on all fours, one arm collapsing under the weight, rolling, then she was up, crossing the last few feet, a clearly broken wrist ignored as she grabbed at the food.
“What did you give her?” I asked Ingrid, reaching out and putting my arm around her shoulders as she leaned in and put hers around my back, staring at the tablet screen she held displaying the room.
“Meat and vegetables. A roast dinner, basically. Chicken, beef, and more. I didn’t want to overload her with unfamiliar things. I should have thought about the water. It didn’t occur to me until we were in there that she’d never have seen a twist cap.”
“You should have stayed the hell outside the room,” I told her firmly. “You saw the way she went for the food. Her wrist snapped under her, and she barely paused.”
“The poor woman—”
“No,” I interrupted her. “That’s not a poor woman. That’s a warrior. She ignored the break, despite the pain, because she’s felt it enough times before that she knows it’s unimportant. To ignore a broken wrist like that, something that degrades your fighting ability to that extent, and to still show no fear? That’s a serious badass,” I decided, nodding in thought as I stared through the camera at her.
She ate the food carefully, a handful at a time, then a pause, waiting as her body accepted it, then another. The open water bottle was drunk quickly, the inevitable retching from a stomach unused to food was forced back down, and she backed away with the food to a corner.
We watched as she grabbed her wrist, forcing it into a better position with barely any change of expression on her face, as drawn and disfigured as it was, then she was moving again.
The clothes were ignored; instead she examined the table where it’d collapsed before, pulling a sturdy leg free, and hefting it unsteadily, nodding to herself.
Now armed, she started to move with more purpose, dragging the two other tables into position, laying one on its side and then trying to rip the legs off the other.
When she failed, she seemed stunned, as if she’d never even considered her strength would be lacking. Yet, inside a minute, she was moving again, this time angling the table then forcing herself up to bounce on it, the additional weight bending the screws that held the legs in place, even as she fell to the floor with a grunt of pain.
She got up, examined the legs, and nodded in satisfaction, then did it again and again until the legs came free. The tabletop was set atop the legs of the other, now laid on its side, and formed a rudimentary shelter, as the legs were dragged from sight under it, her clothes, food and drink following.
“That’s a fucking scary one,” I said.
“That’s a woman who’s known only pain and abuse as long as she can remember,” Belle corrected, and I shot her a hard glare. “I’m sorry, Steve, but it’s true. The little hints I can get from her mind all tell me that she’s lived with terror and abuse for so long that it’s the only constant for her now.”
“Then we did the right thing,” Ingrid said firmly, even as her father and James ran up, the former huffing slightly as he came to a stop, staring at the screen and seeing the makeshift shelter.
“Where is she?”
“Under there,” I said, gesturing to the tables and shaking my head. “And she’s dangerous.”
“She is,” Ingrid agreed, turning to her father. “She’s known nothing but abuse and war for most of her life. She’s scared, in pain, and alone. She’s just woken up in a strange place, after who knows what happened. She was chained up and kept trapped by her evil witch of a mother for possibly hundreds or even thousands of years.”
“I can’t imagine what she’s going through, but you think she’s a risk?” Anders asked, looking at me.
“I tried to stop her when she almost fell off the bench. Her first reaction was to try and break my throat; the second was to bite me,” I pointed out.
“She was locked away, and the chains were attached and forged onto her. We’ve no idea what her last memories were. It might have been anything; she was trying to defend herself,” Ingrid countered.
I moved away from the wall, sitting in one of the chairs nearby that the others had brought earlier.
“I agree,” I said after a few seconds. “The things she went through before she woke up were probably enough to break her mind, let alone the fear that she was going to be ‘locked’ or whatever Hans and the others called it back then. That’s terrible, it really fucking is, but that’s not our problem.”
I saw the look that everyone was giving me, and I folded my arms across my chest, tipping the chair back. I was damn well going to piss them all off, but it needed to be said.
“It’s not our problem,” I repeated. “Our problem is her reactions to us now.” I looked at each of them as I went on. “I’m sorry that whatever happened to her happened, but we’re freeing her, setting a possibly utterly batshit immortal loose on the world after who knows how long and after she committed crimes we can’t imagine.
“Her mother was a fucknut, yes. But, for all we know, she was a good person back then. Hell, Scylla might be why Athena ended up so twisted. For all we know, Scylla was bathing in the blood of babies for shits and giggles, all we know is that she scared the shit out of the ancient Greeks. Remember, that wasn’t easy to do—they were fighting mental shit from the dawn of time, and they barely left any evidence of it because that was just ‘what they did.’
“It wasn’t important, or at least not as important as philosophy and democracy. The more I think about it, the more fucking insane the ancient Greeks were. Yet they wrote about her as being a sea monster than nobody could escape from. Something she did was so bad that her own mother chained her up and kept her in a safe in her bedroom.”
“Athena was evil,” Ingrid interrupted hotly.
“Athena was fucking batshit. I’d fight her again tomorrow and stab the shit outta her, given the chance, because yes, she’s that evil, and she deserves it. I remember what she did to you, and I lived through her killing me or ordering my death hundreds of times. Believe me, I’m not going soft on her at all. I totally agree she was evil enough that she’d do anything to anyone. But this is a mother who did this to her daughter. If she was likely to go easy on anyone, it was her...and this isn’t going easy.”
“So, what do you suggest?” Anders asked.
“Exactly as we agreed. I stay here until we’re sure of what the hell she’s going to do. If she’s mental and dangerous, I kill her. End of discussion.”
“We need to give her a chance to prove she can be more than that!” Ingrid said firmly. “I know you don’t want to kill her, Steve.”
“No, no, I don’t, but if I turn my back on her, and she slaughters you all, you don’t come back. I’m not giving her that chance.”
“Then what do we do?” Anders asked me slowly. “It could take weeks for her to recover enough to move from an animal-like reaction to stimulus. She needs interactions with humans who aren’t threatening her, and you sitting down here for weeks is—”
“I build a cell,” I said firmly, after a few seconds. I’d been thinking about the madhouse that Hans had talked about, up in the mountains, and wondering how the hell they dealt with their more unstable patients. Logically, they had to have a way.
“A cell? She’s not a prisoner,” Ingrid started hotly. I looked at her, opening my mouth to speak when James beat me to it.
“Yes, she is, Ingrid. I don’t like it, but by definition, we are restricting her freedoms. Therefore, she is a prisoner. Until she can be reasoned with and assessed, we have to keep her away from the others. A cell, while unpleasant, is far better than she was being kept in before. Steve, how will we do it?”
“I’ll construct it with nanites,” I said sitting forward, the front legs hitting the floor with an audible clink. “I’ll feed them into the walls around her current room, strengthen them all around. It’s a big room, but that’s better than trying to move her to a smaller one.”
“That makes sense. Do you have enough nanites?”
“I do, although not as many as I’d like. I’ll use the nanites and null blocks to build it, and it’ll take a few days unless I go all out and essentially waste all my work in Russia.”
“What?” Anders asked, frowning.
“Russia. One of the main reasons I went was to harvest nanites. I needed to learn some more self-control, and I needed to draw the factions’ eyes away from you and the others. But I also went to fight the creatures that Hans told us were rampant there. I was expecting lycans and so on, mainly. Yeah, I found them, but I also found the Oracan village and the hippies, not to mention the Erlking. It was well worth the trip, but the nanites were supposed to be gradually folded into my body, improving me, strengthening me, and being used as a base to rebuild this facility.”
“What could they do with the facility?”
“Almost anything; that’s the point,” I said, scratching my head. “I’d not considered the army of people you deployed. Hell, I’d been thinking the others would get a bit of a start on things, clear out somewhere for us to work, and that’d be about it. The real repairs and upgrades would be all nanites-based. Instead, you all went at it like fuck knows what, and you don’t need me to do much beyond build the matter converters and the Power Cores. That means we’ve got some options.”
“How many do you have?” Ingrid asked me. I checked the details, wondering how the hell I’d spent so many already.
“Just over nine million clusters. Basically, when it comes to nanites, I use clusters rather than individual, as that number is just fucking insane otherwise. Nine million nanite clusters could either entirely rebuild my body into that of a living god—although admittedly, I’d be useless for anything for a few days to months while the change happened—or...”
“Or?”
“Or I could probably permeate her cell with nanites and feed them null blocks, create a cage around the room, and make it strong enough that she won’t be able to escape it. That’ll take a few days, I guess, and it’ll cost almost six million clusters. It’d be cheaper if I had more time. Hell, if I just had the nanites make a constructor, then powered it with a Power Core and supplied it with the null blocks, it’d cost us a few hundred thousand, that’s all.”
“And the issue with that?” James asked, already guessing at it but needing it confirmed, as well as for the others’ benefit.
“It’d take at least a week, probably several, considering it’s not just a case of making it, but having to actually consume the damn rock around the cell and then replace the outside of the walls with the metal.”
“What will you use?”
“Nefindium.”
“What?”
“It’s in the nanite knowledge bank. Fuck knows what it is. I keep meaning to ask Zac about it, but its lighter than aluminum and stronger than titanium, like much stronger. It’s what I’m planning on making the armor and weapons for the Oracan and others out of.”
“What?” Ingrid asked, totally confused.
“Yeah, sorry, I should have said. Basically, the assholes we deal with are insane, mainly. They’ll use regular troops if they can, but they’ll also do things themselves. We need to get a plan going in case Hans fails and doesn’t get the Old Ones to declare a truce. I’m starting with the idea that we recruit more Oracan. We know where there’s a few villages now, and we have a pilot and plane.”
“Right, and then we arm them?”
“Damn right. You remember that site I told you about? The one with the crystals?” I asked her, and she nodded slowly. “What did you find out?”
“Nothing.”
“What?!” I asked, my heart sinking.
“I never went. I’m sorry, Steve, you were taken by some psychotic bitch and her followers, then Hans came back, and he tried to smuggle me away, telling me I need to basically forget you ever existed, or else, and then...when I wasn’t willing to just forget about you, I ended up as a servant for Athena. I never had time to go.”
“Did Lars?”
“I don’t know.” She shook her head, reaching out to take my hand as I stood, gnawing on my bottom lip. “Is it that important?”
“It really is...they can hurt even the Arisen. Hell, as soon as I got too close to the crystals, my nanites started dying off. I think, and this is basically me clutching at fucking straws, that she was an Arisen who’s nanites got badly fucked up. She’s still alive, more or less, and the crystals she was changing into...when I fought Athena, she had some. She had the heads of her spears for her personal guard made out the crystal, and it cut through my armor like butter.”
“They’re deadly to—to your nanites?” Ingrid asked, her eyes widening in horror.
“They are, and for an Arisen who’s basically been rebuilt over millennia by nanites? That’s all they are, nanites replacing everything. The crystal sends them haywire, like a virus that spreads out from the wound, breaking them down and spreading. Stab Hans or one of the others with a crystal spear? They’re dead. That’s it.”
“But Hans...why wouldn’t he warn us about them?”
“I don’t know if he knows,” I said with a shudder. “He didn’t like the spears. But when I said I wanted them all, he just shrugged and said it was fine. It might be a bluff, but I think Athena hid it. Going near to the crystals made me feel...wrong. Weaker and tired. Sick, even. I think that’s what Hans sensed, and he just wanted to be away from them.”
“Where are they?”
“The Oracan who served Athena and who swore to me. They had them, and I told them to collect them all up and hold onto them.”
“So we need those weapons, and the Oracan,” Anders said, getting a round of agreement.
“I need to make the cell safe first, and as much as it boils my piss, I need to do it quickly, so that’s the six million lost.”
“Easy come, easy go,” James said with a smile.
“If you knew how many lycans I had to fight to get this,” I grumbled, getting a smile from him as he reached out and set a hand on my shoulder.
“I was trying to make you smile, Steve. I know it wasn’t easy, and I’m sorry for making light of your efforts,” he apologized.
“I know, mate. It’s my fault; I shouldn’t be so touchy,” I acknowledged, forcing a slight smile. “It’s not knowing about her that’s the issue.”
“It’ll be okay, Steve,” Ingrid assured me, stepping up and taking both of my hands in hers, looking me in the eyes and waiting until I relaxed to go on. “I know you’re stressed. I know you’re worried over the things you can’t protect us from. But honestly, we’re okay.”
“It scares the shit out of me,” I admitted to her, then looked around at them all. “Seriously, I was terrified when I met my first real Arisen. The gulf of power between them and where I stood was insane. Now it’s gotten so much worse, because not only are there people like them, and like her here? Now I know about the Erlking, and there’s others here still, hidden. The Erlking killed me, for literally no reason, beyond the fact that I annoyed them.”
“You accused the Erlking of having a crying-wank over the human race,” Belle added in helpfully.
I nodded my head slowly, biting my lip.
“Okay, yeah, I suppose some might consider that a bit disrespectful, but—” I was cut off by the disbelieving laughter that rose from Anders, and I couldn’t help but wink at him.
“You...he...” He laughed.
I groaned. “Yeah, well, you know. I was tired, hungry and stressed. Not to mention—” I managed to stop myself before saying I’d not been laid in weeks, but only just. “Anyway! She’s just lying there, under the tables, so I’m going to start with the walls now. Then, well, I’ll start the Power Core next, I guess.”
“Okay, what about—” Ingrid started to ask, when the alarm I’d set on our bedroom door went off, pinging me a warning.
I held up a hand, stopping everyone as I triggered the cameras that were hidden around our room, and froze.
“Anders.”
“Yes, Steve?” he replied, confused.
“Why are you in our bedroom?” I asked, staring at a mirror image of him making his way across the room and heading straight for the audio recorder.




Chapter Forty-Eight



I froze, not daring to leave the corridor outside of Scylla’s confinement, and yet...
“Fuck!” I snarled, looking to Belle, even as she reached out and laid her hand on Ander’s shoulder, fingertips pressing against his neck.
“This is Anders,” she told me firmly, and that had to be enough for me.
“Get the Oracan and Oxus back here. Guard this fucking corridor!” I barked at the others, spinning on my heel and starting to run.
Questions rang out behind me, but I didn’t have time for them, not if I was going to catch the spy.
Already, they’d reached the recording device, and they were looking at it, seemingly confused. I raced around the outer ring of the second sub level. The damn place was built in a series of rings, each inside another with corridors laid down the middle and running in circles. It maximized the storage space, considering how many kinds of waste they needed to keep separate from the others. But it also made it a right fuck on to get back to the elevator when I needed to!
I doubled down, my armor flowing up into primacy as my claws slid out of my boots, digging into the floor as I raced, stopping me slipping and enabling me to pick up speed.
“Make a hole!” I roared at a group of chattering workers, locals who had been hired to move the most harmless and inconsequential waste into the correct areas.
They froze, not understanding me, then panicked, racing in all directions as they saw my giant black crusader form racing towards them.
The damn place was barely tall enough for me in armor as it was, leaving me nowhere to go as they jammed up, trying to get through the doors. I had to slow, snarling my frustration, even as “Anders” in our bedroom swore, then shifted.
It was the first time I’d seen anyone else do it, as their skin rippled, and they started to change. I saw them crush and discard the recording device, even as they backed away from the window, tearing their clothes free. They shifted to look like another of the crew, this time Ingrid.
I shoved through the babbling gaggle of locals, ignoring their screams of terror, and leaped over one as he fell, snarling in fury as the elevator doors ahead closed. It started going down to the next floor, the stunned look on the faces of the pair on it still making it clear they’d seen me as well.
I twisted to the side, running at the secondary set of doors that stood by the elevator, and I blasted through them. One of the doors came off its hinges entirely, bouncing off the wall and falling off the floor as I leaped over it and raced up the stairs.
I took them two and three at a time, the few people who were in the stairwell leaping back and running through doors as the spy finally came to a decision and tore the table apart, barehanded.
They took the metal legs and locked them together, then twisted them into a single post of metal. It was rough, but fuck, the strength that took to do...
They raced for the window, throwing the top of the table ahead of them and smashing the glass out, then leaping into the air. I made it to the first above-ground level, continuing to the second, snarling in fury.
It’d never occurred to me that it was possible to mimic someone else. If I could force my nanites to change to look like the surface behind me, making me nearly invisible, then there was nothing stopping me doing that instead, nothing save that I’d never thought about it.
That raised something even more terrifying.
I’d always thought I was the only one with access to the nanites...it was my biggest advantage. That another might have that, well, it scared the shit out of me.
I switched from the cameras inside the room to those outside, skipping through three before I found one that was neither too fucked from sand damage nor facing the wrong goddamn direction.
People were milling around, staring at the shattered glass and at the tabletop, while a few stared off in the direction of the solar cells and the local workers’ barracks on the outside of the site.
I snarled as I took the next turn in the stairwell, leaving cracked and broken sections of stairs behind me.
I couldn’t let them reach the workers’ barracks. They were old, long since abandoned. Hell, we’d barely dug out a small section of them, according to Ingrid. They’d been where people had slept and rested for the first few days until they were sure that the tower was safe enough for people to be inside.
Then our people had moved inside, with the regular hires as well, the barracks being used for the local workers who didn’t want to travel back to their villages each day.
Now we had a shapeshifting fucking spy racing across the sand and weaving between the damn solar cells, trying to make it to the barracks where at least a dozen locals were making their midday meal.
They knew that they’d been spotted, they fucking knew they were being hunted. But if they could make it to the group ahead, they could try to blend in, and if they were skilled enough as a spy, they’d probably manage it.
I cleared the stairwell on our floor and smashed the doors open, racing for the door to our quarters and taking it off its hinges as well. I skidded on the stone floor, dug the claws into the poured concrete, then I was off again, shouldering more hanging glass loose from the window surrounds as I leapt into the air, wings unfurling fully and catching the hot Saharan breeze.
I was lifted almost effortlessly as I zoomed in on them, barely a dozen feet from the cookfires. I beat my wings hard and fast, closing that distance.
The people around the cookfires saw what looked like Ingrid coming, crying out for help, naked, and they turned, some of them calling out a question in the local language before one of them caught sight of me and pointed, gasping.
That did it. In seconds, they were all making religious gestures and pointing, crying out in their own language. The spy closed the last few feet, plowing into a gaggle of three older women, sending them all flying, before diving into the barracks behind them.
I flared my wings, bringing my feet forwards and killing my speed then pulling the wings in entirely. Cries and curses were shouted all around me as they vanished, and I dropped to the sand.
I landed with a grunt, the sand shifting slightly under me as my boots dug in, and rather than waste time catching my balance, I threw myself into a roll, coming to my feet and lunging for the sand scoured and rusty iron door.
I grabbed the handle and half yanked the damn door off its hinges as I barreled inside, the latch banging loudly as the door swung shut behind me.
Instantly, the world changed, the drab stone and sand of the Sahara suddenly replaced with bright-colored blankets, small braziers that smoldered in a corner filling the air with a fragrant smoke, and the sounds of people snoring.
I skidded to a halt, spinning and looking in all directions, seeing nothing. The curtains and cloths rippled in the faint breeze wafting around the shattered door.
I twisted around slowly this time, searching. Then I reached out with my senses, closing my eyes and listening.
The world outside was a cacophony of sounds suddenly, the others shouting demanding answers. I snarled, and the sound of running feet washed over the noises.
Ingrid was beloved of the locals, and as far as they were concerned, a demon of black armor had just chased her, naked, into their home.
I could hear the angry shouts of people racing to “her” rescue, and I had to grit my teeth and congratulate the spy on their sneakiness.
That didn’t mean it was going to end well for them.
If they were confident they could kill me, they’d not have run, I told myself, smearing a handful of nanites across the door where it half lay in the frame.
The nanites shifted as I’d ordered them, binding the door to the wall and making it impossible for those outside to get in without some serious effort.
I pushed forwards, lifting the blankets out of the way as I ducked my head under a low doorframe, searching the next room. I found nothing, bar two more doorways and a half-buried window that barely let any light in.
I moved on, taking the door to the left, sweeping the curtain aside and drawing a cry from a young man who was laid on a cot, having clearly just woken from a deep sleep. I glared down at him, seeing the terror and reaching out with my senses, my nanites telling me that he was normal, even as I triggered my ability and checked him over.
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I dismissed the details and stepped back, seeing a movement out of the corner of my eye and spinning around. Two young women were each carrying babies wrapped in cloths and running past me for the door into the entrance...
I started to dismiss them, seeing the terror on their faces, until an instinct screamed that something was wrong, that there were far too many nanites too close.
The first woman was barely covered, the shouts and now banging on the door that led in as those outside tried to come to ‘Ingrid’s’ defense rousing them. Her baby was waking, a pudgy fist waving as they started to scream, but the woman behind her...
She had a scarf wrapped around her head, bright, colorful, and a bundle that she carried like a baby, but her clothes were old, baggy, and clearly not hers.
“You!” I snapped at her, spinning to face her fully, seeing the out-of-place clothing, the poor imitation of a baby in her arms, and...
And I was hit from the side by the twisted metal legs of the table as someone blurred through from the room that was now behind me, slamming the mass of steel into me with bone-shattering force.
I was flung into a wall, which promptly collapsed on me. The spy raced back for the front door, knocking the women aside and smashing it outwards. They bowled the growing crowd over, sending people flying as they ran, twisting around and snarling as they headed for the desert, even as the cries of the Oracan rose in the distance.
I hissed, heaving stone blocks aside and swearing as I saw one of the women, the one I’d thought was the spy in disguise no less, laid on the floor gurgling as blood bubbled up between her lips.
The spy had crushed the right side of her ribcage in, barely missing the child in their haste to escape. I hesitated, even as the wails of the other woman rose at the sight of her friend’s injuries.
I knew I couldn’t afford the time. I knew that if they could change their form like this, then they could vanish just as easily. Hell, even easier, and a sandstorm was coming.
If they managed to keep ahead of me and the Oracan long enough for the sandstorm to hit, there was no chance we’d catch them. They could have vital information. At the very least, they knew I was there, and that had to be kept from the factions at all costs, but...
But I couldn’t leave an innocent woman to die.
I couldn’t leave the child to grow up without their mother, just because it was inconvenient for me to have to deal with it now.
I lunged forwards, making the other woman scream and back away, as I extended a spike of nanites, stabbing it into the injured woman’s side, making her wail even more, but it was the quickest way.
I flexed the spike on the inside of her, the nanites forming a bubble that flowed up, thousands of the little individual fuckers grabbing fragments of bone, flesh, and cartilage, shifting it around, twisting her insides in ways that made her eyes flare open in terrible agony.
It took only a handful of seconds, then I pulled my hand away, the spike dissolving inside her as it frantically worked to rebuild and repair her. Then I was off, pushing past the people who were trying to force their way in to defend them.
Blows hit me, then a feeling like someone had flicked my side, hard. I looked down seeing the handgun that one of the men had fired into me at point-blank range, then in the direction the bullet had vanished in when it ricocheted off, before shoving them all aside and unfurling my wings again.
This time, they backed off quickly. Something about the overall image of a giant in crusader armor that could fly with angelic wings triggered too many deep-seated, almost genetic memories, and people began falling to their knees as I looked upwards, slamming my wings down with a powerful beat.
I’d triggered my gravity inverter, the mental effort to use it almost entirely gone now as I learned minute-by-minute and hour-by-hour to use my abilities. I fell upwards, the beat of my wings serving to send me faster and higher.
I soared away from them, the feeling in the pit of my stomach of falling mixed with the almost unnoticed twist in my inner ear as I shifted. One wing flicked as I twisted, aligning myself on the desert leading away in the direction they’d gone, seeing nothing beyond a distant sandstorm incoming.
They were good.
There was no sign of them already, the crisscrossing mass of footprints in the sand useless to me even as the Oracan and Oxus, who’d been careful to keep their distance from the locals, raced out, their powerful legs sending them across the intervening distance faster than any human.
I hovered there, my eyes flickering as I tested different spectrums, the time since I last needed to try this making it like a muscle memory of patting my head and rubbing my stomach at the same time. It was awkward at first, then I flicked through them with increasing speed.
The desert flared in heat then was washed out in blues and purples. Movements became overexaggerated as my eyes shifted again, rods and cones flexing to form predator vision that focused in far better than my own natural sight ever could.
I flicked on, searching for anything, the building wind already tearing at the edges of the footprints as they dragged across the sand, before hitting a patch of scoured clear hard-packed ground meant for the airstrip.
Now it worked against me as the footprints stopped. I headed in that direction, searching.
I climbed higher, hovering, the Oracan and Oxus using me as a point of reference as they headed over, shouting, bestial bloodlust rising...there!
I twitched my head to the side and gritted my teeth.
The spy was fucking smart all right; they’d doubled back again and were concealed, their body blending with the sand and dirt as they moved slowly and steadily back from the edge of the airstrip, heading into the lee of several vehicles.
I turned full to face them, swooping down and flaring my wings, landing and jogging forwards a few steps as the wind caught me from behind during my landing.
They froze, remaining still, even as I flickered through different vision modes, until...
I didn’t have a name for it; everything was washed into deep blues and greens, everything except energy. I could feel it pouring off them in this vision. I lifted one hand, glancing down at the glove then back up at them after flexing my fingers.
My armor insulated me against whatever was happening to them. As I focused in more, their breathing came, raspy, labored. I extended still more senses, smelling the sweat, hearing their hammering heartbeat, and almost tasting the adrenaline pouring through them.
“Surrender,” I ordered them.
A long few seconds passed before they moved, straightening up and letting their concealment fall away.
I could sense the nanites now that I was close enough, not as many as I’d first thought, but still far more than a human should have.
“Who are you?” I asked, getting no answer. I snorted, triggering my ability.
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“Well, fuck,” I muttered, looking them over as the ripples of their concealment fully vanished, leaving Ingrid standing there, naked, looking terrified...while clutching a twisted metal club. “Really? She could lift that, but not casually,” I pointed out, gesturing to the club.
There was a pause as the BWV looked at me. Then they shrugged, their skin rippling as they changed again. This time, when they stopped, they were totally fucking different, and they smiled slowly, knowing damn well that I’d be in shock, even if I wasn’t showing it.
They were shorter than me, but still tall, toned rather than bulky as I was, with long limbs that ended in three-fingered hands. Each finger possessed an extra joint, making them appear subtly wrong.
The worst part was yet to come. The chest moved peculiarly as they breathed, as if the ribs were more flexible, a central point fixed and either side hinging forwards and back. A half-dozen small holes lay on either side, running up from the abdomen to the upper chest flapped open and closed, breathing the air in as the head tilted regarding me.
The creature’s face—and I had absolutely no clue as to its sex—was hairless, the lips thin and grey, with a hood that extended back, flaring out to either side of the neck and fluttering gently in the breeze.
There was a strange ridge of bone that flowed back from a nub above the eyes, splitting to form the eyebrows, then rolling back and lifting, separating from the skin to become the hood, then flowing back into the skin at the top of the creature’s back somewhere.
“What the fuck are you?” I asked, noting the twin rows of serrated teeth.
“A watcher,” it replied, its voice calm with only a slight huskiness as it spoke, its chest rippling as it worked to slow its breathing.
“Yeah, yeah, I’d use ‘spy’ usually, but fuck it. Who do you work for and why?” It stared at me, not answering, and I growled, rolling my shoulders. “Fine, you don’t want to talk? You spied on me, trashed my fuckin’ bedroom, and nearly killed some of the locals who work for me. I don’t need more of a reason to kill you,” I warned, my hunger for more nanites, as always, rising at their presence.
“You should run,” it responded slowly, as if to give me a chance, its mouth opening slightly as a forked tongue flickered back and forth across the mass of teeth.
“Nah, mate, I don’t run.”
“You did. You ran like a scared fish when Lord Shamal came for you.”
“So, you work for Shamal?”
“We are free, free of all ties, save debt.”
“So, what? We’re all tied by fucking debt, you dickhead. Why do you think people go to work in call-centers? It’s not for the sparkling repartee. It’s for money...well, and sex, there’s a lot of shagging goes on there I admit. Anyway, you’re a mercenary?” I asked, and it cocked its head at me, clearly not understanding my humor.
“Amongst other things.”
“Like?” I asked, playing for time, thinking that if the others could get close, then they could help me capture and question this little bastard.
“Like an assassin...even for our kind.”
“Our kind, so you’re an Arisen?”
“I am more than any of your pathetic species. You ‘arose’ from the breeding stock. My kind rose from those who sent you hiding in caves, your piss filling the air as you wept in fear!”
“Keep telling yourself that,” I replied automatically, shifting slightly on the balls of my feet.
This thing was strong, possibly as strong as I was, although I had no way to know for sure until we tested it. The ease that it had torn the top off that table, and the way it had twisted the legs together spoke of it being seriously powerful, not to mention the way it’d almost killed the woman by shoving her aside.
It opened its mouth as if to speak, and instead twisted at the waist in a move no human could have made, it was that fluid, and it swung the club at my head.
I jumped backwards, landing lightly, then brought both arms up, wrists crossed over as I took the next swing on the heavily reinforced armor of my forearms.
I grunted, gritting my teeth, and shoved back hard, sending it back three steps as it reset itself. I shook my arms out, the muscles aching as I grinned, feeling my blood racing.
“Come on, then. Let’s have you.” I growled.
It started to swing the club from side to side, moving it in great loops that seemed to have no purpose beyond letting me watch it.
Then it started to pick up speed.
I shifted, taking a step back, then another as it stepped forwards, the club whistling through the air faster and faster, building up speed and momentum.
I judged it, then I triggered the combat systems, objectively slowing time for me, only to find that the damn thing was moving almost as fast in this frame as well.
The advanced systems kicked in, projecting the movement, drawing intersecting lines, then...there!
I lunged forwards, right arm sweeping up and around, following the pattern mapped out as I caught the back side of the swing. Rather than trying to block it, I shoved it, hard and downwards, sending the smaller figure off-balance as the club hit the ground with a bone-jarring thump.
As I did that, I’d punched out with my left hand, thinking to smash his face in. But somehow the fucker swayed at the last second, absorbing most of the force and riding the blow. I felt something in the face deform under the pressure. Not bone...not exactly.
It was like a mix of cartilage and rubber, shifting, spreading out the force of the impact, and...
And then it twisted its face and clamped its teeth into the back of my gauntlet. My blow had landed high on the left side of its face, impacting the cheek, and should have been enough to crush the side of its face in, probably killing a normal human.
Instead, it’d swayed back, taking the punch, and somehow, no fucking clue how, but the damn thing had managed to bite down on the gauntlet.
My armor was strong enough to deflect most bullets easily. Hell, it’d taken a steady blast from a HMG when I’d been trashing Denmark, for fuck’s sake, and yet...
The teeth were flexing independently, dragging my hand deeper into its mouth, and after fighting all sorts of weird-ass shit so far, I wasn’t waiting to find out if this fucker had some kind of a venom or poison.
I flexed my fingers, clamping them down hard on the lower jaw and feeling the teeth through the sensors, then I yanked back, hard, and down.
The creature went from glaring spitefully at me, clearly thinking it was about to eat my hand, to being dragged forwards. I brought my right arm around and wrapped it around the fucker’s neck.
I flexed my arm, bunching up my muscles under the armor, grinning to myself as I cut off the flow of air, and...we both seemed to pause for a second as the obvious occurred to us both at the same time.
It breathed through the holes in its chest, not the mouth, so my chokehold was basically just stopping it speaking. That was it.
I tried to adjust my grip, intending on clamping down even harder, shutting off the flow of blood to the head as well as oxygen. But as fast as I was, they were faster.
The teeth shifted, and the jaw split, flesh altering with a groan as it lifted its legs, planting its feet flat against my thighs, bringing its arms around, and...I lost my grip on the fucker, at least partially. But rather than try to escape, it twisted around, the chest seemingly facing forwards still. The head rotated until it faced me, kicking off hard and driving its fingers, stiffened into bone spikes and tipped with short, sharp claws, into my armpits.
By necessity, there was less armoring there, none of the solid chunks of nanite infused metal and carbon impregnated nanotubes that protected the rest of my body. Instead, there was, however, a thin film of the same material than made up every other flexible section of my armor, a kind of nanoweave that there didn’t seem to be a name for yet, beyond “that silken nano-shit.”
It was insanely flexible, strong, warm, and durable. It could take a close-range shot from Dirty Harry, and it’d barely have bent.
This thing wasn’t Dirty Harry, though, and its claws were clearly nanite-augmented as well.
I hissed in pain as the pointed tips hit the upper edge of my armpits, the fold where my shoulder, chest, and side became my arm, and they dug in, cutting into the armor and drawing blood.
Instantly, I felt it, the tug, as for the first time, the nanites weren’t being dragged out of my opponents and into me, but the other way around.
I threw my head back, roaring with the pain. It lunged forwards, teeth flashing as it went for my throat, stymied at the last second as I snapped my helm down and nutted the fucker, smashing a load of its teeth back down its throat.
The restructuring of its jaw it’d managed to pull off was clearly not something that was easy, because it’d still been moving things back into position, and that meant the face seemed to bend and splatter across my helm.
It’d tried to dig its claws in deeper into my armpits, and I slammed my arms down hard, trapping it against me, even as I snarled a single word.
“Surprise!”
As I said it, I deployed four tentacles, driving them out from my back, near the base of my wings. My wings flowed inwards, their nanites being repurposed. The tentacles snapped out and around, stabbing deep into the creature that clung to me, passing each other inside its body on their way out the far side.
It shuddered, suddenly stabbed through and quivering as its central nervous system was shredded.
I flexed the tentacles, locking them onto the hardest structures inside its body I could find, then I yanked them apart. Snapping, popping, and tearing sounds rose from the creature, as did agonized screams, as it separated into three more or less equal chunks.
I dropped the legs and lower chest to either side, holding the upper body, mostly intact from just above the sternum as its arms flopped and spasmed.
Its eyes opened again, some control seeming to return to it. But before the arms could do more that start to rise, I ripped a tentacle around, closing the tip on the spinal column at the base of the brain and tearing a chunk free.
It was tossed aside, even as the creature before me twitched, then fell limp, only its eyes following me as I lifted my right hand and slowly extended my Harvest Blade, then I sank it into the damn thing’s chest.
I pulled hard on the nanites I found there, a feeling like sucking on a thick milkshake. At first, nothing seemed to happen, a slurry of slow movement beginning gradually. Then like a floodgate was opened, hundreds of thousands rushed down my blade, hitting my Harvest tool and being deactivated, ready to be repurposed into my system instead.
I saw the horror on the creature’s face, the realization of death coming, and ...
And then I was flying, the world flipping end over end as Oxus ploughed into me, hitting me with his massive hammer and sending me hurtling through the air.
I hit the ground hard, damn hard, bouncing, rolling, and grunting through gritted teeth as I slammed tentacles out, punching them into the ground, stopping my roll.
I twisted around, pain flooding me as my ribs were snapped back into position. As my lungs reinflated and bone shards were forcibly shoved out of healing tissue, two of him, two of Oxus, one wielding his hammer and the other frantically collecting the parts of the creature I’d just been draining.
“We are commanded to avoid witnesses...be thankful,” Oxus bellowed, before throwing what was seemingly a small ball at me.
Whatever it was, it was a damn powerful explosive. Besides blowing me backwards through the air, it set off a horrifically loud siren scream and flung a field of glittering chaff up as well, along with an insanely bright flare.
The combination was enough to send me flying. The combination of sound, pressure, light, and the flickering chaff and flare meant it took long seconds for me to get full control over my senses. When I looked again, the Oracan and Oxus...probably the real Oxus, I told myself, were there, and dozens of locals were pouring over the top of the nearest dune, running from the facility and trying to come to our aid.
I straightened, glaring at the sand, at the fucking desert all around us that was apparently empty. I flicked through the first few vision modes, then more, even as I pulled my tentacles in and spoke, through gritted teeth to Kim and Oxus who’d ran down to stand by my side.
“Shapeshifters—they looked like you, Oxus—one had your hammer, and—”
Oxus threw his head back and bellowed in fury, his mighty muscles bunching as he bellowed something in his own language. But the Oracan clearly understood, backing away from him as he spun, dropping down low and starting to search, clearly looking for tracks.
“What do we do?” Kim asked me. I hesitated before swearing sulphurously.
“The only goddamn thing we can. We prepare for war!” I snapped at them, turning full circle.




Chapter Forty-Nine



The cleared space was big enough that I couldn’t see how the fuckers could have gotten out of sight so fast, but if they could go invisible and shapeshift, then I had to assume they had other tricks as well.
“War?” Kim asked, grinning, his lower jaw jutting forwards pugnaciously.
“Yeah, first we get everyone back inside, and I mean fuckin’ everyone. I’ll check them, make sure there’s no more assholes hiding in plain sight, then...then I need to make a trip.”
“Move!” Kim bellowed, twisting around and gesturing to the locals who were closing in. “Back! Is not safe!”
I couldn’t help but shake my head at that. How the hell had Kim learned the language so damn quickly? He’d spent a hell of a lot of time with Annabeth, and she was clearly teaching, which was wonderful; the minor issue was that the locals were all from northern Africa, so they just frowned at the strange creature shouting nonsense words.
Belle, fortunately, came to the rescue along with a local interpreter. A handful of minutes later, everyone was headed back inside while I hovered over the airfield, scanning back and forth in a vague hope that I’d spot something soon.
I tried triggering my examine ability on the hurrying figures of the locals. But all of them showed the same as that first, not one of them standing out beyond their number.
Three were Weapon variants, rather than Support, showing they had the capability and predisposition to be soldiers or more, but beyond that, they were all...well, they were all normal people, as near as I could see.
I scanned back and forth, cursing at the well-intentioned but fucking annoying locals. I knew they’d come to help because they thought that I was some kind of creature who was chasing Ingrid down. They’d been trying to save her, and that spoke volumes about them. But they’d also trampled all over the tracks and made it possible for the fuckers to escape.
The only good thing to come out of all of this was that, when I’d been fighting the first one, at some point it’d dropped the listening devices.
Admittedly, they were blank—I’d deliberately made sure of that—but still, at least if they did make it to Shamal, they wouldn’t, as far as I knew, have any recordings of me.
Now that I knew there were at least three of them, my innate paranoia was rocketing through the roof. I was frantically racking my brain for anything out of the ordinary over the last few days, beyond Scylla.
Hell, I was running the sex the other night through my mind, trying to decide if Ingrid had been dirtier than normal or more behaved. Had she been replaced by a creature while I was away? Had they all?
There was a brief hitch when my brain freewheeled, wondering if Ingrid had been replaced, when it’d happened, and if she’d ever existed at all, or if I’d being playing hide-the-sausage with a snakeman for all this time...then I shook that thought free.
It didn’t make any sense. Firstly, because of the nanites. As soon as I was close to them, I could sense the nanites, and I had to believe they couldn’t hide that. Secondly, if I’d been fooled for all this time? Why bother?
They could have had Shamal grab me at any time.
No, it made sense that this was an infiltration team, something sent out to search and find me, possibly one of dozens or even hundreds, all sent out to track me down and let the Blessed come get me.
That meant, as I was damn sure that there were no vehicles for a damn good distance, that they were either attempting to hide in the mass of people that were even now gathering in the first-floor canteen, or...
Or they were hiding, waiting for their chance to run for it.
The one I’d fought was strong, but judging from the way they were panting like crazy from using their abilities and running, they weren’t capable of extreme feats of stamina.
Ingrid had told me about theories that humanity was some kind of endurance predator. We evolved as we are from the weapons we were designed to be because we just kept going. Our prey would run like fuck, outdistance us, and then calm down, chill out, and then...
There that fucking human was again. Cresting the rise and tracking its prey.
The deer or whatever would run again, and again, and again, until eventually it dropped, exhausted. This hairless monkey would wander up, casually club it, and stroll off again, dragging its carcass away.
I didn’t know about that, but I sure as shit could see high stamina and fast recovery being important aspects of the design as weapons.
I’d also listened to conspiracy theories from the ex and her friends, and one of those had stuck with me. The Uncanny Valley, it was called, and it was the way that animals would look at the rough-as-fuck puppet versions of them we made to contain cameras, and they weren’t bothered. But we as humans were seriously freaked out by anything that looked really similar but wasn’t exactly right.
The theory was that we’d basically encountered something in our deep past that was seriously “like” us, but wasn’t us. It’d become ingrained in our DNA to stay clear of the fuckers as a method of survival.
One of the geeks had argued it was a recent thing, citing robotics as a cause, and how similar some of them were getting to humanity. I’d dismissed the whole thing, not really giving a fuck and basically just playing my part as a happy boyfriend, all the while knowing I was wearing a mask and faking it to fit in with the “real” humans around me.
Now, years later, I was actually truly inhuman in many ways. I felt like I’d finally be able to have a conversation with some of them and add something that didn’t make me sound like a meathead.
I kept scanning over the sand dunes, knowing that I’d almost certainly found the source of the uncanny valley...then I’d killed it.
The other two had stolen its remains, and I damn well knew that, if it was anything like me, those parts stuck back together and given some time? That fucker would be back on its feet again soon and looking for some payback.
I kept scanning the desert, hoping the fuckers would make a mistake and let me spot them. They might be sneaky, and seriously twisted as fighters, but they’d be fucked up by a shot from the Gravity Cannon still, and then harvesting what was left...well, it’d be a job for a mop and bucket by the time I was finished.
A flash of light caught my eyes, and I twisted, looking over hungrily...only to see Ingrid and James waving to me.
I debated staying aloft for a few more seconds, then forced myself to give it up. I turned, winging my way over to them and landing with a thump.
“What happened?” Ingrid asked me quickly, frowning. I opened my mouth, then paused, quickly scanning them both and sighing.
As near as I could tell, it was them.
As near as I could tell.
“Mimics,” I said finally. “One of them looked like your father. He grabbed the recorder and clearly sensed there was something wrong when he did. He smashed the window out and leaped out into the facility.”
“And you chased him,” James added.
“Yeah, except the fucker changed. They realized something was up, taking on your image,” I said, nodding to Ingrid. “They ran straight for the locals’ barracks. The locals, thinking I was chasing you, tried to come to your aid.”
“That’s why they’ve all been looking at me so strange!” Ingrid said, frowning.
I winced. “Well, yeah, sort of.”
“Why only sort of?” she asked, catching something in my tone.
“They made you naked.”
“What?!” she hissed, unconsciously moving her arms across her body as if to hide it.
“Yeah, so, maybe half the camp saw.”
“Oh my god, no,” she whispered, covering her face.
“If it’s any consolation, they got the details wrong?” I said slowly, frowning as I replayed the image in my mind. “In fact, looking at it now...if they were standing next to you, I’d have no issue picking you apart.”
“Why?”
“The details were missing. Things like you have a mole on your stomach...and a birthmark on your thigh, all the ‘personal’ details all those kind of things were missing.”
“That doesn’t help me!” she hissed.
“Actually, it does,” James corrected. “It means that the creatures hadn’t seen you undressed before. We know, for example, that they haven’t seen you in a bikini from the boat. So they’ve not been with us that long.”
“Exactly. It also means we can show an image of the creature, one that I have in my memory, and we can make it clear that it’s not you,” I said firmly.
“What you expect me to strip off and show everyone—”
“No!” I said quickly. “I mean that all the details were wrong, like they gave the shape of tits, because, yeah, yours are cracking, but it gave them no nipples. There was no detail elsewhere, either, just smooth skin.” I floundered through my explanation, knowing I wasn’t really helping at all.
“Right, great,” she said, taking a deep breath and clearly hating the feeling.
“They did it to your dad as well,” I said, suddenly remembering. “Before they leaped out of the window, they had to strip off, so the clothes were real, not nanites-based or anything. Fuck, this is weird.” I paused for a moment, then sighed in relief. “They were the same with your dad. Unless he’s anatomically the same as a GI-Joe, he’s clear as well. They’d not seen him before.”
“I don’t know how the hell to feel about this. On one hand, I’m glad someone else was used as well, and it wasn’t just me, but on the other—”
“They used Oxus as well,” I said suddenly, pulling up memories of him. “They made two copies of him, Looking at the picture of the others closing in on me, they were dressed. Hell, one had his hammer, and he’s pissed about that, but they had clothes that fit, so where the hell—”
“Laundry,” James snapped, clicking his fingers. “Three days ago, a trio of ladies turned up. They brought the pickup truck that’s out there, the battered blue thing with the low back. They turned up looking for work, claiming to be good at laundry. I gave them a fast interview and set them to work. I was damn glad for them being here actually, as we’d been running out of clothes. Washing and drying them by hand was a nightmare, but they took over a small washing and drying room on the first floor, fixing it up, and they were working hard.”
“Let’s go,” I ordered, striding along with the other two. I paused as I passed one of the Oracan coming the other way, and I waved him over. “Get Kim.”
He clapped his hand to his chest in salute, then raced off, returning with Kim as I climbed the first set of stairs, nodding to them and scanning them quickly to make sure they were who they were supposed to be, even as I reached out and started activating all the cameras I could find, determined to be more paranoid in future.
Kim and the other Oracan were armed with spears and shields now, and they stepped up to interpose themselves between me and James and Ingrid, clearly ready to defend them, thinking I didn’t need their help.
James directed us to the right door, and when we opened it...it was full of drying laundry.
“Wow,” I muttered, glaring around. There were piles of clothes all over, clearly stacked clean clothes, bags of dirty, and three large drum washing machines, as well as another three dryers on the other side, all running merrily.
“Stop that machine!” James snapped pointing at one of them. I lashed out instinctively, crushing the control panel next to the door and tearing it open, sending water flying everywhere.
The drum was spinning fast, but two tentacles diving inside and punching out of the sides stopped that, the drum screeching to a halt, leaving a torn section of metal that quickly emptied the water out onto the floor, a soapy mess that washed over all our feet.
“Um...I meant pull the plug?” James said after a second. I winced, looking at the shredded mess of a machine that was left.
He stepped around me as I pulled the tentacles back, moving aside, and he reached into the draining water, pulling the remains of three mobile phones out, along with a handful of other, unidentifiable electronics that were well past saving.
“They took the time to trash everything, just in case they were caught,” James said, pulling out more sodden remains and glancing from one hand to the other. “I don’t think we’re getting anything from these.”
“I’ll try,” I promised, reaching out and plucking the phones free, sliding nanofilaments into them, and practically giving up on the spot. They’d been crushed in the ironing press first I guessed, judging from the heat damage, then ran through the washers...No chance I was getting anything from them. We quickly searched the room, finding nothing else that hinted that the three were anything but innocent locals looking for work, and I led the way back downstairs.
“We need to speak to everyone,” Ingrid said firmly, and I nodded.
“We do, we need to make sure there’s no more of these fuckers in there.”
“No. We need to speak to them, because regardless of how I feel about the fact they’ve all seen something that looks like me naked, they tried to help, and they tried to stop you. If that’s not loyalty, then I don’t know what is. Frankly, you’re terrifying when you’re in full on ‘avenging angel’ mode,” Ingrid corrected me. I hesitated, nearly missing the next step and barely corrected in time.
She was right.
She was totally right; they’d tried to protect Ingrid from the “demon,” and I’d dismissed them as unimportant. Maybe I really was a bit of a shitbag.
“Okay, then what do we do?” I asked her, noting the smile on James’s face at the way she’d chastised me and had clearly stepped back into the role that she’d almost abandoned on my return.
James had told me about how she’d rallied people, our own included, and how she’d organized everything. Her father had been acting as the CEO of the company, admittedly, but when he’d taken actions she didn’t like, she’d smacked him down and made him change plans.
She’d stepped back when I’d returned, as if she shouldn’t be making those decisions for some reason. I cursed myself as I looked at my actions, at the way I’d not discussed if she should join me in the alien facility. Instead, I’d told her what she’d be doing.
It wasn’t until she’d stepped up and told me straight to get fucked, and that she’d go where she damn well decided, that she’d come out of her shell again, remembering that she wasn’t ‘just’ my partner or my lover.
She was Ingrid, an archeologist on her own merit, the leader of the group that I was too brutal and self-centered to be, and the woman I loved as a distant third role.
“We thank them. We check them all, because we’re not stupid about this, but once we know that they’re clear, we get rid of the ‘groups’ and we integrate them. They might be villagers in the middle of nowhere, but they’re not stupid. They’ve seen the Oracan and the minotaurs. They’re going to meet Par’a as soon as they finish the change they’re going through, and there’s no reason not to. Yes, they might have issues with the fact that they’re not human, and no, they don’t have the skillsets that we’d like. They’re loyal, though, and that means that they’re worth training and supporting in return.”
Ingrid paused, looking at me, and I pulled my helm back, making sure she could see my face as I smiled at her.
“Whatever you say, boss,” I agreed, reaching out and taking her hand in mine, the gauntlet flowing back like water to expose my hand as I squeezed gently. “While you speak, I’ll check the crowd. Don’t worry if I move suddenly, okay?” I told her.
We took the last revolution of the stairwell in silence, then we were out, striding into the mass of people, humans, Oracan, and more everywhere I looked.
They moved back from me like I was parting the Red Sea, and the men stepped between me and their families, obviously seeing me in my armor as Ingrid called out, looking for a translator in the group.
Deng strode forward, a short, broad-shouldered man, wearing insanely bright robes. I nodded to him, ignoring the glare he gave me.
“Deng, I need you to translate for me for everyone. Can you do that, please?” Ingrid asked, getting a nervous nod from him before she climbed up onto a table, standing in the middle. “Come on,” she said to me, tugging on my hand.
“They can see me just fine,” I told her with a smile, before nodding to the table. “Besides, that thing won’t hold me long. I’ll get up when you tell me to, but not ‘til you’ve explained things a bit.”
She quirked a smile at the thought of us both going crashing through the table, then nodded and started to speak. Deng dutifully repeated her words in the local language, even as I noted Belle doing the same for the Oracan, as apparently Oxus and Xous no longer needed her to do it at all for them.
“Everyone, thank you for coming inside. It seems there’s a need to explain a few things now, things that I hadn’t wanted to share until I knew you all better. First and most importantly, please don’t be afraid of Steve.” She lifted one hand and tapped me on the head, making me glare at her and make a show of rubbing my head.
“He’s powerful, and yes, he’s very dangerous to our enemies. But he’s kind and will protect you if you need him. Many of you saw something that looked like me earlier.” She paused, her cheeks flushing in embarrassment as she went on, but her voice never faltering. “You’ll remember it if you did, because the figure you saw had no clothes on.”
There was a sudden susurration as people started to mutter, many nodding, and not a few glaring at me.
“That wasn’t me,” she said firmly. “You all know that the world outside of the desert is very different. Some of you have travelled. Many of you haven’t, but what not many people, outside or in the desert know is that there are others who share this world with us. Some are kind and loyal.” She reached out a hand, and Oxus strode through in response to her gesture and Belle’s prompting. He came to stand next to her, almost as tall as she was standing atop the table.
He turned and faced the crowd, letting them all see him, his massive frame, the twin horns that stood proud, and his enormous, cloven hooves.
He was clearly inhuman, yet the crowd stared for a few seconds then went back to listening. I was surprised, expecting far more of a reaction, but I guessed to a desert people who were constantly battling for survival, the need to be practical and deal with the shit before them trumped everything every time. Oracan and Minotaurs, of me flying for that matter, were just another daily wonder, and were accepted just as quickly.
“Some like Oxus, and Belle, and Kim are here to protect us as we try to heal the world and to bring new life to the desert. Others, though, are not. A small group of them were here in secret, trying to steal from us. When they were caught, one ran. They changed their form to look like me, and when Steve chased them, you tried to stop him. You stood between Steve and the person you thought was me.”
As she said that, I pulled my armor up, closing the helm around my head and regrowing my gauntlet, drawing every eye.
“Steve is more than he seems. Many of you saw him as he walked around the building with me. He is more than a human, more than any of us. He is here to save us all and to heal the world.”
I swallowed hard at that, thinking she was laying it on a bit fucking thick; I was a thug with nanotech, not some saint, for fuck’s sake.
“He is responsible for saving me when I was attacked. He made the devices that we feed the waste to, cleaning this facility,” Ingrid said, before being cut off as a voice rose from the back.
“He saved me and my father, too,” a voice called in heavily German-accented English as a young woman stepped out, dragging her father with her, who nodded firmly. “My name is Isolde, and my father is Lukas. We were in a pit, in the dark, being attacked by beasts that walked like men, terrible werewolves, and he”—she pointed at me—“he came for us! He fought the beasts and sent us away, making us free again. When we were abused for speaking the truth, telling the world what happened to us? He reached out a hand again, he brought us here, gave us a job, food, and money, protection!”
“He is here to heal the desert, and then the world!” Ingrid called out, drawing every eye again. I started to swear under my breath. “With his help, we will bring water to the desert.”
“He saved us as well!” a new voice called out, and I started swearing louder as Annabeth strode out. “We were starving in the forest, surrounded by enemies, abandoned and alone, and he brought us here! He is removing the poisons that the governments of the world are creating!”
“Fuck’s sake, hippy!” I muttered under my breath. “I’m making shit I need, and I’m getting fucking paid!”
Nobody else could hear it, but somehow, Ingrid knew. She rapped her knuckles on my head, and I glanced at her as she mouthed “wings” at me.
I grumbled, not liking all the theatrics, but I did as she asked, and I extruded them, drawing every eye as I shifted them and closed my helm again, using my dark crusader image. The wings shone black as midnight, with the individual feathers picked out at the very edge in coppers, golds, and reds.
The susurration rose again, as Ingrid tugged lightly on the back of my helm. I sighed, taking the hint. I stepped up, triggering the gravity inverter to take my weight secretly as I hovered over the tabletop.
“But, as I told you, some out there in the wider world don’t want this. They sent others, beings who can change their shape. They tried to steal from us, and Steve fought them. He killed one, but the others escaped. Now you have a choice. You can work to help us, or you can leave. I will not blame you if you choose to leave; I only ask that you don’t tell anyone about the things you have seen here.”
I retracted my armor then, appearing more fully human, and I opened my mouth, hating that it was necessary to say it, but damn well knowing it was.
“Those who will come, men and women, as well as beings you don’t have names for, will come to fight me, to stop me. If you choose to stay or go, you must understand, if they come, you cannot fight them. You must run if they come.”
“We fight.” Kim growled, as my last words were translated. He strode forwards, pushing people aside as he came to stand on my other side, facing the crowd. “Him save my people. We here. Fight. Save you.”
I forced myself not to call him a fucking idiot, because we really needed these people to keep working. If I managed to find those assholes and kill them, I might stop anyone coming yet, anyway, but...but I couldn’t not warn them of what might come.
I might be an asshole at times, but I wasn’t a complete cockwomble.
There was a burst of discussion from the locals, and I took the time to jump down and take Ingrid’s weight, lifting her down and retracting my helm to give her a quick kiss as I did. But, in a few minutes it was all settled. Deng stepped up, bowing his head uncertainly to us both.
“We will stay,” he said carefully. “You think to make the land green?”
“We will,” I said firmly.
“This cannot be done,” he replied slowly. “The sun, the desert—there is too much heat, too little water.”
“I’ll prove it to you. A year from now, there will be freshwater lakes near here, I swear it.”
“Then we will stay, for one year,” he responded after another minute of back and forth in his language with the others. “Some of the people, they wish for homes, new homes near to here, schools for their children, food and fresh water. You will bring this?”
“I don’t know about schools,” I started, only to have Ingrid lay her hand on my arm and speak over me.
“Deng, when there are enough children that we need a school, there will be one built. We will build a great town here, by the banks of a lake, and all of those who have helped us, and who still help us, will be given homes.”
I forced myself to smile, the consequences of the deal I’d made with the Erlking raising their head and screaming at me as I tried to not say anything...but I knew I’d need to tell her and the others soon.
“Then we will stay!” he called out. There were cheers as people started celebrating. He turned and walked back into the crowd, being congratulated by his friends. I frowned, wondering if we had a budding mayor on our hands, when Ingrid spoke.
“Are they here?” she asked.
I blinked before my brain caught up.
“No,” I replied firmly. “The nanites in the room, with everyone here combined, are barely more than one of them had.” I sighed. “They’re not here, and I don’t know where they are.”
“The car?” James asked. “They might have tried to make a break for it.”
“No,” I replied briskly. “I’ve got the cameras trained on it.”
It was true; one of the first things I’d done when I entered the building was activate all the cameras. The entire time, I’d been half-watching them, searching for anything, the slightest movement.
There was nothing, nothing out of the ordinary, just sand and fucking occasional crisp packets. Even here, in the middle of the goddamn desert, there was rubbish being blown around, and that seriously pissed me off.
I forced myself to smile at people as we moved through the crowd, even pausing and thanking Annabeth as she popped up, getting a wide smile from her as I correctly guessed that she’d been helping the Oracan with their English.
“I can do a lot more,” she started.
I held up a hand, stopping her in her tracks. “We might be attacked soon, so unless one of those things is either being highly skilled in martial arts or with guns, I really need you to keep working with the Oracan, please,” I said. “We need it to be easier for them to communicate with us.”
“Oh...okay, but what about—”
“We’ll be starting the plans for the rewilding of the Sahara soon,” Ingrid said with a smile. “We’re not ready yet, because we need to sort out the facility first. Do you really want to help? I mean, really? Because we’ve got a job that needs to be done, and I’ve no idea who else I could ask to do it.”
“Yes!”
“Are you sure?” Ingrid said seriously. “It’s not glamorous, but it’s so important you’d never believe it.”
“Yes! Yes, I can do it.” Annabeth said determinedly.
“But we really need you to help the Oracan.”
“I can do both. I’m no stranger to hard work.”
“Well, okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. The first floor, the second door on the left, do you know it?”
“The...the washing room?”
“That’s it! The women that were in there, they weren’t women. They were the shapeshifters.” Ingrid paused as Annabeth went white, her mouth dropping open in shock. “Exactly! We need the room searched, to make sure there’s nothing in there that there shouldn’t be.”
“I’ll do it!”
“Oh, and Annabeth, once that’s done?”
“Yes?”
“We need the washing done,” Ingrid said, grabbing my arm and tugging, making me move faster. “Thank you! I knew we could count on you!” she called back to her. James and me, hurrying along behind her, all frantically bit down on laughs.
We made it out of the room and headed down quickly, returning to the second sub-level and Ingrid’s father, as well as Ronai and another Oracan who’d taken up station, stood ready.
“What did we miss?” I asked as we approached Anders, getting a quirked eyebrow from the older man as he waved the tablet computer at us.
“Absolutely nothing. She’s not moved from under there, not even to use the bathroom.”
“She won’t have any clue what it is,” Ingrid said. “Okay, Steve, back me up, please,” she said, striding to the door and laying her hand on the keypad, her fingers dancing as she input the code.
The door unlocked and whooshed open before I had a chance to do more than sigh, but I stepped up and stood by her side, an eye appearing at the crack between the table tops as soon as we entered.
“Scylla,” Ingrid called, getting no response. “We don’t know how long you were kept imprisoned for, but the world has changed a lot in the last few centuries, so I’m going to show you something.”
She said it first in English, presumably looking to see if she understood the language, then again in that peculiar dialect of Greek she’d used before. I was linked to the internet now, having taken the time to reach out, and I was running a translation algorithm as she spoke, meaning I managed to adjust the version I knew to something a lot closer to the one she was using in real time.
There was silence from the table, and Ingrid walked around me, letting me stay between her and Scylla, more or less. She reached out and opened the bathroom door.
It was large for a bathroom, intended more as an emergency decontamination facility than a bathroom, but it had the various things you’d need—a toilet, showers, and more—and Ingrid explained how to use them, again, in Ancient Greek.
There was no response, but after a few minutes, Ingrid simply nodded, reminded Scylla that if she wanted anything, she only had to ask, and then led the way out of the room, the door sealing shut behind me.
“Now what do we do?” Anders asked, turning to me. I sighed, turning to look at Ingrid.
“You know what I have to do,” I said.
“You need to hunt them.”
“I do, but I don’t know enough about them to be sure that I’ll get them, or even if they’re still close enough for me to catch them.”
“Then what?” Ingrid asked me, frowning, and biting her lip, before starting to shake her head. “No, no, you’re not.”
“They’re going to report to Shamal,” I said firmly. “The one I fought admitted they worked for him, or close enough. The only chance we have here is if either Hans comes through with a truce brokered by the Old Ones, or—”
“Or?”
“Or I fly to Athens, get Dimi to meet us there with the plane, and I bring back the Oracan soldiers. They’re skilled warriors, and they have the crystal weapons. With those, we can hold our own, even against a fuckhead like Shamal.”




Chapter Fifty



It wasn’t that easy, of course. Ingrid went fuckin’ mental as soon as we were alone. Even before that, despite others being nearby, she made it clear she wasn’t happy. But, at the end of the day, she understood.
I could search the area. That was something that only I, with my various vision options, my flight, and more could do.
I was also probably the only match for the creatures, one-on-one, which made a hell of a difference as well. But I wasn’t going to the alien facility without her, or trying to protect her from any danger.
I’d accepted that she was my equal, not physically, but in life. Besides, she was my superior intellectually, anyway. That had taken a little while to sink into my brain, but once it had, yeah. I’d also accepted that I had no right to stop her going anywhere, and just like back before I’d been driven into paranoia over her safety, I’d moved on with a sheer determination to protect her, if that was all I could do.
We argued over it for twenty minutes or so, in private, but before we even started, we both knew what the outcome would be.
Starting where we were, it was a five-hour flight for me to get to Athens, or thereabouts.
Dimi, thanks to me being an untrusting bastard, was currently glaring at the emergency recall order that I’d sent him through his girlfriend’s phone, as he’d turned his off. He was also currently in Ibiza, meaning that once he sobered up enough to fly, he was still around three hours from our little airstrip even in a direct line.
If I waited for him to sober up, he couldn’t get to me, get turned around and get to Athens faster than I could fly direct to there. Hell, if we let him fly, somehow, smashed off his tits as he was? And he managed it without crashing or anything? He’d still be slower than if I flew directly there.
If I went there directly, though, and he stopped drinking and laid off the nose candy now, he’d be capable of flying and meeting me at Athens airport midday tomorrow.
That gave me time to fly to Athens under my own power, check out the area, and figure a way to get to the Oracan, one way or the other.
I needed to go catch these fuckers first, though, and I was grimly determined that if it was possible in any fucking way, I’d manage it.
Ingrid and I spent a few minutes together in our quarters holding each other before I set off, the rising wind howling around the edges of the cloth that had been taped over the broken window.
I’d offered to fix it, but frankly the time it would take and the ease of replacing a damn window for someone else to do meant I’d be wasting my time and a fuckton of nanites.
“Be careful,” she told me, for perhaps the thirtieth time. I forced a smile.
“I’ll be fine,” I assured her, placing one finger under her chin and lifting it until she met my eyes. “It’s all of you I’m worried about.”
“We’ll be fine,” she said, again, shrugging.
“Yeah, because you’re going to be careful!” I repeated. “That machine will be finished in a few hours, and I programmed it as best I could. Just pour null blocks in, and you should get the cage out. Once that’s done? If I’m not back yet? Start armoring the building up.”
“I will, don’t worry,” she said, biting back words she desperately wanted to say. It was a shitty situation all around because we both damn well knew that this was a trip that we desperately needed, but...
If Shamal and some of his thugs turned up, then the Oracan and the others would have a chance, right up until Shamal and some of his kind took a direct hand. I could probably take Shamal one-on-one; I’d done it with Athena, after all, and surely Shamal wasn’t going to be that much stronger than she had been.
The issue was that, even when Athena had come for me the first time, she’d brought other weaker Arisen with her. I had Hans, who was currently who the fuck knew where, hopefully bartering with the Old Ones for a truce, and Scylla, who was practically feral and catatonic in the basement.
I’d also managed to kill those fuckers at Athena’s place, because I could deploy the equivalent of heavy ordinance. When I knew where they were holding out, and where Ingrid wasn’t, more importantly, I could fire and not give a shit.
Also, I’d fought the low-level wankers, not Athena and them at the same time.
No, I’d barely won against Athena. While I’d hand a load of regular humans—or even non-humans—their head in a one-to-one fight, against the Blessed and the rest, I needed an edge.
I needed the crystal weapons because if some dickbag like Shamal got past me and tried taking Ingrid prisoner, I wanted her to be able to shank the fucker in the balls.
I kissed her one last time, the others giving us this privacy. Then I turned, triggering my armor and walking to the front door. I nodded to her as she took up station by the controls, seeing a last smile and her tears as she pulled her clothes tight protectively.
She hit the release, and the doors whooshed open, pushed hard by the wild winds, and sand flooded the room. I battled my way forwards, crossing the threshold and waving a thumb to her.
At first, I thought she’d not seen it, that the sand was too much. Even with the wrap she had bound around her now and the goggles, I could see her struggling...then her hand came down and the doors started closing, slowly, but steadily.
I reached out, two pads of nanites forming on the palms of my gauntlets. I pressed them to the surface of the door, bonding to it like glue. I dragged them closer together, my boots deploying claws as I struggled to stay in place, buffeted by the wind.
As soon as the doors closed, I felt the locks dropping into place, then the secondary doors, much larger and designed for exactly this weather, slid down on the other side, sealing the facility like something from a starship.
I released the suction-bonded grip the nanites had created, sucking them back into my armor, and turned. Wild shoves and pulls tore at me as the screaming winds tried to drag me around.
I didn’t even have my wings deployed yet, and already Mother Nature was making a mockery of my plans to find these fuckers in the sandstorm.
The upside was, as one of the locals had warned us, being out in this would flay the skin from your bones. So, when it was this bad, the only thing to do was to batten down the hatches and ride it out.
In a facility like this, that meant closing the storm covers, metal grates that were slid across most of the outside automatically, then getting on with your day, the occasional whine or distant noise all that you felt.
Outside though, it’d be a very different story.
I headed to the workers’ barracks, literally the only place that those fuckers could shelter for miles, and I searched them first.
The door was much as I’d left it, and I felt a bit shit about that now, considering I’d fucked it up pretty badly. But it was wedged in place and was slowing the influx of sand to a trickle, instead of the deluge that came when I forced it open again, stumbling inside as the wind shoved me from behind.
I spun, forcing the door shut again, the sand buildup a problem only until my tentacles flowed out, the ends coated in live nanites rather than the dumb ones that the armor normally provided.
I formed them into shovels, then brushes, sweeping and digging the wind-blown sand aside and tugging the door fully closed.
I stood there for a few seconds in the dark, catching my breath, and looking around, thankful as always for my augmented eyes as the room altered to clear vision. I pulled the tentacles back, feeling them flowing into me, even as the blades slid out of each arm, ready.
I moved carefully, cutting the occasional curtain that hung to obscure a doorway free. I felt a bit shit about that, but I wasn’t fucking about with it, not when there might be a shapeshifting asshole on the other side of it.
I moved from room to room, all my senses extended...and found nothing at all.
They’d not come back here. Somehow, they were either unconcerned by the sand, which seemed improbable, considering I’d still been able to cut them, and they’d had eyes and nostrils still. Or, they’d stolen a car. Possible and my next stop.
There was also the last option, one that Kim the Oracan had suggested, and that Deng the local translator had agreed with. That they’d dig themselves into a sand dune and use something like a straw to breathe through, remaining hidden and only moving when the storm was over and some time had passed, to escape notice completely.
In my heart, that was the one that I was most worried about, because there was no way I’d be able to find them, especially not in a damn storm, if that was what they’d done.
I moved back to the door, pausing, then forcing my way back out, the storm already half-burying the door and showing that, yeah, for it to be this deep already, and the wind to be building this fast?
Even I knew it was going to be a bad one.
I dragged the door closed as best as I could, fitting it in and sweeping sand over it, then staggering in the vague direction of the parked vehicles.
They’d been covered by tarps earlier, the edges buried under sand. I paused, thinking that I’d found them, when I found a slight depression near the edge of one.
I dug down quickly, dragging myself in under the edge and into the tight confines...to come face to face with a crazy-looking fox thing with massive ears.
It raced away from me, clearly having been asleep when I’d dug my way in, and was panicking. I swore and moved slowly, touring the entire covered section, while trying not to force the damn thing back outside or to have a heart attack.
Nothing.
It was option three, it had to be, and I damn well knew it was going to be that as soon as Kim had mentioned it. It was the only way that I genuinely had no chance of finding them, unless I literally stumbled over them, and it was what I’d have done in their place.
I knelt in the darkness, the sheet overhead bouncing and shifting, the constant hiss of flowing sand overhead as I thought...then I snarled and did what I had to do and let go of the hope of intercepting them.
That left only the chance to minimize the damage, and for that, I had to move!
I dug my way back out from the buried vehicles, sweeping sand back over the tunnel I’d dug before crouching down as low as I could, and starting to grow my wings.
As soon as they started to deploy, I felt the tug, the pulling of the wind as they started to drag me across the sand. I tried deploying my claws and punching my hands down into the soft sand, burrowing them deeper, looking for grip...but nothing.
I triggered the Gravity Inverter, increasing it rather than flipping it, and pressed myself down with a grunt. Holding on as long as I could, I sank slowly, then I reversed it, snapping my wings out wide and kicking off as hard as I could.
It was like a rocket had been shoved up my arse, one of those fireworks that went in every damn direction but the one they were supposed to, as the wind caught my wings and pulled and shoved in wild directions.
The facility flashed past, tumbling crazily in my vision, and I felt a split second of relief that I’d at least not managed to do like a bug on a windscreen on it.
I had a split second where for some inane reason I thought of the old joke about the last thing to go through a bug’s mind when it hit the windscreen was its arse, then I was away, soaring as a gust hit me low and lifted me into the air.
The world blurred and I felt the spinning in my inner ear normalize, suddenly I knew which way was up, then I was off.
The Gravity Inverter sent me hurtling away from the earth, even as my wings flicked and strained, trying to make the most of the massive lift.
Then I was free, slowing as the wind died away.
I arced my wings, flapping them gently and lowering the power requirements on the inverter, settling it down until I was easily able to keep myself aloft. Then, and only then, I dared to look down.
The sun had set a good hour or more ago, and even as high as I was, it was barely a red-gold shimmer on the horizon now with the blanket of night rolled across the land below me.
I watched the swirls and eddies of the sandstorm below me, altering my heading and using the vanishing sun to the west as a rough guide, unable to tear my eyes from the seemingly peaceful flow and roll of the clouds of sand.
It was mesmerizing, and here, from so far above the maelstrom, it was beautiful. As I watched crackles of fantastic light radiating back and forth, I couldn’t help but lift higher, beating my wings harder.
I was generally shit at science. Fuck, beyond the information that’d been poured into my brain like a deluge of icy water, I was basically good at hitting things really hard and occasionally letting horrific amounts of money slip through my fingers.
That didn’t mean that I wasn’t fascinated by the lightning, though—lightning in a sandstorm?!
I had visions of weird and wonderful creations appearing and tumbling down, lost in the desert as the lightning transformed sand to glass...
I shook my head, forcing my eyes away.
I didn’t have time for this shit. I’d gained at least a few hours, because now that I’d seen the terrible majesty of the sandstorm, I knew damn well there was no way those slippery fuckers were out in it.
According to the weather site I hacked my way to, it was forecast to blow itself out late morning, that meant that I’d be in Athens, hopefully recruiting the Oracan, before they even tried to dig their way out.
If I was seriously lucky, I’d be able to get Dimi to fly back in time to catch the shits in the desert, and I could kill them there, before anyone found out about them. But either way, I had a chance to get them back with me, then I could go all out, spending as much time and effort as possible on turning the building into a death trap for the Arisen.
I grimly forced my wings to beat faster, altering the Gravity Inverter again and settling into the flight, linking to a GPS satellite and correcting my course slightly.
Then I started work. I’d earned a fuck ton of design upgrades lately, and it’d been a long time since I first designed my armor, and I had a few million nanites free.
It was time for some upgrades.




Chapter Fifty-One



It wasn’t quite first light when I dipped low again, having been testing my stealth capabilities by deliberately flying close to various borders...and getting nothing.
Now I dipped down low, barely skimming the waves as I flew at tremendous speed across the Aegean Sea. A wake grew behind me as the slipstream tore the surface of the water to frothy shreds.
I sensed a pulse pass over me, and I lifted, moving higher and letting the wake die away, grinning to myself minutes later as half a dozen other vessels closed on my old location. Greek military and coast guard, likely expecting a drug runner or something moving fast.
I flashed over them, unseen, then dipped down, imagining them going mad trying to figure out what was happening. Then I lifted again and swung east, making sure I was cloaked and silent as I slowed, coming into Athens from the west.
I passed over beaches and hills, towns and cities. Then I dropped back down, slowing even more and coasting in over the port and swinging into the land, flaring my wings and grinning to myself as I landed in the carpark of the local yacht club...again.
I looked around, and unable to help myself, moved over to a parked-up motorbike. I pulled the cover off, instantly grinning as I saw the paintjob that was being protected, and I glanced up, searching the area.
Two cameras, both freshly installed after I’d helped myself to their truck last time, one watching the carpark where I was now, and one the road on the way in
I slipped into the system, searching and deleting the last fifteen minutes from the record, then popped the gate, also freshly installed and automatic, replacing the simple barrier that was here last time.
My armor slid back into me, my helm remaining as part of the upgrades had been to make sure that the heads-up display was clear, and that there was an augmented zoom facility in there, as well as...
Music started to play as I punched the throttle, back wheel skidding as the Grailknights’ “Turbo Boost” filled my ears, and I sped out of the carpark, the black and red crotch rocket that was the GSXR roaring as I took the corners in fast succession.
I should be going slow.
I knew I should, and I would, I really would, just in a minute or two.
These roads, when it was late or early, devoid of other people to get in my fucking way, with my vision augmented to turn the darkness to light, were wonderful to ride. I slid left and right, dipping down to race along the small harbor ringed with dozens of toy yachts. I grinned in my helm at that thought.
“Toy yachts” were to me anything under a mil in value, barely fitting three or four people aboard them, while ours was a bit more of a fun one.
The superyacht, though, that I’d taken as a spoil of war from Athena?
That fucker would make a Russian oligarch wet themselves, and I was going to damn well have it restored to its former glory, and then, because everything had conspired to seriously interfere with Ingrid and my sex life, I was going to take a week and damn well “christen” every room on the thing. No matter how small.
I grimly swore to myself as I took another corner, then briefly went airborne thanks to a speed bump, that no damn cupboard would escape my attention.
Some rooms, like the throne room, would end up looking like a Jackson Pollock, if I had a black light.
I slowed, not really wanting to. Hell, I wanted to take the bike up into the mountains, or maybe hit that casino again, see what they thought of me now, sneak in and slam a million down on black for shits and giggles, then hack it to stop and see what happened.
It was a stupid thought, and an idle one, but the mental image entertained me for three more twists and turns, before I skidded, almost losing control of the bike.
I’d just seen...
No.
No, it couldn’t be.
I righted myself on the bike and rode off, slowing down slightly, and watching in the mirrors as Dave finished his cigar, tossing it end over end off the side of the building and into the water of the harbor below.
There was a corner coming up, and I took it more carefully, my mind racing wildly as I tried to make sense of it all.
Dave. Dave was here?
The only reason he’d be here...is if they were part of the team watching Hans and the yachts!
I took the next side road, pulling in and parking the bike on a residential drive, setting it as if I lived there, then walking under the overhanging trees and heading for the front door.
As soon as I was confident I was blocked from any possible sight on the road, I triggered Conceal, shifting into an almost invisible state and climbing the side of the building instead.
It wasn’t hard. With this being a port city in the Mediterranean, there were balconies everywhere. Being the size I was, not to mention as physically fit, it was barely more effort to climb than it was to walk up the stairs.
I paused, climbing onto the balcony. A small child toddled past, presumably on the way back from the bathroom. He paused, having seen a shimmer of movement on the balcony, and stared, then moved on.
I was seriously tempted for a minute to drop the concealment and say something ridiculous in a husky voice like “I’m Batman’ or something. But yeah, I wasn’t actually a total asshole, and I didn’t think the kid needed to be in therapy for the rest of their life.
I continued on, reaching the top of the roof and biting down on an oath as I slapped my hand down on a row of small, sharp spikes.
I gritted my teeth and slowly lifted my hand free, then pulled myself up and over the edge, much, much more carefully.
I glared down at the spikes, climbing past them. Laid as they were, right on the edge, and as strong as my skin was now, I must have landed my hand just right. They looked like they were designed for pigeons, and the goddamn flying-rat trap had gotten me instead, forcing me to take two quick seconds to pool out some nanites to clean up my blood.
I stepped up onto the roof gingerly, then grinned. I pulled my armor up and letting it shift and blur into concealment as it formed, keeping me hidden, then I activated the Gravity Inverter.
It didn’t take much charge to lower my weight down to a quarter, then I stepped gingerly from tile to tile, grinning as I made almost no sound.
I did my best to ignore the itching in my palm as the nanites worked to heal me, even getting a “weak poison” notification as they worked.
I did my best to not think about what that meant the spikes had been covered in.
I just goddamn knew it was pigeon shit.
I moved quickly, covering the distance to the edge of the roof then leaping to the next one, landing, rolling, and off again. I wanted to fly, but the wingspan was just too much. If I was moving fast, Conceal meant that they’d never get enough of a look at me, beyond a movement out of the corner of the eye.
Moving as slowly as I was, though? Moving to flank my old friend, so I could damn well see what the hell he was doing here?
I needed to stay on the ground.
Or the roof, in this situation.
I continued on, three more buildings before I came to a halt, crouching and grinning.
I’d lost Dave, but I knew where he’d been, and directly across the street from there, opposite a dodgy-as-hell burger and donner kebab van that was locked up for the night, was a derelict building.
It was five stories, half-finished, and clearly long-abandoned. It was perfect as a watch post, considering the deserted nature and the height.
It overlooked the entire bay. Hell, there were apartments behind it, climbing a hill, but they were all apparently homes, and none of them looked un-lived-in.
Someone like Dave, not able to speak the language beyond crude suggestions and swearing, would be noticed there, no doubt. Make him stay in the shitty derelict building, though?
That seemed like the kind of thing that asshole Jonas would do. No doubt he was in a fucking hotel nearby with room service and complimentary champagne and blowjobs.
I climbed the wall at the back of the building, where it was set against the hill, and increased the power to the Gravity Inverter, then, almost weightless, and only having to account for inertia, I jumped, landed, and started to run.
It should have been easy. Hell, I thought it damn well would be, or I’d not have tried it. But it turned out that inertia was a bitch, and that weightlessness wasn’t the best way to travel on earth, as the wind liked to have a say in the direction you were going. And when there was no gravity to you, there was no weight, either.
A handful of minutes later, and a massive dip in my good mood from the fun on the bike, and I settled to the roof of the derelict, creeping along until I could get a good, unobscured view of the ships.
I’d tried searching for signals near the ships. Hans’s craft, the now-floating superyacht, and a third expensive-looking and sleek craft that was parked pointedly between Hans’s craft and my now-under-work superyacht.
I’d nearly gone blind and mad, whimpering with the sheer utter overload of the signals that had been screaming into the night. The overlap and crisscrossing patterns of light, of digital reach and radar, Bluetooth and signal bleed had been horrific. I was just damn well hoping it was made worse by the city being behind it.
I moved up to the edge of the top floor, dropping almost soundlessly to the next one down, then I crept forwards, looking over the edge and listening.
“You fucking arsehole, I told you already! You want me to pin your fucking ears back? There’s nobody here. Hell, there’s barely any traffic, let alone shit going on at the boat.”
“...”
“Well don’t talk to me like an arsehole, and I won’t treat you like one, will I!”
“...”
“Seriously, pal, you try it, You want a fucking piece of me? I don’t care if you were a marine. Fuck the shithole places you fought in, seriously. You ever been to a derby match? Rangers versus Celtic, my son. Every goddamn year I used to be there, you think you’re hard?”
“...”
“Yeah, well, your wife didn’t say that, did she?”
“...”
Dave clicked the hang-up button and tossed the phone, a shitty old plastic handset, one of the really durable ones that’d outlast nuclear war, over his shoulder.
I leaned out a little further, Dave still muttering under his breath.
“Fucking marines...pussies, more like it. Keeps talking like that, I’ll kick his teeth in.” Dave was leaning on a balcony railing, looking out over the harbor and scratching himself vigorously, before sighing and cracking his back, twisting and letting loose an almighty fart that echoed in the building below.
I leant back, suppressing my laughter, but I couldn’t suppress the grin, as I damn well knew I had an ally now.
Dave was up to his usual tricks, basically annoying everyone around him, and deliberately so. That meant that they’d still be watching him, probably checking on him all the time.
I moved off, confident that if the shit hit the fan, at least this way I had a chance. Dave might have switched allegiances, he might have sold me out, but he also might not have. He gave me the chance to get away. He set it up for Shamal so I could escape. Now, when I needed him the most, he was here again.
I wanted to let him know, to sound him out and make sure of him, but I didn’t dare. As much of a wind-up merchant as he was, he’d probably be under observation at the very least, or a bug or something...although I dreaded the poor fucker who had to review it.
I couldn’t do much, but I knew my boy.
I turned, climbed the back wall of the building, passing hand over hand up the grey stone and sagging vines to the next level of the hill, and moved down to a shop a dozen buildings down.
It was closed up, but that was no issue, not anymore, and a handful of seconds later, the nanite makeshift “key” I’d poured into the lock popped it open for me.
I strolled inside, passing the nice little tins of local foods and more, heading right to the back and the foreign foods section. It didn’t take me long to find it, and I gathered the various ingredients up, dumping them in a bag and stealing two packets of the cheap shitty cigars he liked, as well as a bottle of seriously nasty vodka.
I slipped out of the shop, locking it up again, and headed down the street, grinning to myself.
I’d not gone for the expensive brands. Hell, the vodka was probably better used as paint stripper; gods knew it tasted worse, but that was the point.
Dave never ate or drank anything that cost him more than it needed to, not if he was paying. If someone else was? Shit, he’d be ordering caviar and tipping it into his pockets to try and sell it later.
But these...these were brands that meant something.
I jumped over the side, altering my gravity as I floated down, landing with barely a bump this time, then jumped down to the next level and started scanning.
Instantly, I found them. Three different signals, all heavily encrypted, and all scanning various frequencies. Two were cameras, the other a full-frequency scanner, I had to assume, judging from the signals, and they were all set up to watch him.
I crept in, not going anywhere near the main area, instead pausing next to the terrible offense against humanity that was the toilet.
There was a pile of toilet rolls, a collection of “gentlemen’s reading materials” as James would have put it, and nothing else. I carefully set the bag down inside before sneaking away.
I flipped the gravity and jumped up to the next floor, then, unable to help myself and needing to do it for old times’ sake, even if he’d never know it, I ran across the roof, making sure Conceal was in place, and as quick as I could, I leaped into the sky.
I passed to the right of his window, middle fingers extended to the dull-eyed, tired man that leaned there, and I altered gravity as I fell, landing on the far side of the road then jumping over the fence and strolling towards the water.
I couldn’t help but grin. Such a stupid, childish act, but it felt good. Even knowing that the sandstorm would be blowing itself out now, I still smiled, knowing I had at least a little time.
I started to jog, passing parked cars and vehicles, transit vans, and old Russian shit-tips on wheels, trucks that hadn’t run in years, and finally, an old jeep.
The jeep was the last vehicle before the edge of the water, and I paused, reaching out and laying a hand on the bonnet.
Structure deemed damaged beyond economical repair
Recommendations:
	Redesign.




	Absorb and Rebuild.




	Repair.







I snorted, having figured it would be so, but I wanted to check.
“Repair,” I muttered under my breath, seeing the options shift.
Repair Costs:
	Structure: 1,800,569




	Engine: 378,551




	Interior: 542,667







I glanced the costs over. While there wasn’t an actual timescale offered, I damn well knew it wasn’t going to be soon.
I shrugged and moved on, retrieving the nanites and climbing down to the water, then slipping into it as slowly as I could.
Thanks to the damn fish, at the very least, there couldn’t be as tight a digital net under water, as it’d be triggered every few seconds.
I let myself sink to the bottom, a cloud of disturbed filth lifting and small sea-beasties flitting away in all directions. Then, after a few seconds, it was all dead again, and I started to move, slowly walking, scanning as I went.
Thanks to the pressure of the water, I couldn’t scan as far as I could on the surface, but my slow, deliberate movements meant that as soon as I could sense something, I could stop.
I didn’t know if it’d be enough—genuinely, I didn’t—but my plan of scouting the perimeter had been shut down when it became obvious they were still watching it. I’d hoped they’d have moved off, but using my rudimentary grasp of logic, the approach that would be the heaviest watched would be the one that they expected me to use.
That was either sailing along on a yacht, which they had to suspect I had by now, or flying in, or, most likely of all, driving the fuck up to the pier.
I wasn’t doing that. Not any one of them. they had to at least strongly suspect I was the flying thing that had been showing up, and they knew I could swim. So, they had to spread themselves thinner considering every angle.
If they were using Dave, who they obviously didn’t trust very far, to watch over the yachts, then I had to think they were stretched thin indeed. They should have at least someone with him if they distrusted him enough to have cameras and more on him.
I went over it all in my mind as I slowly stomped along the bottom of the bay clouds of crap floating up, as well as the occasional surprised octopus or squid or whatever.
The fuckers had legs, and they weren’t fish; that was enough for me. It took about an hour to make it to the edge of the network, and as soon as I did, I stopped.
I could have made it faster. Hell, I could have made it in minutes if I’d actually tried, but that was what they’d be expecting, I told myself.
I’d been the god-rod, smashing into everything, the hammer from the heavens, destruction and screams every single time. Hopefully, Jonas would have written off the police station incident, and going as slowly as I did, I’d have been written off as an animal by anything down here.
I reached out, the sensor just at the edge of my range, and I slowly settled down on the seabed, getting comfortable, as I brought up the Hack.
It was hardened, encrypted, but only a basic system. I paused, just resting the faintest touch against it...then I pulled back.
No, this wasn’t the time for half-arsing it.
I’d saved the points I’d gotten in the HACK tree for a reason, and this was damn well time to use them.
I pulled up the HACK tree and started looking through the options. As always, they were simple, three separate trees available to me.
Information was obvious; it was the path straight to the directories, or more to the point, now that I’d invested a few levels in it, it actually installed directories. That was why it was so obvious, it seemed, because now that I had a point in each of the various fields—Information, Stealth, and Control—I now knew a fuck load more about them.
The data bleed that was created when similar systems interacted with my conscious mind was updating now, as I made conscious connections. For the first time, I saw the bigger picture.
Information set off all the alarms, because a regular system suddenly being overwritten was blatantly obvious. Stealth avoided all the alarms, but took forever to find anything, because it buried itself, literally just examining the various data packets as they came up. But without a discernable direction, it took forever to find the damn things I needed.
Control, in turn, was another that set the alarm bells ringing because every command inserted overrode the system, so for example, an email that was sent from A to B would be suddenly highjacked and overwritten, if that was what the system needed to do to achieve the aim I’d input.
It wouldn’t hide that, though, and it left the entire trail behind. Anyone trying to find out what the hell just happened would find bits and pieces.
They wouldn’t be able to make much sense of it—I wasn’t using a binary-based system the way they were—but still, it’d be fucking obvious something had been there.
I scanned over the options, seeing three entirely new options grow in place based on the synthesis of systems.
Under Information, the option Drain appeared, and a quick sense of it provided the impression of literally draining a system, reaching out, enveloping it, and tearing the data free. It’d be fast, and it’d be messy, but the system itself would be erased afterwards, so while they’d know something had happened, they’d have no clue what the hell it was.
Under Stealth was Plague. It essentially was a slower attack than mine were normally, but it inserted a plague into the system, one that would spread and spread if I upgraded it all the way, unless I set specific limitations on it. The first and most basic version would replicate itself, then wait, hidden, until a timer I set had elapsed.
Then it went live.
The first stage was replication and mapping. The second was data detection, so whatever I chose, such as bank accounts, would then be scoured, the data collected, and secure tunnels set up to funnel that data out. Then the third system activated, and it erased every trace of its passage.
That was fantastic. Seriously, it was, but it took time, like serious time, to map a complex system, because it was designed to be stealthy as all fuck. Could take months.
Admittedly, it was awesome, because I didn’t have to do anything beyond get it in. But still, my issue was right fucking now, and I didn’t have months
Also, I got a warning tingle that, if access to a set area of data required a confrontation, such as a locked file that needed hacking, it’d ignore it.
This was a stealth-based system after all, and until it was upgraded seriously, it basically used the lowest grade of access. For some systems, that was fine. Hell, most systems were basic as fuck, and the only encryption was on the outside, but more complex and valuable systems would have massive differences in the level of access permitted.
After all, the CEO of the bank was going to have more access than the security guard on the door, or the trainee phone monkey.
Finally, there was Assimilate. This one was more of a nuclear option. It was under Control, and fuck me, it did what it said on the tin.
Load this bad boy into the system, and that system was yours! It might take some time, but it transformed every node of the network, every repeater, every level from the damn handset on the desk to the servers in the datacenter, so that system had one master, and one master alone.
Me.
This took time, and unlike the Plague, it wasn’t subtle. Once it began, there would be alarms going fucking mental, and anything connected to the system would know it, but...
But there was nothing that they could do to stop it once it was in.
Every system carried the seeds of its own destruction, I knew suddenly. For the password to protect a file, the system had to know what that password was, and in checking it, it had to extend a tendril to examine and verify.
This system grabbed that extended hand and overwrote its own password, one based on my neural clusters, meaning not only could it never be replicated, but it couldn’t be stopped, because in examining the creeping attack, it had to reach out to it.
It was only possible to be this insanely thorough and lethal because it wasn’t an Earth-based system. It examined the security features and absorbed them. It was lethal, and I fucking loved it.
I had three choices to make, and I chose Assimilate straight away, needing the nuclear option if anything went wrong. After all, if I had to drop that bad boy into the system, well, they weren’t going to be tracking me with tech, put it that way.
That meant I had two options left, and while I could choose both of the other two, I also knew that I could double down and go for a totally new skill.
As this was an evolving system, it evolved with me.
Another person who took exactly the same choices, one in this and one in that, would end up totally different from me still, and that was the beauty of the system. Every choice that I made was augmented in part by my mind, my skills, and my knowledge.
Someone who was going all tech might get some amazing skills, but they’d be unlikely to be as assault-based in the head as I was, or as stupid, so their options would end up totally different from mine.
Therefore, if I chose two of the options, then I should, hopefully, get a third, one based off a synthesis of the two skills I chose.
I already had control in the basket, and I pulled up the other two. Drain and Assimilate would basically make the system mine, then give me a copy of it, if I was right.
Useful, especially if, for example, I wanted to replicate this grid of sensors. I could do that, have my nanites tear it apart, then have the systems I’d built back at the recycling facility make a new version of them.
That’d be good, but...
Assimilate and Plague on the other hand, though—that worked, it’d be more secretive, hide better, and it’d replicate, maybe?
Fuck it.
I chose both Assimilate and Plague and approved it, gritting my teeth and waiting.
After a few seconds, I cautiously cracked an eye, looking at the swirling world around me, the fronds of seaweed and dancing fish, the floating rubbish and more. I dared to think that the upgrades I’d done to my brain were clearly working...
...then the data finished unfurling, and my jaws slammed shut on the tip of my tongue, severing it and filling my mouth with blood, even as I started shaking.
Long minutes passed, time in which I screamed in the silence of my mind, my body rigid with pain as needles seemed to stitch sections of my brain together with white hot needles, spearing other sections apart before deciding that they should be together after all.
It was horrific, and I damn well nearly passed out. Only my nanites kept me from bleeding all over the place, thanks to my stump of a goddamn tongue, and by the time it was all over, it’d only had time to half-regrow.
Weirdly, that meant that, as the stub had healed over then started extending out, I now had a severed section of my tongue in my helmet just rattling around as the nanites that had infused it slipped free and rejoined my body instead.
Because my helm was sealed, I shook it and kept seeing this little nub of flesh bouncing around, making me feel really weird. It was part of me, but not. I really didn’t know what to damn well do with it.
In the end, I decided that ignoring the fucker was the best response. Instead, I pulled up the options, seeing, oh wonder of wonders, a new skill waiting for me.
Contagion was its name, and clearly it was the plague for me, because it was silent as it spread out, and once it was in place, it claimed everything.
The system was limited at this early a level, with only one “jump” available, but it didn’t have to be decided on, not until it was needed. The limitation was down to the processing power of the system it was loaded into, and yes, my shitty tech knowledge.
That meant that if—and it was a big if—I could get it into the system, so I still had to hack the system and remain undetected, then I could set it loose.
It would replicate and spread as far as it could, until either it was detected or I gave it the order to attack. At that point, or before I could designate one attached system, it would spawn a copy to start on that.
In theory, and that theory was based on my basic fuckin’ grasp of tech, it meant I could, say, take over the detection net thingy that was just at the edge of my senses. It’d spread through it, and if I was detected, I could take it over.
That would give me a brief window while the tech types in the factions tried to figure out what was happening. Then, if I was really lucky, I could attack their control center or whatever was attached.
Or, I might be unlucky, get caught on the hack attempt, and manage to brute force my way into a single system, claiming it, and then finding I’d hacked the fucking toaster.
But if I ended up with the toaster, then those fuckers were getting burned bread, no matter their settings choice, I silently vowed.
My mind went off on a tangent for a second, imagining what I could do if I got into the main systems and wasn’t detected. Things like making the coffee shit, but then showing perfect records if the machine was tested. Making the printers demand cyan fucking ink, when they were only printing black and white pages... hell, turning the aircon off when people were asleep and putting the heating on, so they woke up constantly and got really pissed at each other.
I grinned, knowing that the little things were far more damaging than most people believed. Little annoyances drove people up the wall, and because they were little things, people had serious issues dealing with them.
Reset the timer on the microwave or make the coffee taste like shit constantly, and people would go insane. The same people, when serious shit hit the fan, were cold and calculating, sensible creatures.
Keep changing the fucking TV to a show from the seventies with canned laughter?
They’d be stabbing each other inside of a week, and maybe...
The data finished unfurling, and boom, I was as stiff as a board, twitching and quivering for the next few minutes. Or, at least I thought it was a few minutes.
By the time I came to, I was laid on my back, silt half-obscuring me, and a multilegged thing from the dawn of fucking time was examining my helm’s clear section.
I saw it scuttling across less than an inch from my eyes, and I jerked upright, sending it floating away as a cloud of silt ballooned up. I jerked about, frantically waiting for the brain to reboot and tell me where the fuck I was.
Seconds later, it was done, and I was staring up at the system in the distance. It had floated closer, slightly, but not by much. I could see the first sensor, and now another was just at the outer edge of contact with a flickering, gentle pulse showing.
I turned over, not quite sure why, and started to crawl closer. I wanted to be close enough that no random twist of the tide took it out of reach while I worked, then I began.
As always, the act of fully “touching” and actually interacting with, rather than just looking at the system triggered a battle for dominance. If I backed off, it’d report the attempted hack. It’d do that anyway, but once I was inside the system, provided I was fast enough, I could erase that log.
That meant I had no idea of the level of encryption until I started, and once the battle began, well, I couldn’t leave it.
The usual geometric symbols started to appear, and I relaxed slightly, before tensing as they continued to appear, one, then three, then seven, fifteen...I stopped counting and frantically split nine copies of my mentality off, as well as triggering the time compression ability, speeding up my own mind.
It helped slightly as I attacked the first one, a hexadecimal sixteen-sided die that spun like a top, both letters and numbers showing as they raced across the facets.
I frantically spun them, searching for the familiar patterns, the goddamn doors that I was used to, but they were gone!
Instead, there was some kind of fucking math problem, one of those goddamn things you saw in newspapers and online that all the nerds had liked a few years back.
I froze for a second. Dozens and dozens of times, my ex had tried to teach me how to do them—the patience she’d shown!—but I was too thick for this!
I hit things really fucking hard, and I went to the gym. I was the guy that stepped in and beat the bully up, taking your lunch money from them, then made everyone pay protection money...
I couldn’t do this!
I panicked, my remembered failures building, and the die spun faster and faster as my altered mental copies fought the same battle of confidence I did.
All of us were ready to give up, to back away, and to...to just come up with a new plan! That was it...
I saw Ingrid’s face. Those serious, kind eyes. I imagined telling her about this, that I’d run away, that I failed, because I was too thick to even try. And worst of all, I felt the love from her, and knew that she’d reassure me it was fine, and that it was all reasonable.
I heard her words in my mind, and I imagined the way she’d see me then, recognizing the shell of strength around the weak heart, the coward who was afraid of thinking because I always fucked it up.
That was why I liked fighting, because I could understand it. Fists didn’t lie to you, not like numbers did. A punch in the face wasn’t numbers becoming fucking letters like they had in school. A spin kick and a snap kick were what they were; they didn’t pretend to understand then laugh about how thick you were behind their back.
I snarled in desperate fear and hatred. Rather than running, I threw myself at the wall of numbers.
I saw the patterns, the repeating shitty numbers and letters, and...and...and there were sixteen. There were only sixteen sides, right? And the numbers went from one to ten...no! Zero to fucking nine! There was an E and an A...there were only six letters: A, B, C, D, E, and F!
I could do this, I suddenly realized. I might not understand it, but I didn’t have to. It was a pattern game, and I could do that. I didn’t have to understand the pattern to find the weak spot, the point of fracture.
I’d always been good at that, finding the one point, the place to press a finger to make them cry out and to leave no bruises. Nerve points, muscle groups—all of them patterns.
I stared at the rolling, spinning die, and I saw the mistake, the X, and I focused on it, seeing the pattern as it should be.
The X became an F, and the die collapsed inwards, a cheer echoing around my head as we discovered that we could do it.
That started the wave, as more and more dice appeared. We attacked them ferociously, spinning and twisting them, forcing them to hold damn well still as we beat the fuckers into submission.
And then, then it was over, the last die folding inwards to the seventh aspect of me, and for a second, we all seemed to stand there, side by side, in a vast empty room, a sudden overwhelming relief and almost giddy joy crashing through us as the words were said aloud, by one of us in a place nobody else would ever hear.
We are not a failure. We are not thick. We are not useless. We are the candle in the night.




Chapter Fifty-Two



The network unfurled for me, welcoming me in. I couldn’t help but grin as more and more nodes flashed in my vision, the augmented systems picking them out as my Contagion spread.
They popped into existence all across the bay before me, one after another, tiny floating tags denoting their ID and that the system was now open to us.
I slid into it, searching, staying as silent as possible, a tiny mouse that sniffed around the edges of the system, prying and nudging.
I had a rough idea what I was looking for, but it took almost two hours before I found it, by which time the Contagion had spread throughout the floating sensor network. I’d fed it into the connected command and control network as well, finding it aboard the yacht that bobbed gently between Hans’s and the superyacht merrily in the early dawn light.
The file that I had eventually found marked each and every item in the local area, such as an octopus, and excluded them from the results fed to the operator, preventing them from being pinged every time an octopus or a bit of floating trash passed too close to a sensor.
Well, that made it nice and easy.
I adjusted the parameters so that the net was now programmed to alert the operator to anything over six meters wide and five tall, anything under that was now excluded.
I was cautious at first, when I started to move closer. But after a few minutes, as more and more sensors swept over me and none of them pinged at all, I relaxed, unable to keep from grinning.
At some point in the overwhelming input from the upgrades, I’d let my Conceal lapse, and I had no clue even when it’d happened, which showed how rattled it had made my brain. But even without it active, I was invisible to the sensors and I reactivated the ability, blending in with the seabed.
I moved along the bottom of the harbor, looking around at the mess that still laid underneath Athena’s old ship, as well as the boulder I’d used to god-rod it. I had to grin as I looked at the obviously patched bottom of the ship that floated up above and to the right of me.
The ships, all three of them, were clearly visible now that the sun was up. So was the sensor net, provided you knew where to look.
They were strung like a net with sections about three meters apart, a movement sensor then a camera, then a movement sensor and probably more.
I could sense different devices in the chain, and while I could differentiate between video file compression and text or numbers, when they were just streams of data waiting to be parsed by a specific program?
Nope.
I moved closer to the bottom of the interloper’s yacht, seriously tempted to carve the bottom out, but I refrained. Just. Instead, I turned back to Athena’s superyacht.
I had to assume that was the logical first place for the Oracan to be kept, as Hans’s vessel, while more luxurious, was also considerably smaller. He said the crystal weapons “gave him the willies,” and he didn’t particularly seem to like the Oracan, so I had to guess he’d have made them stay on Athena’s ship in their old quarters as soon as possible.
I moved to the side of the wall, reducing my weight through the gravity inverter and jumped, reaching up and catching the bottom rung of the ladder. Making damn sure my conceal was still active, I slowly pulled myself higher and higher.
As soon as I lifted my head out of the water, the world changed, as sounds that were muffled rolled in and more. I sensed the net around me, the sensors that were floating on the water’s surface like tiny buoys.
The problem was that, whatever the hell they were, they also were almost invisible to the naked eye, and only started broadcasting when they were disturbed.
Between the mass of signals overhead, the mass of signals under the water, and the goddamn water itself, I’d thought they were part of the same net!
They instantly went live in a spreading wave, rolling out from the point of breach, and I had only a split second in which to make my decision.
Run, hack and hide, or fight.
I couldn’t run; the whole damn point of the trip was that I needed the Oracan and the goddamn weapons! I couldn’t hide and hack. I could have done it, but I didn’t have the damn time, not now. It’d be blatant that something had broken the net, and it was a something that was big and fucking invisible when the cameras had triggered.
That meant they’d be on high alert, so I’d never get another chance, or...
Or I could say fuck it.
I was moving before I’d consciously made the decision, hauling myself up and out of the water, my altered weight making it both easier for me and far less noticeable for anyone aboard the ship. I hauled my way up the side, stepping onto the deck and steeling myself for a fight.
Silence.
Utter fucking silence.
Hell, I was in the damn system, and there hadn’t been a peep out of it, but the net was going mental, it just wasn’t registering, because...
...because it wasn’t linked to the ship!
It was broadcasting to another ship, one that was sat out in the harbor, and one that had already started to react, as activity exploded on its decks!
I swore and raced for the nearest doors, almost yanking them off in my haste to get inside as my mind leaped ahead. The net on the surface wasn’t alerting the assholes on the ship next to me because it wasn’t theirs! The floating one that had triggered was either the Blessed or the Awakened, and I’d quite possibly wasted the fucking effort of hacking the middle yacht entirely. Hell, that might have been Hans’s friend or fuck knew what!
Of course, it could be a dickhead faction member, I reminded myself, as the two main factions wouldn’t be sharing data on me. It made a sort of sense they’d both have deployed teams to the area.
I’d just taken the time to hack one of them into insensibility, then put my back out patting it so hard while I forgot about the others.
I looked around. I’d climbed the ladder at the stern of the ship, where it dipped into the sea, and the first, and lowest section of the yacht that was above sea level was clearly the crew quarters and storage areas for the in-shore boats.
The first room I was in showed signs of being hastily drained and tidied, things still laid where they’d been pushed by the water, soaked magazines now dried sticking to benches and more. But the cupboards were sealed up and most of the equipment racks were full.
I strode on, pushing the next set of doors open and coming to a storeroom and a hell of a sight. It was filled with ruined containers with random bits of lettuce and more hanging forlornly free of them, cardboard packaging ruined, and the doors at the end standing open and abandoned as a constant beep of distress from the walk-in fridges made it clear that the doors had been open for some time.
As I passed the doors, I was unable to help myself from closing the fridge as I moved on. I passed storage for luxury dining equipment, rows upon rows of bottles of luxury drinks, stacked washing machines and dryers, some with clothing still inside.
The next door, however, I paused at, hearing a sound ahead and another one from somewhere outside as someone started shouting.
I pushed open the door and went in, finding a small stairwell leading up to the next floor, and down to what I assumed was the engines, to my right in the middle of the area. On either side of that were seating areas, then another large door, secured with thick chains that I recognized by their pearly shimmer as being that same metal I’d been unable to damage before, and...
And a double set of doors that lead into the forward areas...chained shut.
I heard low voices ahead of me, from inside the locked-away sections. I grinned as I stepped up to the door.
I extruded the vorpal blade and tried it against the edge of the metal, getting a slow cut going, but that was it. Then I grinned, unable to help myself.
The doors were big, clearly designed to be water-tight, and made of metal. There were two handles in the middle, and the chains had been looped through and a padlock attached.
I retracted the blade and slapped a palm over the padlock, extruding nanites into it, feeling them bubble and twist, filling the inside and forming the required shape to lift the tumblers in the lock.
I twisted once, and that was it; the padlock came loose with a pop, making me grin as I yanked the remaining loops free and pulled the doors open.
Beyond the doors was a corridor with easily a dozen rooms leading off on either side, and in the middle, a set of open doors leading to a small common area.
As soon as I’d opened the doors, there was a rush of movement as three Oracan sprinted forwards, putting themselves between me and the dozen or so humans who had been sitting with them.
I retracted my Conceal ability, the armor seeming to phase into existence, then retracted my helm so that they could actually see my face. As soon as the running Oracan recognized me, that was it.
The first and third dropped to the floor, barely managing to stop themselves as they clapped a fist to their chest and the other flat to the ground, grating out a ritual offer of submission while the second one, trying to stop himself, slipped on a piece of silken cloth and fell, bouncing on the floor and slammed his head into the door of a room.
It burst inwards, a high-pitched scream coming from someone who’d clearly been fast asleep until now.
The Oracan hastily dragged themselves back up and fell to one knee, starting the ritual and doing their best to ignore the blood that ran down their face, dripping onto the carpet.
The others, clearly the rest of the crew came forward. On seeing me, they dropped to their knees as well, arms held the same as the Oracan, and starting to speak, a ripple of mouths all speaking in what I suddenly recognized as the same damn language that Ingrid had used when speaking to Scylla.
They were surrendering and swearing to be loyal servants to me, in ancient fucking Greek!
I lifted a hand and I spoke before I thought better of it.
“Do you understand me?” I asked the room in general, and the ritual ground to a halt as people looked at each other in confusion.
“Yes, lord, we understand you?” an older woman said from the middle of the crowd as nods flowed out.
“You all speak ancient Greek?” I asked, confused.
“The High Lady Athena preferred that we speak it, lord,” she replied.
“Fuck that shit. Can you all speak and understand English?” I asked, getting more nods, including from the Oracan, as more and more shouting rang out from overhead. “That’s a relief,” I muttered, unthinking.
“Lord...you are he who killed the mistress?” the older woman asked after a brief pause. I nodded, the Oracan nodding as well, even as three more appeared, sinking to their knees at the back of the group and starting to speak the ritual.
“I am, and that’s fine, no Greek, thank you!” I called to the Oracan. “Who’s your leader?”
“I am the First Warrior, if it pleases you, lord,” one of them stated, head still bowed.
“What’s your name? And you can all stand.”
“Athelas, lord.”
“Okay, Athelas, did we meet before?” I asked suddenly remembering the guy, his broken left tusk ringing a bell.
“We did, lord. You spared my life, and we pledged to you.”
“Thought so. Okay, I gave you an order to collect the crystal weapons as well.”
“We have hidden several, but many were stolen from us after you left, and when the new lords arrived.”
“Motherfuckers!” I snarled. “Who took them and where?”
“Lord Shamal and Lady Cristobel claimed them, splitting them between the pair.”
“Fucking Shamal!” I shook my head, clearly furious as I tried to keep my tone as even as possible. “I’m gonna have that bastard, and who the hell is Cristobel?”
“Lady Cristobel is a member of the Awakened faction, lord, and she is on the yacht beside this one.”
“Right.” I twisted my neck, getting a pop and a click as I rolled my shoulders. “Who is she to Hans?”
“Hans...Lord Hans is subordinate to the Lady Cristobel, and she made that clear when she arrived. She claimed the yacht and ordered Lord Hans to turn over all evidence related to you.”
“Did she now. Okay, and why are you all locked in here?”
“Non-humans are not permitted to move around freely with Lady Cristobel, neither are low humans.”
“Low humans?” I whispered, shaking my head. “All right, fine. Athelas, get the weapons and gear. Get ready for a fight. As for the rest of you, it’s up to you. You can stay here. You can be free, as far as I’m concerned, because I wouldn’t put it past these dickbags to have held you prisoner, or you can come with me. Be warned, I’m not part of any of the current factions, because they’re all dicks. I’m starting a new one up, and for now, at least, I’m basically at war with fucking everyone except Hans.”
“You’d let us go?” one of the men, a younger one whose door had a definite Oracan bump in it, asked slowly.
“Yeah, if you want to be free, then go, be free. I don’t give a shit, mate. Sorry, but I don’t know you, and while I need more people, I don’t want anyone who’s not committed.”
“What does your faction stand for?” another asked slowly.
“Well, that’s still being figured out, and we’ve not got the time to get into it right now,” I said, pointing up at the deck overhead as shouts and then gunfire rang out, “because I think they’ve started the party without me, and I fucking hate that. Basically, my current mission, beyond killing all these fucks, is to remove all the nuclear waste, rewild the Sahara, and sort out the global warming thing. I plan to have it mostly done by this time next year. After that, well, I’m gonna have a holiday.”
There was silence as everyone looked at each other.
“A holiday?” the woman asked, and I nodded.
“Yeah, I always wanted to go skiing. You know, where they fall down all day long, get bruised to buggery, then get pissed in a log cabin on a night, and have loads of sex.”
“I—”
“Oh, with my girlfriend, as well. Not looking for volunteers for that side of it, no offense, but you know.”
“Are you all right, lord?” one of the others asked me, and I realized I was rambling.
“You know what? I am. I really am, I’m just a bit tired, and I’ve been pretty busy doing all this ‘boss’ thing for a while. Now, from the sounds of things up there, I’m going to get to do what I’m actually really good at.” I pulled my helm back up and extruded the Harvest Blade as I spoke, the smile clear in my voice. “I’m going to kill every last one of them.”
“Lord, we are with you,” Athelas called, racing back from their quarters, each of the six Oracan wielding daggers that glowed with crystal blades.
“What about your shields and armor?” I asked them.
He pointed behind me, to the other sealed door on this level. “The armory was sealed away, but—”
I turned and took a half-dozen quick steps to the door, not bothering to pick the lock. I slid the Vorpal blade out, and stabbed it though the door, just above the handles, then I yanked it around in a rough loop, before sliding the blade out and pulling the chains and the handles for the door, free.
I dumped them to the floor and pulled the doors open, exposing racks of armor sat on mounts, ready to be pulled down and into place on the left, and on the right, rows of assault rifles and ammunition.
“We’re with you, lord, if you’ll have us?” the older woman asked me, stepping up and pausing by my side as the Oracan swept forwards, taking their places by the armor and pulling them down, the armor seeming to snap off braces that slid away and retracted as they worked.
“I will, but—”
“We’re all trained in the use of the assault rifles, lord. High Lady Athena insisted that we were all ready to defend her property at any time.”
“Well, then I guess it’s time to see what you can do,” I said, gesturing to the weapons. “Keep your people safe and give the Oracan covering fire. I’ll face those you can’t.”
“Lord!” one of the others shouted, running back down the stairs, and waving frantically to me. “There’s a contingent of Lady Cristobel’s guard on their way!”
“What are they?” I asked, striding across to the younger man and following him up the stairs.
“They’re low humans, most of them, but they’re lead by a lord.”
“What the hell is all this high and low human shit?” I snarled, getting a surprised look from the young guy.
“Low humans are those of us that are born low and weak. The majority of humanity, unlike the high lords like yourself and the High Lady Athena.”
“Well, fuck that, and you don’t have to keep calling everyone ‘lord’ this and that, fucking hate that crap,” I snapped, striding up past him and towards the front of the ship. “Get yourself down to the armory and get some gear, then decide where you want to stand!” I called back to him, kicking the doors open to the upper deck with a wide grin.
All the stress was gone now. The hiding was over, and hey, if anything, me being seen here would give the others at the recycling plant a little breathing room. If Shamal and the others launched an assault, it’d be here as soon as they saw me.
“Hi, honey, I’m home!” I called out as the troop of guards, eight of them in shiny black armor that made me think of the fucking SS, raised their weapons and opened fire.
They had a sneering dickhead at the back “leading” them, while making sure he was as far from the action as possible. I lifted my arms, taking the sudden barrage of incoming automatic fire on my forearms.
I felt the kinetic charge kick in, absorbing the energy from the massed fire, and my lips drew back from my face in a feral snarl.
“You sure you don’t want to talk about this?” I called to them.
“Surrender and die!” the wanker at the back called out, and I snorted as the guns ran dry.
Eight of them, all firing on full auto, and almost every bullet hit me, over two hundred and thirty impacts. Damn, my kinetic charge was pulsing happily again. I ran forwards as they frantically discarded used magazines, slamming home fresh ones and locking them into place.
Only one managed to get off a burst of fire as I soared across the short distance between the upper deck and the wharf, and all she managed to do was tick my charge higher.
I landed, Harvest and Vorpal Blades extending as I kicked the one in the middle in the chest. Using the Gravity Inverter to enhance the kick, I slashed down from high with both blades, sweeping them out to the left and right.
The first one was launched backwards like someone attached a rocket to their bellybutton, a spray of blood fountaining from their mouth as their lungs were pulverized, ribs shredding muscle, lungs, heart, and more.
They vanished over the far side of the wharf and into the sea, a gurgling wheeze the last sound anyone would hear from them, as others were sent staggering by the impact.
The two on either side were sliced into long sections, blood spraying and limbs flying. Then I was in too close, and as the rest turned, trying to get a clear shot, I was moving.
I twisted to my left first, stabbing forwards with the Harvest Blade, taking the next in line in the face, the blade punching through the cheekbones and deeper with a crunch that echoed. I tore it sideways and free, severing their hind brain and spinal column.
I brought my right arm back, then lunged with the left, the Vorpal Blade taking the next in line in the stomach. I ripped upwards, sawing through their body armor like butter and cleaving the heart in two, before emerging from them.
The air was full of screams of automatic fire and blood. I twisted to the right, not wanting to leave those poor fuckers out of the fun. My Harvest Blade shifted, lengthening and growing more flexible as I swung it out, looping it around a neck. The segmented sections slid under their helm easily then extruding the spikes.
I twisted my arm, making sure they had a good grip, then pulled once more, hard.
The head popped free, the neck sawn through and reduced to mince. As the blood pressure sent it flying, my Harvest Blade was sliding back, and I was spinning.
I hopped from the left foot to the right, dipped, and exploded into action. Twisting from the hip, I launched myself into the air. Bringing my left foot around to take the next nearest in the side of the head, I felt the neck snap as he dropped to the floor like a politician on a free lunch.
I’d been fighting less than seven seconds, and I’d not even bothered to trigger the time compression of fighting augments yet, but I’d killed seven of the nine, leaving only one of the eight guards, who turned and ran like his ass was on fire, diving over the side and into the sea.
And the “lord” who’d been supposedly leading them?
He stared at me, his eyes wide, mouth flapping. Then he seemed to remember himself as he yanked a fucking rapier free.
I retracted the Harvest Blade, straightening as I cocked my head and looked down at the pathetic little fucker.




Chapter Fifty-Three



“You’re new to this, aren’t you?” I asked him, looking from the thin whiplike blade to the narrow shoulders and hips, the arrogance that was frantically trying to make a comeback, but that had drained off his face like milk from a glass.
“I am the Lord Arnaud Peterson!” he replied, a thick French accent evident.
“Surrender, fucknut,” I ordered him. “Surrender, and maybe I’ll let you live.”
“I—I...”
“Come on, pretend that little pig sticker is a white flag, and wave it like there’s no tomorrow,” I said, miming waving one hand frantically, and his face went red with rage. He screamed then lunged forwards faster than I expected. His blade arced around to slam into my stomach...and it stopped dead.
I grabbed the blade with my right hand before he could pull it back and swept the Vorpal Blade down hard, catching it an inch or so above the guard, shearing straight through it.
He staggered back, the hilt and a fraction of his blade all that he had left, and stared up at me in shock, mouth flapping wildly.
“I surr—” he managed to get out, before my Harvest Blade had finished morphing into its dagger configuration and took him in the heart.
His body quivered and shook, folded around my fist as I started tearing his nanites free in a wave, hundreds of thousands of them a second pouring back into me as I let out a groan. The feeling was a sensation akin to a damn good massage or the satisfaction of a good meal as I tore the last from him. Then I straightened and discarded the body, letting it fall to the floor desiccated and dead.
I turned to the row of three moored yachts, ignoring the closing two that were exchanging fire, each trying to reach the wharf before the other.
There were three armed men aboard the superyacht, all having been relaxing on the top deck watching the incoming pair of yachts. Once I’d leaped from the lower deck, they’d started screaming into coms devices, and now...
I staggered slightly as a large-caliber rifle round slammed into the side of my helm. I twisted around, looking up at the fucker who’d just fired it, seeing what he couldn’t as he reloaded and took aim again, his friends now firing smaller-caliber assault rifles.
He managed to get another shot off, the round hitting me squarely in the eye section of my helm, the clear bit apparently looking enough like glass that it had attracted his attention.
I shook my head slightly, glaring back at the fucker, seriously glad I’d upgraded it already. The Oracan I’d been watching and waiting for raced up the last few steps and fell on the three men.
There were a handful of brief screams, a little pleading for mercy, which was totally ignored, and then it was over. The others moved up to check the boat over, spreading out as they went, now armed and determined to defend their new “lord’s” property.
I turned back to the middle yacht, seeing a tall, pale-skinned woman striding out of the dining room in a full-length dress, dark hair and nails immaculate as she paused and took a sip of wine, languidly eyeing me as she lowered the ruby red liquid.
“You’d be the newly Arisen, then?” she called across the ten meters or so that separated us. “Remove your helm before your betters, boy,” she ordered coldly.
I snorted. “I would, but so far, I’ve not met any,” I called back, walking to the side and towards the back of her yacht, where it bobbed a few dozen feet from the wharf.
“You’d do well to consider your attitude,” she hissed at me. “Hans may have permitted you to pretend you were his equal, but he is far beneath me, and you? You are not worthy to lick my heels.”
“I’d make a snappy comeback, but let’s face it. It’d be wasted on you, you stupid bitch. So, out of curiosity, where did you stand in comparison to Athena? You know, just so I can keep track when I mount your head on my wall.”
“I was Athena’s equal and her confidante. I don’t know what trick you managed with her, poisoned her somehow, no doubt, but—”
“I gutted the bitch, actually,” I replied, coming to a halt on the wharf across from her yacht and stared up at her. “And no, I didn’t poison her. I did it the old-fashioned way. I fought her face-to-face.”
“Impossible,” she replied grimly. “Athena was one of the premier warriors of the age, and—”
“Of the last age, maybe,” I agreed, shrugging. “I fucked that bitch up. Believe me, it wasn’t even the hardest thing I did that day.”
It was a lie, but that wasn’t the point. Shit-talking was as much a part of the fight as anything else. Getting inside your opponent’s head and convincing them they didn’t stand a chance made it far easier to win, as their muscles locked up in fear, robbing their blows of power, of the smoothness that kept the fight flowing.
“So, you want to start the fight?” I asked her after a few seconds. “I’m kinda getting bored here, and I’ve shit to do today.”
“You are so eager to die?” She sighed, moving forwards and leaning against the wall, watching me as she took another sip of wine. Her dress was red silk, but it gleamed like metal, and she rested one hand on a hip as she drank. “No demands for my surrender?”
“Why would I?” I asked her, genuinely confused. “You’re not like that kid was. He was out of his depth, a little wanker who’d never crossed someone who wouldn’t put up with his shit. You’re a predator. If I took you prisoner, you’d break out of any cell easily enough, unless I killed you. Or, I can just kill you here and now. Saves time.”
“You could join me, you know,” she said after a few seconds. “Join me for dinner, and perhaps more. You’re clearly a skilled fighter, and all that I’ve gleaned from Hans says you’re open to negotiation.”
“I am. Hell, I’d be happy for you fuckers to go your way, and I go mine.”
“Then leave,” she said, gesturing to the wharf. “Leave now, and I’ll give you a full day’s grace before I start to hunt you, or—”
“Or?”
“Or join me.”
“For dinner?”
“If you want. Join me for dinner or drinks, now, here, and we will talk. I’ll agree to a parley, and you can leave when dinner is over.”
“What about them?” I asked, gesturing towards the two yachts that were trading fire, one now clearly sinking, the other powering ahead, but with smoke billowing from its engine room.
“If they get close enough, I’ll have them sunk. If not, well, they’re not really a problem.”
“Okay, on one condition,” I said folding my arms and staring at her. “I’ll parley, just hand over my weapons first.”
“What weapons?” she asked coldly, straightening up.
“You know which ones. The ones you and that prick Shamal stole from me. I claimed this ship after I killed Athena. I made it damn clear to Hans that he was to warn everyone off it, then what do you do?
“You come here, and you lock my crew in their quarters and steal anything not nailed down.” I was going out on a limb here, making it clear that Hans was working with me. But he was already appealing to the Old Ones on my behalf, so that was going to make it clear for everyone soon, and I really didn’t see any way out of this that didn’t involve a fuck ton of blood, anyway.
“Those weapons are forbidden,” she said firmly. “Athena was permitted by the council to keep them, as she was studying them. No others may possess them, save by the council’s good grace. I permitted Shamal to take half, rather than risk the detente between our factions escalating into a true war, should I have kept them all from him.”
“Those weapons were mine. I claimed them. I killed the last bitch to wield them, and you fucking looted them and gave half of them away to a dickhead that I’m going to take great pleasure in stabbing in the face.” I paused, glancing around as best I could without showing it. “Gimmie.”
Dave was on the roof of his building, and he was waving. I couldn’t see what he was doing, not clearly, but he really wanted to get my attention.
“I will not. Those weapons should have been destroyed. They were kept only because the Blessed have their own stockpile. I will not release them to you or anyone, ever!”
“I thought you said they belonged to the council.”
“And they did, but they clearly made a poor choice in giving them to Athena. Now they will remain in my vault.”
“Possession is nine-tenths of the law, eh?” I asked her, seeing the smug twist to her lips as she watched me.
“I would rather not use such weapons against you, but be warned, should you attempt to fight me? I will.”
“And there I was thinking you wanted to have me for dinner.”
“I do. I’d much rather this ended with me gaining a new ally, especially one who so clearly enjoys violence. There’s always a war somewhere, after all, and a good hunt often goes unnoticed in such situations.”
That did it, as I suddenly put together hints that had been dropped by Hans, traces I’d seen in the news, stories I’d heard in the past and more.
“You go there, to the warzones, and you hunt people,” I stated flatly.
“Of course. It allows us to train our younger members and lets those of us with more skill have a little fun. We even place bets and set up monitoring. Think of it as a big game safari, but with less intelligent prey.” She shrugged, finishing the last of her wine as I finally managed to isolate the signal on Dave’s phone, making it beep in his hands.
He looked down as the mad bitch continued to prattle on, and he read the text I printed across the screen.
What? I’m fucking busy, dickhead!
Ino Yuo need to go hellp them!
Who?
Marie and Amanda!
Fuck you on about?
They on boat! Dickead Jonass tooo!
I looked over at the two yachts that had been fighting it out, one listing even further now as people dove into the water, swimming free of it as it started to go down.
The other was closing still, but only just; the boat was turning slightly, angling around towards the breakers, the props forced on full, and smoke was rising from it, the engine clearly aflame.
Which one?
On Fire!!!
Fuck’s sake!
I glanced back at her then back to the boat and shook my head, unable to believe this was happening. Jonas was an utter cock, and he’d been overjoyed to hand me over to Shamal, who he damn well knew was a weapons-grade wanker.
I’d saved their fucking lives twice now, once when they were drowning then again when they abandoned me, and they were fighting the damn ghouls...
I didn’t need this fucking shit!
I turned back to Lady Cristobel and waved a hand, cutting her off as she waffled on. I’d missed the last bit she was saying, too busy with my text conversation with Dave, and now she was warbling on about having a “subordinate that was finally worthy of a little of her attention.”
“I wasn’t listening,” I called to her. “Was that supposed to be me? Sorry, but how about fuck no, you crazy bitch? You’ve two choices, hand over my shit and surrender. I’ll chain you up and take you with me, and we can talk. Otherwise? Fucking bring it. I’ll gut you and move on.”
“The weapons are mine!” she hissed.
“Then you’re a thieving shitbag, and you’re dead.” I launched myself across the distance that separated us, Vorpal Blade extending as she leaned inside the yacht, yanking a crystal-tipped spear free of its hiding place and stabbing forwards, clearly thinking I was going to impale myself.
Instead, I tripled my gravity downwards, and dropped to the lower deck, rolling as I dismissed the gravity inversion, and I grinned to myself.
I needed the weapons found, but I didn’t have the time to search the ship. That meant my new handy staff were going to be making themselves useful.
I needed the damn thing still afloat...but I didn’t need to be nice about it.
I swung and slashed, the Vorpal Blade chopping in wide arcs and overlapping Xs as I carved the back supports out, then released the kinetic charge in one powerful blast upwards. The upper structure lifted free then tilted and twisted before collapsing downwards and demolishing half the yacht.
I’d made it to the stairwell by this point, just far enough that the collapsing upper floor missed me. I raced up the stairs, taking them several at a time, grinning to myself as I saw Cristobel clambering back to her feet, glaring up at me.
“Give it up, Cristobel. I have the high ground!” I called down to her, experiencing a momentary surge of déjà vu as she crouched then leaped up at me, twisting and stabbing out with the spear.
I remembered these fuckers, and I dodged backwards, feet moving smoothly as I used my radar to identify possible issues, Vorpal Blade extended and waiting for an opportunity.
She was good. Where Athena was a brawler, as happy kicking and punching as she was with the weapon, Cristobel was lethal with the spear. Gripping it lightly in her left and sliding it through, she used the right to aim and for force, sending it darting forward and back, stabbing for my face, throat, feet, anything she thought she might be able to hit.
She was relentless, chasing me across the remainder of the deck, clearly thinking I’d trip and fall. I moved as quick as I could, hopping from foot to foot as she stabbed out, slashing at her spear, needing only one blow to end the risk from the weapon, but...
The burst of gunfire and her stagger was almost instantaneous, a collection of red blooms appearing in her side, and I was leaping forwards inside the range of the spear.
I grabbed the haft, halfway down, and yanked backwards with that hand. Swinging a punch at her face with my right, only to have her twist aside, my fist missed by so little she had to have felt the air displaced.
Rage burned in her eyes as she glared at me, then victory as she released the spear. Before I could pull my hand back, her left hand was rising, something glinting dangerously in it.
I tried to move faster, triggering my augments, slowing my perceived time, activating the combat predictions and more, and all of them told me the same thing as I watched the crystal dagger closing the last few inches to my arm.
No way was I going to get it clear in time.
Thanks to the slowed time, that gave me a split second longer, just enough time to think.
Seriously, do I really want to do this?
Then it was done. My armor flowed backwards, regrouping at my elbow, the gauntlet separating from the overall system and instead staying in place to slow the arrival of the dagger to my bloodstream. As I dragged my nanites, or as many as I could, out of my right arm...the crystal dagger punched through the nanites and sank into my skin...then hit the Harvest Tool, and started a chain reaction that was terrifying.
As she turned, her head moving slowly to glare at me triumphantly, I moved as well.
The tentacles erupted from my back and chest. One grabbed each wrist, while the remaining two grabbed the bitch by the head and upper chest, winding tight and gripping before yanking hard in opposite directions.
The last sight her eyes saw as her neck snapped like a dried branch was my Vorpal Blade as it sheared through my own right arm just below the elbow.
System warnings flared everywhere in my vision, blood loss and the damn insane level of damage I’d just done to myself being the least of it, because with the Harvest Tool fucked, I suddenly knew it was gone for good!
I bit down, hissing out a long breath while I screamed obscenities in my mind...then my phone, secure in a pocket, went off, the screen repeated in my HUD as I glared at the number.
“Yes, Dave?” I hissed through gritted teeth.
“Oi, fucknut! They need help, man, stop screwing around and go help them!” he shouted at me, huffing, and clearly running.
“Screwing around?” I whispered, striding out onto the remains of the upper deck, then jumping down to the wharf, and turning to face the direction he was in. “I just lost my fucking arm, you dick!” I roared at him.
“Oh, boo-hoo. Well, tough shit! You owe me, bitch, and I’m callin’ it in!”
“What?”
“I made Shamal and the rest of them think you were gone. You escaped because of me; you fucking owe me!”
“And—and you expect me to save those dicks who work for the fucking Blessed? They started that fight!”
“Aye, and you owe me! You know it!”
“Fuck off!” I snapped, cutting the line and turning to face the incoming ship. It had twisted further to the right, the rudder clearly stuck, and was now powering straight for the rocks. The back of the boat was on fire, and it wasn’t smoldering or just smoking a bit; this was a full-on “the engine’s fucked” fire.
I could see movement as they tried to smash the windows out, but that looked to just be Marie, and I had no idea where the others were.
“Fuuuuuuck!” I threw my head back and screamed, full-throated, letting loose my fury at the world.
As much as he pissed me off, Dave was still my mate, and I owed him. I started my wings flowing out.
I turned my head, seeing the others, the older woman in particular, and I jerked my head at her. “What’s your name?”
“Laia,” she answered.
“You’re in charge. Get my fucking weapons off that ship, and anyone comes down this wharf, shoot them.” I turned, crouching, about to jump into the air, then thought better of it. “Unless it’s that dickhead right there!” I turned and pointed at Dave, who was now jumping into the water and trying to swim across to us. “Take him alive and give him a fucking good kick in the balls for this shit!”
Then I was off, the Gravity Inverter helping as I threw myself into the air, soaring up, then diving down, landing barely thirty meters away on the forward section of the small yacht. Marie was frantically throwing herself back, as she’d been trying to break the windows free.
Tentacles drove forwards, glass shattering as they gripped the support stanchions. I slashed the Vorpal Blade left and right, slicing in a rough line and freeing the upper deck, then bracing myself as the tentacles ripped upwards, peeling the front of the boat open like a can opener. I clambered in, finding Marie on her knees, coughing and hacking, Amanda laid next to her, out cold, and Jonas...
The big dumb bastard was laid in the corner, six bullets making their presence known across his stomach and upper left side of his chest.
He was panting, breathing in sharp shallow gasps, and barely conscious as I glared down at him.
I was tempted to tell Dave he’d been dead when I arrived. Hell, I could say I couldn’t rescue him and the girls. I’d lost an arm; it wasn’t like they wouldn’t be able to see that...
But I’d know.
I grabbed all three of them up, the tentacles twisting around their bodies, gripping them tight as I struggled up out of the cut-open section. Wings flaring wide, Gravity Inverter flooding with power, I hurled all four of us into the sky, literally seconds before the bow hit the piled rocks of the pier and the boat exploded.
Debris rained down as I beat my wings, all the time snarling under my breath as I powered and pushed, pulled and twisted the settings for the Gravity Inverter, making it possible for me to fly with all four of us and only two regular huge wings, rather than the insane size I should have needed.
I struggled through the air for another few meters, frantically scanning them all, then swooped down, dumping all three on the wharf and landing hard.
Marie was semi-conscious, Amanda was out for the count, and Jonas...
He was awake and pointing a handgun at me.
I smashed it from his hand, a tentacle whipping across to send the gun spiraling out over the edge and down into the water as a pained cry rang out behind me.
I spun, looking over, only to see Dave on the floor, dripping wet, and clutching his manhood, as Laia stood over him, watching him.
I replayed the last conversation with her in my head and couldn’t help but grunt in approval.
He’d fucking deserved that.
I glared down at Jonas as he was hissing in pain, clutching a freshly broken wrist to his chest. I fought the urge to kick him in the face.
I wanted to. Holy shit, did I not, but...
“Gaaaah!” I cried, and lunged forwards, left hand extended, nanite spike forming and stabbing forwards. I slapped it down over his heart, flooding his body with nanites, triggering the healing function as I had for all the kids, fixing the issues he had. Dozens of them, not just the goddamn bullet wounds, but the cancer, deep rooted in both lungs, the buggered lymph node in his throat that made him more susceptible to some infections. Hell, I even corrected the gene that was causing him to bald and go grey at the same time, feeling a massive sense of amusement at the fact “Mr. Alpha Male” had been dyeing his fucking hair and apparently getting hair implants and pretending he didn’t, while the rest of us just got on with life.
I stood, looking down at him as Dave struggled over to me and froze, mouth hanging open as my nanites finished bubbling over the open wound, sealing my missing lower arm off.
“Your arm.”
“I told you,” I snapped.
“Yeah, well...you’re a bit of a pussy, all right?” Dave winced. “I was expecting a cut or something, not—”
He pointed to my arm, as though I’d miss what he meant if he didn’t make it clear.
“Not what?” I asked, pretending to be confused. “Oh! Wait, look, my fucking arm’s off!”
“No, it isn’t,” Dave replied automatically.
“Yes, it is!”
“You’ve had worse.”
“I...are we really bastardizing the ‘Black Knight’ sketch?” I asked him after a few seconds, and he grinned at me.
“Well, seemed like the perfect line. Are they okay?” he asked, nodding to the other three. I turned with him, facing them, even as more police sirens rang out, the local version of SWAT having closed off the end of the pier as they waited for reinforcements.
“They’re alive,” I said. I’d scanned them as we flew over. That was one of the reasons the flight, even short as it was, was so difficult.
Jonas was fine now, or he would be in a few hours. Marie would be stiff and sore, but beyond that was all right, besides the smoke inhalation, and that was something she’d recover from easily enough.
Amanda had been more concerning.
She was fine physically. Hell, she was better than fine. She practically had the genes of a goddess, and her injury was minor. She’d hit her head and knocked herself out, that was all. Add on the smoke inhalation, and that was it, but...
“They’ll all recover.”
“Come on, then, you big mad bastard. Get that armor off and let me see you,” Dave said after a minute, grinning, but still glancing at the three of them.
Not the three of them, I realized after a looking back and glancing from him to them...or her, at least.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake, seriously?” I asked him, my helm sliding back into my skin as I glared at him. “How the hell did you and Amanda happen?”
“It just sorta did, that’s all,” he admitted. Then he grinned. “She’s mental in bed, though, properly knows what she wants, and she’s not embarrassed in the slightest. Sex life is amazing, mate.”
“Well, I hope you enjoyed it while it lasted,” I muttered.
“Eh?” he asked. “Nah, mate, she’ll be all right. I’ll make this right, then we can all move forward.”
“Shit, you stupid fucker, you don’t even know, do you?” I asked him, rhetorically, before shaking my head in disgust. “Fine. Dave, it’s good to see you, but man—”
“Dude, seriously, we can sort all this shit out. Jonas is tight with some of the Blessed, not just that Shamal dickhead.”
“I’ve been killing them, Dave,” I said, totally derailing his whittering on. “Shamal and the mad bitch Cristobel stole my shit. I just killed her, and I’m going to kill him. Fuck it, I might even just break him, leave him to heal, then fucking fight him again until he learns some humility.” I paused, glancing up at the ship and then down at my ruined arm.
I’d snapped her neck, but I’d not “killed” her, not the way I needed to. I turned, heading quickly for the ship, jumping across the gap and onto the lower deck, then striding up, finding her lying still, eyes filmed in death.
That wouldn’t last much longer, I knew. Her nanites would be busily fixing her up, and I no longer had a goddamn Harvest Blade!
I looked down at my forearm, mentally building a replacement arm, designing it as I would anything else that the nanites needed to build, and getting a warning that once the Harvest Tool was removed entirely and completely destroyed… it required a fresh factory installation to replace it!
I snarled to myself, furious, and bloody terrified.
It took a bit of focus, but after a minute or two, a new popup appeared before my eyes.
Cybernetic Enhancement Options:
WARNING! Once a limb or organ is fully replaced by a cybernetic version, this process cannot be reversed!
Right forelimb:
	Entire robotic prosthetic replacement: 1.5m







(Further enhancements vary in cost from .5-3.8m)

	Cybernetic Replacement: 2.6m







(Further enhancements vary in cost from .5-3.8m)

	Biological replacement: .8m







(Further enhancements vary in cost from .5-3.8m)

I read the options over, gritting my teeth as I absorbed the differences between them and once again wished there was a freaking wiki for this.
So, the first option gave me a mental image of a shiny steel arm, the whole thing, as it’d apparently require a few major changes to my body, so the shoulder down would be replaced, all shiny steel, or matte black or whatever.
It’d be entirely robotic. I’d feel through it, but not the same way that flesh did. That was the downside. The upside was that I could make some serious upgrades!
One of them required a “full system stabilization upgrade” but then I could have either a high-powered railgun built into the arm, or if I went all out and I upgraded a few of the ranged options in the WAR tree, I could install a plasma cannon.
Yeah, I’d need to make some internal changes. I saw unneeded organs being replaced by heat sinks, an additional Power Core being installed as my bowels were cut down and a more efficient “processing plant” was installed.
I paused, a long list of alterations streaming down my mind’s eye, and I shook myself free, abandoning that one.
The third option was a full flesh upgrade, just rebuild it exactly as it had been. But it would be minus the Harvesting tool, as that was a specific high-tech-level part that, yeah, needed to be installed by the facility.
The second option, though, was the one I liked. It was a fifty-fifty choice, a new hardened system for the arm, complete skeletal rebuild in nefindium, including a small upgrade to the fingers—basically making my grip a fuck ton stronger—then building a compartment ready to hold the Harvest tech, when I managed to acquire it again. In the meantime, though, it’d act as an anchoring and storage point for a small construction unit.
Essentially, it was a set of highly specialized nanites that would permit me to make anything I could envisage, provided I had the matter for them to work with.
Back at the plant, that was no issue. I had null blocks, but here?
Well...I paused, staring down at the still form of Cristobel, and then I grinned evilly, reaching down and taking ahold of one of her wrists, lifting it as the fingers flopped nervelessly.
Maybe I had all the building materials I needed...to hand, so to speak.
Her eyes started to flicker as she began to recover, and I grinned, looking down at her face.
“Am I that evil?” I asked myself rhetorically, before nodding. “Why, yes. Yes, I fucking am.”




Chapter Fifty-Four



“Steve, you big mad fucker!” Dave called up to me. I growled, extending the Vorpal Blade and tearing it through Cristobel’s neck, cutting her head free then standing up, picking her head up by the hair.
“What?” I shouted back, holding the head and waving it at him. “I’m kinda busy!”
“Fuck’s sake, man, you better not be planning on using that instead of a fleshlight!” he shouted up.
Closing my eyes and taking a deep breath, I forced myself to count to ten. I had no idea why that was supposed to calm people; it generally just gave me more time to be pissed off, but that was fine.
“Dave, I know you’re a dumb shit, but let’s look at the details here, okay? She’s going to come back to life and try and fight me again, and right now I only have one hand.”
“Aye and it’s your right one that’s gone, isn’t that your w—”
“I’m not using a fucking severed head as a sex toy!” I shouted back at him, wondering how fucked up my life was, and how messed in the head Dave was that I actually had to say that. “I’m stopping her regenerating!”
“Aye, whatever floats your boat, pal. Look, Amanda isn’t waking up,” Dave called up to me, and I paused, gritting my teeth, then cursed and took two quick steps, reaching the end of the damaged floor and leaping into the air.
I soared like some kind of anime character, flying through the air then landing gracefully a few steps from him, having used the Gravity Inverter to boost and slow my flight and landing. Now I was moving forwards, coming to a halt next to Amanda and dropping to one knee.
I dumped the head of Cristobel on the floor and reached out, ignoring the blood on my gauntlet as I laid it on her head, frowning.
I examined her with my medical senses, finding...finding a lot of little issues. I’d thought she was fine. Hell, I’d seen these little things before, when I’d looked over them all. But I’d seen her condition, and I’d not wanted to do anything I didn’t have to, mainly because she was only mildly injured.
Now, though, I was looking deeper. The injuries were multiple, and all minor, but she wasn’t waking up, and I didn’t like that. Her brain was working fine, it was just...offline.
I scanned her twice more before shaking my head and moving back, getting a scared look from Marie as she moved in to check on her friend. Jonas lay there, eyes open and watching me, one finger poking and prodding at the bullet holes that were still there in his clothes, but no longer his flesh.
“She should be fine,” I said again. “I don’t know why she’s not waking up. I’m not a fucking doctor, Dave, so don’t expect me to know shit, all right?” I cut in quickly, glancing at him as he opened his mouth. “As far as I can tell, she should wake up, and soon. If I had time, I’d watch over her and then, yeah, if she’s not woken up in an hour or so, I’d force it and heal her like I did that arse.” I gestured towards Jonas, who said nothing, still watching me and fingering the not-wounds.
“Well, do it now,” Dave said quickly, making weird gestures with his hand.
“No,” I said flatly. “First because she doesn’t need it, and I don’t know what the hell it’ll do to her in her condition, so that’s a last resort only. Secondly.” I lifted my right arm, and they could all see the growing structure that was slowly taking shape.
It was currently only twin nubs, forming the basic structure of the radius and ulna, the two bones in the forearm, but they were steadily building as nanites gave their all to form the first most basic shapes.
“Dude, what the fuck is that?” Dave asked slowly.
“This is me, Dave,” I said firmly, turning to where Jonas was laid staring at me. “This is how I can do the things I do, you wanker. And no, I had no clue when you all abandoned me to be food for the vampires! I still came to save your sorry arses, and I’ve been having to run from you and your bosses ever since! I’ve been murdered, shot, burned, salted, and had things done to me that I don’t even have names for! I’ve had it all because your utter wankers of bosses don’t give two shits about the human race, only about themselves!”
“They care,” Jonas muttered.
“No!” I snarled, jabbing my left forefinger at him emphatically. “No, they fucking don’t! I’ve taken down gangs, I’ve healed the goddamn sick, and I’m working on fixing the ENTIRE FUCKING PLANET! I’ve been like this for a handful of years! That’s all! They’ve had centuries, and what have they done? They bought nice goddamn boats! They got islands, and they recruited dumb shits like you!”
“I—”
“You’re lied to, Jonas!” I snapped. “You work your arse off because you think there’s a chance they’ll take pity on you and make you like them, immortal! They’ve had millennia to practice, and they’re still reduced to a posh blood transfusion and waiting to see what happens! They’ve got no clue what they’re doing, and so they act all mysterious, and they ignore you. You had cancer, advanced fuckin’ lung cancer. Did they ever offer to help? No, they left you, with your heart giving out, the never-healed-right broken bones, the cancer eating away at you! They kept you on a leash, hinting they’d give you a chance one day, if you were a good enough dog and bit the people who they told you to!”
“Cancer?” Marie asked in a low voice, staring at Jonas in horror, then covering her mouth and stifling a gasp as he nodded once in confirmation.
“There’s nothing anyone can do. It’s advanced, so I just—”
“It’s gone,” I snapped. “I fixed it, and you’re welcome! I also fixed your wrist, your bullet holes, and hair...so next time you look in the fucking mirror and think about the shit that they make you do, just remember this. They could have helped you at any time! They just didn’t give enough of a shit to care.”
With that I stood up and turned my back on them all, walking away from Dave and over to Laia and Athelas, who were standing ready, both watching the helicopters that were flying closer and closer.
It seemed insane that all that had happened had taken less than a dozen minutes so far, and I looked to Athelas first.
“Did you get the weapons?” I asked him bluntly.
“Four spears, a single sword, two daggers, and three shields, lord,” he confirmed, rattling them off.
“The daggers in addition to the ones you already had?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Spread the weapons out amongst your men, and get ready. We’re in for a fight to get away from here,” I said to him, before turning to Laia. “Are you sure you and your people want to come with me?” I asked her bluntly. “I’ve got a plane incoming, but I’ve no clue how the hell I’m going to get away with this.”
“We’re with you. And, lord, if I might suggest?”
“Go for it,” I said, not having the time to fuck about with “lord.”
“The High Lady Athena, Lord Hans, and the High Lady Cristobel all simply ordered the local mayor to pull their forces back. The lords and ladies are frequently in the area, and they suffer no intrusions from the local humans. Perhaps a call to the mayor to introduce yourself?”
“Okay...makes sense,” I admitted, not having a clue really, but I nodded, having nothing to lose.
“From the stateroom aboard ship?” she suggested. “The basic systems are back up and running, and the calling systems survived the...incident...so the number would be stored.”
“Even better,” I agreed. “Make it so!” I ordered, grinning to myself and gesturing for her to lead the way.
The foot of the pier and all entrances to the wharf were now blocked off by dozens of police cars, reporters were starting to arrive, and two of the three helicopters that were incoming had obvious cameras mounted on them.
Hell, there was a navy warship that was entering the bay, and I had to assume that wasn’t normal, not at the speed it was going.
I followed Laia, sitting on the plush seating as she quickly pressed buttons.
“Lord, if I may? Remember that the mayor and all other low humans in the area have very limited contact with...your kind. They revere you as dark gods, and they know that they not only serve, but live at your whim. Examples were made in the past, and each time a new human is made aware of your existence, they are shown what happens if they cross you. Be firm and confident.” She waited until I nodded that I understood before making a point of bowing to me as the call started to ring out.
“Lady Athena,” a short, portly man started to say as the call connected, then he broke off, glaring at me as I sat there watching him.
I’d retracted my armor, wanting to see what the arm looked like without the armor and it was...weird.
I had the basic bones in place now, fingers that were glossy black, reflected the light, and my arm just looked terrifying. Where my flesh ended, there was a boiling, bubbling mass of nanites that was slowly climbing forwards along the limb.
I sat forwards, deliberately not showing my arm to the man on the screen yet.
“I am Mayor Luiz,” he started hotly, obviously not happy to be bothered by someone he didn’t recognize.
“Mayor Luiz,” I repeated, cutting him off. “Who I am doesn’t matter. What I can do is what’s important. Hans serves me. Cristobel and Athena attempted to fight me.” I set the recovered head of Cristobel on the table next to me where he could clearly see it, as I went on. “There isn’t enough of Athena left to demonstrate her as well, but I trust I’ve made my point?” I asked, the mayor having frozen on the screen, staring in horror.
“I’ll take your silence as an agreement. All other Arisen in the area are dead or serving me. I would prefer to leave your city without any more bloodshed, but your police are blocking the road, and your warship is closing in on me. Pull them back, or I’ll make an example of them, then your city, then you. Understand?” I asked, standing slowly.
This time I let my arm come into view, and then once I was sure he’d seen it properly, I pulled my armor up, walking closer to the camera and staring into it as the armor closed over my face.
“I’ll be heading to the airport now. Clear the road.” I paused, then made a point of looking out of a window, then back at the camera.
“I’m waiting, Mayor Luiz...if that ship isn’t gone by the time I get on deck, be ready to lose it.”
With that, I reached out and cut the call, walking away.
By the time I reached the deck, the ship was still coming. It takes time to sort things out, after all. But in less than two minutes, it clearly received new orders, as it suddenly lurched to one side and the guns on board all turned to point very clearly away from me.
The ship was turning, as quickly as it could, and the police helicopter, then the other two, diverted, flying past and away. I watched, wondering just what the hell the factions had done in the past to get such instant and unswerving obedience.
I decided I didn’t want to know and started back across the deck, jumping across onto the pier. There were a handful of people in sight on Hans’s yacht, I noted, and they’d been obvious by their unwillingness to be involved so far. I pointed at one of them, then at the pier nearby, before turning back to Laia, who’d appeared as soon as I left the stateroom.
“Okay, anyone who wants to come with us, we need to gather up...and do you have anyone who knows about old artifacts and shit?”
“Ah, it depends on the artifacts, lord? I was responsible for dealing with some of the High Lady Athena’s belongings.”
“Were they stolen after I killed her?”
“Mostly, yes,” she answered.
I gritted my teeth. “Okay, who by?”
“H...Cristobel and Lord Shamal shared the majority out between them, but some were also given to other lords and ladies, packaged up and sent on their way, and...”
“And?”
“And Lord Hans took some.”
“I’ll deal with him later,” I grumbled. “Anything particularly nice or impressive looking that might be salvaged from Cristobel’s ship?”
“I have no idea,” Laia admitted slowly. “The majority of the artifacts and possessions were shipped off, rather than kept aboard. A yacht, even one as luxurious as Cristobel’s, only has limited space for anything that isn’t already needed.”
“You get any addresses for the places things were being shipped to?” I asked curiously, and she nodded. “Good, you can help me recover things later. For now, get everyone together, and I guess I’ll have Hans’s people look after things.”
She nodded, but rather than turn away, she hesitated. “Lord, Cristobel’s head...it seems to be, twitching?” She pointed, looking down at the head I was carrying again. I lifted it, looking down into her rolling and twitching eyes and growled under my breath.
“You really don’t know when to quit, do you?” I asked her, tempted to punt the head into the sea, but well aware that if I did, given enough time, her nanites would rebuild her body, and the bitch would be back.
“Lord, perhaps she should be killed?” Laia suggested, staring at the head in revulsion.
“She should,” I agreed. “But the bitch managed to cut my arm off, so I need her body for now.”
I had systems that would normally have allowed me to take her body and break it down, absorb it back into myself as a kind of an industrial slurry that would replenish me in every way. Hell, usually I’d have drained her of nanites, and I’d be rocking on my merry way, given the chance, but...
But the Harvest system all of that was built around was now a pile of bubbling fungus thanks to the goddamn crystal dagger she’d stabbed me with.
Until I could actively rebuild that system, I didn’t have any way to definitively kill the bitch. Well, I did,
but it was going to take some time.
“Okay, so we need transport to the airport for us all. Sort that please, Laia,” I said firmly, and she nodded as I once again ignored Dave and the others, striding past them and down to the two men who had climbed onto the pier from Hans’s yacht.
“Master Steve,” one of them said carefully, inclining his head, and I glanced at him. “Master Hans said, if you were to come, then we were to aid you however you needed, in his absence.”
“And you sat in the yacht during the firefight because...?”
“Because it was over so quickly, we had no chance to intervene,” the second man said, smiling and spreading his hands, instantly making me think of a used car salesman.
“Yeah, because you were right about to jump in and help, weren’t you?” I replied slowly.
“Of course!” he said quickly, smirking at me.
“Well, now you get to prove it,” I said. “The second yacht there is now mine as well. Hans and I will discuss salvage rights and so on, and I’ll no doubt donate some of Cristobel’s possessions to him by the time it’s all done.” I paused, seeing the wide smiles on their faces. “So, just to be very fucking clear, you two are to make sure nobody steals from me, understand?”
“Oh of course!” the first said, nodding.
“Definitely!” the second agreed, and I stepped closer, towering over them.
“Good, because I already had some of my possessions stolen from Athena’s old yacht by Cristobel and Shamal.” I lifted her head, making sure they both couldn’t help but look into her rolling eyes. “This is what happens when you steal from me. Understand?” I ground out, the pair flinching as they stared at her glassy gaze.
“Y...yes, lord!” they said, almost as one.
“Good. Make it clear to whoever helps you. Fuck with me, and this is the very best you can expect!” I lifted my right hand, the gleaming black fingers clacking as the bones shifted around. I tapped the tips of the fingerbones together before their eyes, then I closed that hand over her jaw and squeezed for emphasis.
The cracking sounds as bones and teeth shifted and fractured made my point clearly, as the pair went from blatantly planning on ripping me off, probably having the first things online for sale before I was off the pier, to wanting me far away from them as fast as possible.
I nodded, satisfied that I’d made my message clear, and turned back. I forced myself to move past Dave, where he sat on the floor holding Amanda’s head in his lap, speaking quietly to Marie and Jonas.
I checked on Laia and Athelas’s progress, reassured that transport was on the way, then passed them Cristobel’s head and ordered them to keep her close and dead.
Of all the times, a marker appeared in my vision suddenly, alerting me that Cristobel’s ship systems were now fully under my control through the Contagion, and I snorted as I dismissed it. Better late than never. Then my phone went off, and glancing down at it as I pulled it free, I grinned.
“Dimi, my man!” I called and got a grunt and clear sounds of a distressed airplane in mid-flight as he spoke.
“Okay, Steve, good news, bad news situation here!” he shouted above the noise. “Good news, I’m nearly there. Bad news, we’ve got a fucked engine. Don’t ask me how, I don’t know, but we’re not flying out of here today, and it’s not going to be cheap!”
“Fuck’s sake!” I snarled, my good mood ruined. “Nothing ever is! How long to replace and get the plane up and running?”
“For this model? Two, maybe three weeks, I’d think? Not many people have the engines on hand. We’ll need to order the parts in. I’m sorry, man.”
“No, it’s fine,” I assured him, looking out at the glittering blue sea before me as my mind raced. “You get landed safely, and that’ll do.”
“Thanks, man,” he called, before cutting the call off.
“Lord?” Laia asked after a few seconds, and I waved her to silence, my mind already racing. I’d bought that plane on the expectation that it’d do us all for a while. Now, it’d lost an engine, but that was what you got when you basically hijacked a plane that was already being sold quietly out of an airport in the depths of the Russian wilds.
Since then, we’d started taking deposits for the waste disposal for our site, and one thing that didn’t come cheap was getting rid of highly dangerous radioactives and biological contaminants.
I made a call, knowing that while I could do this, I wasn’t the best person for it.
“Steve? Is everything all right?” Freja asked a few seconds later.
I sighed in relief at her answer. “Hey, Freja, okay, minor problem here. I’ve a pilot flying our plane into Athens airport right now. He’s got a dead engine that needs replacing, and I need a plane he can fly while that gets done.”
“Any requirements?”
“It needs to be sturdy enough for a desert landing. Reasonably fast, and as high-tech as we can afford. I’ll start working on the damn thing once we land it and upgrade it.”
“So you intend on keeping the new plane?”
“If it’s better than the old? Definitely.”
“Okay. It makes more sense to arrange a new engine and have the old one serviced, then sold. We’ve no need for two aircraft at this point,” she said absently, the sound of fast keystrokes on the other side echoing like gunfire.
“How are we doing? Financially?” I asked carefully. “Can we afford another plane?”
Freja snorted, her amusement clear as she replied. “Don’t worry about that, Steve. Believe me, we can afford a plane, provided it doesn’t need to be a high-end jet?”
“No, whatever is capable of flying us all to the base and landing will do. I’ll start an in-place upgrade going. It’ll be grounded for a few days, but fuck it, time to start moving ahead with things,” I said, envisaging a system like the one I’d used to build the boat, just bigger. A curtain facility that dangled a solid mass of nanites then a simple roller that dragged them along to the other end, all the while having null blocks fed into the system to provide the building blocks so that the nanites didn’t have to cannibalize themselves. There’d be some losses—yeah, of course there would, some things couldn’t be built from even the null blocks, such as Power Cores. They needed to be built entirely from nanites converting themselves into the new design permanently.
I paused, burying the sudden spiking fear that I’d not be able to replace the Harvest tool, and that I’d be stuck with just the nanites I’d gain naturally over time, or having to figure some kind of cannibalistic route out. I shook myself, swallowing hard and moved on.
The majority of a plane, though, could be upgraded still. It’d still cost several million nanites, no doubt, but that’d include a Power Core, so there’d be no need for fuel, and if I was going to have to make our own plane anyway? I’d be making it into a multi-role aircraft.
Enough space for cargo, fast, armored to fuck, and yeah...armed with railguns. The craft I was envisaging ending up with wasn’t something anyone in their right mind would be willing to fuck with.
“Okay, I’ve got two options, and one of them, while perfect, is weird.”
“I like weird,” I said without thinking about it.
“Well, it’s a prototype, owned by a German museum, flight capable, but—”
“But?”
“It’s in Athens as part of a demonstration, or it was. It’s been tied up in legal red tape for two years. Seems the test flight locally ended badly. Long story short, there were three deaths. The pilot and plane don’t seem to have been at fault at all, but they’re being used as scapegoats. The museum has been fighting the case for all of that time in court and just ran out of money. The plane has been seized, along with other assets, and the local courts are trying to figure out what to do with it all.”
“Right?” I asked, confused.
“It’s a Dornier Do31, and it’s a vertical lift off and landing transport plane, one of the early ones from the sixties and seventies, and—”
“Buy it,” I said. “If we can buy it, and I mean now, right now, buy it.”
“I’ll call you back.”
I cut the connection and turned, finding Dave standing right behind me as I stepped back.
“What the—”
“You need to tell me what the fuck is going on,” he said.
“No. No, mate. Look, I’m sorry, but you don’t want any part of this,” I said.
“I’m already involved!” he replied. “Look, you arse, you think Shamal and his lot are going to let us keep our jobs? Fuck no. Best case, we get dangled out as bait to see if you’ll come sniffing, and after you don’t a few times? We’ll be booted, and that’s the best case. You know what those nobs are like. Worst case is they see you helped us and think we’re all spies, bullet in the back of the head, and that’s after they torture us for information.”
“Fuck. Look, Dave, seriously. You and I both know you’re a dodgy fucker, but still, despite all that, I trust you. Jonas, though? Marie and Amanda? They won’t touch them, right?”
“They’ll fuck them all with a ten-foot jackhammer, man. They don’t give two shits about any of us. I hate the damn faction.”
“Why? They pay you well, right?” I asked him, wondering how much he knew about the monitoring.
“Oh, they pay us well enough, but anything else? There’s nobody there you can turn your back on, man. They’re all competing to get a leg up, like if they can get noticed, then they’ll get picked out and made into one of them,” he groused, reaching up and rubbing the back of his neck. “There’s two ways out of the faction, from the top all the way down. Once you’re in? You work for the Arisen, you serve them, and you keep your mouth shut. Maybe one day they’ll raise you up, or you’re dead. That’s it, no other choices. Once I was in? Actually in, I mean, given the basic info and no longer followed and bugged every day? Jonas takes me aside and tells me I’ve made my choice.”
“What choice?”
“Live or die, I was in the faction, mate. No way out.”
“You think they trust you?”
“Nope. They don’t trust any of us, and we don’t trust each other. Fuck, man, some days I don’t even trust the rest of the team.”
“What about Amanda?”
“What about her?”
“Do you trust her?”
“You think I’m crazy? She...shit man, you don’t know, do you?”
“What?”
“Her family are in, man, there’s like an entire sub-faction that’s just her lot.”
“So her parents?”
“Her dad is one of them, all right, but there’s like sixty or so of his kids in the faction. Some are okay, but most, like Asha, are absolute turds. He’s the current favorite to get a chance to step up.”
“And you’re screwing her?!” I snapped at him, unable to believe the utter fucking stupidity.
“Dude, this isn’t like in the real world where you piss a guy off and you don’t get promotion or whatever. Here, if you piss an Arisen off, you’re dead. That’s it, don’t pass go, don’t collect two hundred quid. On the other side, though? Her dad probably doesn’t even know her name, let alone mine.
“As far as he’s concerned, like all the others, she’s only ‘his’ if she earns an uplift and survives it. If not? He doesn’t give a fuck. Same for Marie. They work well together, and Jonas serves them all, has done forever. But their plan was to prove their worth with that shit they recruited us for. When you ran for it and managed to get away? The higher-ups went mental. I spent years in a goddamn jungle in Mexico and places like that.”
“How drunk were you?”
“Off my tits permanently,” Dave admitted, totally unconcernedly. “Seriously, I don’t even know what planet I was on half the time. Bank account looks great, but I never get to spend it, like here I was made to stay in that shithole building and watch the boats.”
“You find the care package I left you?” I asked him, grinning.
“Damn right, I did. That’s how I knew it was you over here.” He grinned back. “Should have come and talked, man. I’d have pulled the battery on the phone so they couldn’t listen in.”
“The cameras and bugs might have been an issue still,” I pointed out, and he jerked, blinking.
“They fucking what?!” he hissed.
“Cameras and bugs, there were a handful on you,” I pointed out.
“Fuck’s sake! Every time I think they’re not that bad, they’re watching me, spying on me!”
“Dude, you’re wanting to do a runner from them right now, right?”
“Yeah, so?”
“So, they’re right to watch you, you untrustworthy wanker!”
“Hell no, I mean...you know what I mean!” he snapped, just as my phone went off.
“Steve.”
“Freja,” I greeted her. “Give me good news.”
“Our offer on the Dornier was accepted. We’ve got the German government going apeshit. Apparently, it’s supposed to be returned to the museum, or there will be, and I quote, ‘consequences’ for your company.” She sounded amused.
“Question, Freja. This is a historical plane, right? You know I’m going to gut it. You don’t mind that?”
“It’s a plane. My interest is in real antiquities; flying machines are just technology. I don’t care about early toasters, either, or old computers. But you ever dare damage some real artifacts? You and I will have words!” She sounded deadly serious, and I stifled a laugh.
“Okay, thanks, Freja. I’ll send you Dimi’s number, give him the details, and get him to get the plane sorted for a fast take-off, okay? Bribe whoever we need to, to make it happen.”
“On it, and Steve?”
“Yeah?”
“Get that plane sorted then send it for me and my family. We’d like to get together again and meet the more interesting ‘locals’ as well.”
“Will do,” I said with a smile, hanging up. “Okay, Dave, serious time. You want out of the faction?”
“Damn right I do.”
“Okay, you’ve got two options then, but they’re both shit for you. You want to join me? I’ll take you. I know how dodgy and untrustworthy you are, but I know I can trust you, just not with money or women. You join me, and I’ll pay you well. No idea what I’ll have you doing—you’ve no skills I can really use at the minute, but I’ll find you a job. The other choice is that you run, right now, run fast and far and see where the hell you can get to. Thing is, the Blessed will treat both the same, and they’ll come looking for you to kill you.”
“So you do the uplift thingy, make me immortal,” Dave said shrugging. “Then I can kick their ass, and you’ve got someone you trust to have your back.”
“I can’t,” I said. “I’m still learning, and what I think might work? It might kill you, too. I’m not telling you anything about the process yet, but it involved having my body stripped down to the skeleton in sections while my brain was kept alive. I was rebuilt, mate, like you’d take an old car and swap the parts out for new ones. All while I was awake and feeling it. I’m not doing that to anyone until I know there’s not a better way.”
“Okay, but I’m first in line when you do it,” Dave agreed quickly.
“Nope, once I know it works, there’s others ahead of you.”
“We lived together for months! I’ve had your back all this time, and—”
“Ingrid served Athena, one of the faction heads, for three years so that she could be close enough to just try and watch over me. She cleaned me up when I pissed and shit myself, washed my body down when I was killed, and she looks a lot better naked than you.” I pointed out.
“Okay, so she gets first spot.”
“Thought you might agree with that.”
“But when you figure this shit out, I want to live forever.”
“I’ll try. No promises, but at least you know if I can’t, it’ll be for a good reason,” I counteroffered, getting a grunt from him and a nod.
“Okay.”
“Like because you’re a dick,” I added, unable to help myself.
“Yeah well, get fucked,” he replied, grinning. “So what’s the plan?”
“Well, good news, bad news, really...and this is the last chance to run.”
“I’m staying.”
“We’re all fucking off back to our little base, which I’ll explain about on the flight, because I think that wanker Shamal is going to attack it and damn soon.”
“What the hell are you doing here, then?”
“Needed to get the Oracan,” I replied, nodding towards the large figures who were even now gathering by the yacht in full armor.
“They’re good fighters, I hear, but against Shamal?”
“I’ll take him,” I said firmly. “I needed more fighters to take whoever he brings with him.”
“You’ll need more help,” a voice called from the side, and I looked over at Jonas, who slowly stood, looking at me. “If you’re planning on fighting Lord Shamal and his teams, you’ll need more than a handful of Oracan. You need a team of your own.”
“Yeah, well shit happens, doesn’t it? I’m a bit short on those,” I said flatly.
“So, recruit us.”
“What?” I asked, turning back to him.
“You need fighters. We need a new home.”
“You’re a dickhead.”
“I don’t particularly like you much either, son. But you’re skilled, ruthless, and my team needs a new home. One that sees their value.”
“Jonas,” Marie interrupted quietly, stepping up and taking his arm. “Are you sure? This doesn’t seem wise.”
“He was telling the truth,” Jonas said firmly. “I’ve been riddled with cancer for years. Hell, this last six months? I’ve been waiting to die, setting things up so that Amanda was ready to take my place, or Paul. I gave up on life and focused on you all instead.”
“What changed?” she asked.
“I did,” he stated flatly. “I can breathe now. I don’t need to see a doctor to confirm that damn cancer’s gone; I can take a breath and not feel it clogging me up. It felt like I was drowning when I woke up this morning. Hell, three nights ago, I put my gun in my mouth, ready to end it all on my goddamn terms. Now I feel like I could run a marathon and kick Hercules’s ass while I did it.”
“So why throw in with me?” I asked him, suspicious.
“Because you did more for me just now than any of the faction ever did,” he admitted, standing straighter, falling into parade rest unconsciously. “I pointed a gun at you. I was drowning in my own blood, six holes in me from the damn Accused. You healed me, cured me of cancer, and gave me a damn chance. You knew you might have to fight me straight after, but you did it anyway. If the man I’m hunting makes that much effort while my own side would have left me to bleed out? Makes it clear I’m on the wrong side...sir.”
“Marie?” I asked, glancing across at her.
“I—I—” She swallowed hard then took a deep breath, blowing out again and stepping up next to Jonas. “If you’ll look after Amanda and you’ll take us, then I’m in.”
“Just like that?” I asked her, glancing from one to the other. “Him, I get.” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder at Dave. “You though, this is your life.”
“The team is my life,” she corrected me. “When you’re raised in the faction, you know how shitty it is, so you build a team, and you live for them. We came up with the plan of hunting the monsters, both human and non-human, because it kept us together and gave us our best chance of rising through the ranks. If one of us was uplifted to Arisen, then they’d look after the rest of the team. That was always the plan.”
“And Jonas says you jump ship, so you do it?”
“Jonas and the rest of us spent months in rehab. Half the team nearly died in that quarry, and we all would have, if you’d not come for us. You were saving Dave because he was your friend, I know that. But if you’d do that for him? Maybe the rest of us get to survive as well.”
“And if we go back, we’re all fucked,” Dave added helpfully.
“We are,” Jonas agreed. “So how about it, kid?”
I stood there, staring at him for a long minute, before cursing and turning to Laia.
“How long on the transport?”
“It should have been here by now, lord, I’ll chase them,” she said quickly, bobbing her head.
“Fuck!” I snarled, dragging a hand through my hair and looking around. “I need a damn drink!”
Jonas grinned suddenly, pulling the hip flask out and tossing it to me.
I caught it, popped the top, taking a swig, then took a long drink, my mind racing.
Jonas was a dick, yeah, but he was a hell of a team leader, and his team...I could definitely make use of them, but how the hell could I ever trust them?
No, it was too much of a risk.
Dave, yeah, he was a dick as well. But I knew him, I trusted him, and I could rely on him. Taking him, though, that meant Amanda, because once he found out about...
I glanced down at Amanda, seeing the gentle rise and fall of her breathing, then back at Marie. If I took Amanda and left Marie to die, then I’d have her fucking stabbing me first chance she got. And if I took her and Marie, leaving Jonas, then they’d all be permanently looking to fuck me over. It was an all-or-nothing deal...which reminded me.
“What about Paul and...” I struggled to remember his wife’s name, and Jonas came to the rescue.
“They’re on overwatch; Paul’s getting their gear now. Courtney is watching the pier.”
“Wait, they know?”
“Comms,” Jonas said simply, gesturing at his ear as he turned his head.
“They heard everything?”
“Everything,” he agreed.
“And that’s a closed circuit?”
“Monitored by the faction, backed up and stored.”
“Fuck’s sake, so if I don’t take you, you’re all dead?”
“We were dead, anyway.” Jonas sighed, relaxing. “Look, Steve, you don’t trust me, that’s fair. Take the others, leave me. Save my team, that’s all I ask, and—”
“Take him.” Dave said, surprising everyone.
“What?” I asked turning to him.
“Take him,” he repeated, nodding to Jonas. “He’s a fucking cock, he’s shit at cards, and he’s always all about the mission, even when there’s sod all to do and girls around, but he’s all right. Think about everything he did, all the time you knew him. It was always to look after the team. If you look after the team, he’ll be loyal to you.”
“Dave,” Jonas said quietly, clearly touched.
“Shut it, Jonas. I still think you’re a cock, just, you know.”
“Hold up,” Jonas said suddenly, twisting his head to the right instinctively as he pressed a hand to his ear. “Go for actual.”
“Fucking ‘actual,’ actual bullshit.” Dave started muttering, as Laia ran over, her phone held in one trembling fist as she licked her lips nervously.
“The transport team...I’ve used them for nine years. I know them all, and the man who answered when I called isn’t one of them, and they won’t get any of them. They keep saying transport is coming, but...”
“But it’s not,” I said grimly. “Shit, right. Get everyone. We’re heading out.” I turned to look out to the sea, glancing from one of the yachts to the others.
I’d trashed Athena’s badly enough I doubted it’d get far or fast, and Cristobel’s was...well. That was a no. I could commandeer Hans’s one, but even if I did, Athena had used a damn sub before, so I doubted she was the only Arisen with one of those.
No, the sea wasn’t safe. We needed to get to the airport. Planes might come after us, but I could take them one-on-one, maybe. Hell, maybe I could Conceal us all, if I had a little time to spread the nanites...
“There’s troop transport’s incoming. Local army, heavily armed,” Jonas said, turning back to me.
“Fucking mayor wants to play silly buggers, eh? Well, he’s on my shit list now, and as for the incoming vehicles, that makes it easier,” I growled. “We need to get the airport, and we need transport. Sounds like they’re kindly bringing us some.”
“Are we in?” Jonas asked, and I hesitated only a second before nodding. “Then we need to move. The foot of the pier has a few old Second World War bunkers. They’re decommissioned, but they’re still solid stone.”
“Lead the way,” I ordered him, turning to the others. “Athelas, I need Cristobel’s body.”
The Oracan nodded, barking an order to one of the others, who sprinted off for it, even as Athelas and another fell in on either side of me, heavy shields held ready.
“We will protect you, lord,” he promised.
“Protect the others,” I ordered him, pulling my armor up and shrugging as it poured across my skin. “I’m bulletproof.”
“We’re ready,” Laia called, leading the others over.
I took off at a run with them all falling in towards the foot of the pier.
“What’s the plan?” Jonas called to me as Laia passed him an assault rifle. I looked over at Marie, who was also carrying one, slapping the magazine home with a practiced speed, even as Dave tried to keep up, carrying Amanda.
“Dammit, Athelas, detail two to carry her, and carefully! She’s pregnant!” I snapped, one of the Oracan stepping up without needing to be told and taking her carefully from Dave, whose face was suddenly white.
“She’s fucking what?!” he hissed at me.
“Pregnant,” I replied, already dialing Dimi.
“Is it mine?” Dave asked quickly.
“How the hell would I know?” I asked, exasperated. “You think I had time for an in-depth discussion of her sex life?”
“It’s yours!” Marie called. “She knew she was late and was worrying about it. She wanted to tell you but didn’t know how you’d react!”
“With fucking terror!” Dave called back, then a bullet slammed into one of the lead Oracans’ shields, and the entire focus changed. The group tightened up, the shield bearers making sure they were covering the others as Jonas started barking orders.
I ignored them all and leaped into the air, only opening my wings once I was clear of the crowd for fear of knocking them over the side and into the drink, but once I was?
I hammered power into the Gravity Inverter, swearing that Dimi still hadn’t picked up. I cut the call and instead called Freja.
“Hey, Steve, good timing, you know the—” she started before I cut her off.
“Sorry, Freja, no time!” I snapped. “Dimi isn’t answering the phone...I need you to chase him, tell him I don’t give a shit how many laws he breaks, I’ll sort it. Just get that damn plane to the pier—we need a pickup!”
Gunshots rang out, the fast, frantic bark of assault rifles and the measured boom of the heavier rifles. I tucked my wings and dropped low, dipping down under the level of the surrounding pier and barely above the water, and the gunfire peppered the water all around me. Then I was up, arcing back into the sky, flipping over and diving into the middle of the first group, where they crouched behind a large block of fancifully carved marble.
“Is—” Freja started, then she spoke again, her voice calm and professional. “Is that gunfire, Steve?”
“Yeah, a lot of it!” I called back, flipping over again and sending a powerful burst into the Gravity Inverter, letting me land lightly, even as the Vorpal Blade came out.
I hacked right and left, spinning around, my wing closing in and taking the fire from a dozen soldiers as they emptied entire magazines into me, point-blank.
“Steve, what’s happening?” Freja asked again, still calm and professional.
“We’ve got an army contingent here trying to make my day harder.” I grunted, then swore as someone opened fire with a vehicle-mounted heavy machine gun, the rounds slamming into me just as I’d been spinning on one heel.
I staggered, thrown off-balance, then hissed in fury.
“Oh, oh all right, you want to fucking play that game?” I snarled, both hands coming up, the Vorpal Blade sliding back into the left arm and the glossy black metal fingers of my right hand flexing in a mirror image of the left. I summoned three concentric sections into the air, nanites sliding free of me, forming the rotating inversion rings, even as the Gravity Inverter powered up with a shrill whine.
The heavy machine gun was hammering into me, over and over again. It tore small holes in my wings, where the armor was thinnest, but in five seconds, almost an eternity in battle, it was ready.
“Kiss this, motherfucker!” I roared, releasing the hold I’d been maintaining on the round.
It shrieked downrange, achieving nigh-on relativistic speeds as it covered the fifteen meters, hitting the front of the armored personnel carrier and shredding it.
The round kept going, barely slowed by the impact, hurtling through the air and hitting the second vehicle in line, one that had only now been pulling into position, ready to park up and disgorge its people to join in the fun.
I’d angled the shot so that it was heading upwards, rather than flat, where it would destroy a significant section of the city. Where the first had impacted around chest-height on the first vehicle, the second hit around head-height, exiting that vehicle in turn at around the ten-meter height.
The round streaked into the distance, vanishing, never to be seen again. Blood, flesh that appeared to have been run through a mincer, and glittering metal fragments rained down.
The third vehicle in line escaped the destruction, mostly, the round having hit the gunner in the face, converting his head into a pale pink mist.
A split second of silence reverberated as the world looked on in horror at what I’d just done, before the sound seemed to return.
Screams rang out. Gunfire erupted again, and more, as I spun to face the nearest soldiers, seeing two pulling the pins on grenades.
“Oh, you wanna play, too?” I snarled, shunting the power through the kinetic charger into my right fist, then slamming the metal fist into the floor between us.
The paved ground seemed to ripple as the massive kinetic force was released. It pulverized a semicircle of rock, stone shrapnel flying in all directions as the three before me were sent flying through the air and into the harbor.
I spun again, facing the last two within range, and leaped forwards, gravity suddenly forming a deep pit before me, allowing me to fling myself down with ease.
I covered the handful of meters and lashed out, Vorpal Blade carving the one on the left in half, literally, crotch to chin. My right fist batted aside the one on the right’s rifle, then closed over his face.
I closed my fist tight, a momentary hitch as bone tried to resist. Then blood was fountaining, bones crunching, and Kevlar that should have protected his skull instead deforming, pulling in, and locking into place around my fingers.
I paused, shaking my hand and trying to free it from his mangled helmet when a new, entirely different sound filled the air.
The rumble of tank tracks.




Chapter Fifty-Five



I gritted my teeth, muttering under my breath as I pulled the helmet free, tossing it aside.
“Oh, you want to bring a tank now? You think that’s gonna end well for you, do you?” I growled, before a sound that had been on the edge of my hearing finally broke through again. “Come on! Bring it, bitch!”
“STEVE!”
“Wha?” I muttered, only then realizing I still had the line open to Freja. “Shit, Freja,” I swore, wincing as I reminded myself this was basically my mother-in-law, and I shouldn’t be swearing.
“Steve, can you hear me?!” she shouted, clearly stressed and more than a little panicked.
“Yeah, sorry.” I bit my lip, then looked back at the first tank as it rolled into sight.
“Steve, are you really fighting a tank?!” she asked me.
“Yeah. Gonna fuck him up,” I muttered absently, before gritting my teeth. “I mean, gotta go Freja, sort the plane, all right?”
“STEVE!” she shouted again, clearly frustrated. “I can’t make a pilot land something like that in a gunfight! The sides are aluminum! Bullets will pass right through!”
“Fuck’s sake!” I snarled. “Get him here; I’ll sort the rest!”
I killed the call, striding forwards, staring at the tanks as they rumbled into sight fully, spreading out and aiming their cannons at me.
Three of them, squat, wide-bodied things that would have probably scared the shit out of anyone who faced them in the Great Wars. Hell, I’d seen a program once about just how far the tank design had come since the early ones, and how a single main battle tank now could have taken out entire battlefields, if it was somehow put back into World War One.
I slammed my hands together and pulled them back apart, rings floating into existence in the air between them as I started to construct another gravity cannon.
I’d always imagined how the tank crew would have dealt with it, suddenly being back then and literally having the ability to turn the tide of the entire war, to reach out and snuff out the lives of...
My thoughts were cut off by a split second of smoke appearing from the lead tanks, then pain in my chest. It felt like I’d been kicked by a horse!
I shook myself, suddenly realizing I was laid on my back, a dozen feet from where I’d been staring at the damn tanks, my clear section on my helm was covered in soot, and I was on fire in a few places.
I also had a sore chest and was mightily pissed off.
They’d not even tried to talk to me, a warning, nothing! Just some asshole firing a shell at me!
I heard others around me shouting in shock and horror as they panicked over me being killed...and then the abrupt silence that suddenly blanketed the entire place as I stood and brushed myself off, flicking a smoldering section of something free of one shoulder.
I could feel the dozens, if not hundreds of stress fractures spread across the armor. I knew instinctively that the armor couldn’t have taken that hit, not normally. I triggered the slowed time again, my mind racing as I put details together, and the second tank fired, followed quickly by the third.
I swayed to the left, dodging the second shell, then stood idly watching as the third passed a foot to my left, the air shrieking with its violation.
Then, in the utter silence that held until the shells impacted one of the smaller outcroppings of the pier behind me, I pointed at the lead tank.
The message was clear.
I was going to have that fucker.
The kinetic charge was pulsing wildly, overfilled by the shell’s impact. It was only the structure of the gravity cannon that I’d been creating, compressing fields of gravity that were falling into place, ready to send a shot in the other direction that had saved me.
It’d essentially forced the shell backwards as it hit the gravity gradient, and it’d detonated a foot or so from my chest, not as it had probably looked, on impact.
The gravity gradient had also deflected the majority of the blast away as well, but nobody besides me knew that.
I couldn’t take another hit like that, not if I wanted to survive. But I could also control gravity, and those were very, very heavy tanks.
I started to run, racing forwards, dodging from left to right as the tanks started to back up, frantically trying to lock onto me again as they fired. It took me eleven seconds to run across the distance between us, and they managed to fire five more times in total, explosions filling the air on either side and behind me, screams rising as I closed on them.
Once in close range, the main guns went silent, and the tops of the tanks opened, gunners frantically reaching for the mounted secondary weapons: heavy machine guns.
It was a fucking mistake, because by now I was furious, the thought of my people behind me having been killed by these fuckers...
I skidded to a halt, reaching out, and powering the Gravity Inverter like never before.
I shunted horrific quantities from the Power Core into the inverter as I grabbed the tank’s cannon with both hands and pulled down.
I shifted the axis of gravity, the tank becoming a bare fraction of its weight as I braced myself and lifted it, cries of pain and shock coming from the tank as the crew were hurled around inside. The top gunner fell out, screaming.
Then I slammed the middle tank, the one that had fucking shot me, down atop the one to the left, then lifted it again and hit it again and again.
I staggered, hit from behind, and I spun, facing the third tank. The crewman sat pale-faced and shaking behind his toy gun and firing at me frantically, until I swung my now seriously battered and broken tank-club around and smashed it into the front of his vehicle.
I was screaming as well, ranting, words that’d make a sailor blush and cover his fucking ears as I alternated slamming the tanks down on each other until the turret broke off, and the body collapsed free.
I stood there, panting, trying to get my rage under control, when I felt it.
A tiny ping on the back of my armor, as someone shot me with a small-caliber handgun.
I turned slowly, still holding the now-weightless tank turret in my right hand like a stick, as I faced the turret gunner who’d fallen out before.
He was laid on his back supporting himself with one hand, shaking, his pants stained with piss, and he was holding a gun, pointed at me. Tears streaked down his cheeks, he was utterly terrified, and yet still he fired on me...
Music started to play in my head, a series of jangling, jingling notes, a fucking stupid little pirate song that Ingrid laughed her arse off at every time, that she’d set as her ringtone, and I accepted it without thought, just as I had forever ago when I was watching a helicopter circle me.
“Steve,” she said. “Steve, I want you to stop.”
My eyelid twitched, my fist closing tighter on the barrel of the turret as I glared down at the man laid there.
He’d not fired again, not yet, but he’d dared to. He’d fired a fucking high explosive shell at me.
“Steve, just listen to me, listen to my voice. Remember Copenhagen? Remember the innocents, the people in the helicopter you nearly killed? This is like that, Steve. Just stop, calm down.”
She went on, her voice low, filled with love and calm as she slowly talked me down, seconds before I would have crushed him with his own tank turret.
“Ingrid,” I managed to hiss out, and she responded quickly.
“It’s okay, Steve. He’s not a threat to you, not at all. He’s not going to hurt anyone, he was just doing what he was told to.”
I dropped the tank turret aside and stepped forwards, grabbing him by the front of his combats and lifting him, shaking him, and utterly ignoring the gun he still held.
“Who!” I roared. “Who told you to fire on us!”
He whimpered something, utterly terrified beyond the point of making sense, as Ingrid went on.
“Steve, Steve, listen to me. Dimi is coming, he’s almost there, the tanks can’t fire on him, not now, and—”
PAIN!
I dropped the soldier, staggering as pain tore through me, a blade suddenly protruding from my stomach, blood spraying into the air.
I grabbed at it with my right hand, fingers closing around the blade with a clink of metal on metal, before it was yanked backwards, tearing free of me.
I staggered, twisting around and seeing a blurred form standing there, seeming to vibrate in and out of reality.
The figure stepped forwards, the effect suddenly cancelling as he flicked his hood back and glared down at me, idly flicking his blade to the side and sending a spatter of blood flying.
“You did well, child,” he sneered, his voice cold. “Centuries, we’ve stayed in the shadows, forced to manipulate events to pull the strings in silence, but no more! Today, an era ends! No more hiding in the shadows, no more creeping around the cattle instead of ruling them openly!”
“Motherf—” I snarled, hand pressed to my stomach as I glared at him.
“You played your part excellently as well. In other circumstances, I’d have praised you and even permitted you a place in my armies. But alas, for the world to see the truth, you must die.”
“Who the hell are you?” I asked, glancing down at the blood that covered my metallic hand.
“I have had many names...but you may know me as Beowulf,” he said, smiling and lifting his chin.
“Never fucking heard of you, pal,” I snapped. “But that’s not gonna stop me feeding you that sword through your arsehole.”
I could distantly hear Ingrid’s voice as she called out to others, giving orders as I cut the line.
Details of my armor flared and twisted in my mind’s eye, the stress fractures that had propagated across the entire structure and that had enabled this fucker, along with his superhuman strength, to stab me.
Nanites were already at work sealing the wound, pouring across the cracks and the weak points, reforming and repairing them as my internal stores dipped even further.
I could sense him, now that I knew he was there, but the sense of nanites that I was used to feeling all around me, especially from dickheads like this, was muted, weak and distant. That was down, in part, to the loss of the Harvest Blade and the various tools I’d had in that arm. Fuck, I needed to replace it! Why the hell the system wouldn’t just let me rebuild it, I didn’t know, but it sucked ass.
“You are uncouth, arrogant, and a disgraceful stain upon our species. But those exact traits are why you were perfect for this.” He lifted his left hand, holding a similar small communicator to the one I’d seen Shamal use before.
This time it wasn’t a 3D picture of a nameless operator that appeared. Instead, it was Shamal himself, standing on a balcony, a glass of wine held in one hand as he nodded in greeting to this wanker.
“Beowulf.”
“Shamal,” Beowulf replied, nodding in return. “I have him and his impressive armor. The world is watching.”
“Are you ready?”
“I am. Launch the attack, claim the facility as intact as you can, and secure the artifacts.”
“I look forward to it. What shall we do with his pets?”
“Kill them, all of them. We can leave no witnesses.”
“Shame.” Shamal shrugged, then cut the call, and Beowulf turned to me, lip curling as he looked me up and down.
“The armor is impressive...where did you find it?”
“I made it, dickhead. What facility did he mean?” I asked coldly, my stomach freezing up even as the integrity markers in my HUD increased as this arse monologued.
“You made it? Impressive! The artifacts you found must have been fully intact, then. I look forward to adding them to my collection.” He continued looking me up and down, stepping to one side to get a better look at me as if I was no threat at all, while in the distance, the helicopters were clearly back.
I had no idea when they’d returned, but they were circling, recording, and broadcasting no doubt. My brain joined up the dots, and I realized that Ingrid must have been able to see me to tell me to let the soldier live. I wondered how much of the world was watching right now.
“Where’s Shamal?” I stepped forwards, metallic fingers clacking and he smirked.
“Why, he’s in Abu Simbel, setting off with his army to kill your friends at the recycling facility, of course! What, you didn’t really think your pathetic attempts at hiding had worked, did you? We’ve been watching you all this time!”
“What?” I whispered, a cold sweat breaking out across my skin.
“We knew where you—and they—were all along. We waited until we were sure of your plans, then we moved our forces into place. You played right into our hands here, exposing our kind for all the world to see. Now, I shall kill you, claim your artifacts, and rule openly!”
“What, you think the others will let you?” I asked absently, my mind racing.
“Of course, they will! A single immortal out in public is far more palatable to the Old Ones than all of us, so once I’ve killed you, I’ll make contact with them, apologize for the necessity of exposing myself, then lie about how I’ll be guided by them. They want as little exposure as possible of our kind. Instead of hunting me, they’ll move to actively protect me and eliminate any others who try to declare themselves!”
“And while they do that, you’ll be gathering all the artifacts you can.” I grunted, my mind leaping ahead.
“For ‘research’ purposes, and to keep them safe, of course!” he replied, smiling. “I’ll even claim your recycling plant and use the facility as you’ve been intending, to remove the contaminants from the planet. To the common people, I’ll be a hero. And to their leaders, well, I’ll be their master. Nothing will have changed.”
“Except you’ll be the king of the world,” I guessed. “And Shamal?”
“Your accomplice? I’ll use your armor to kill him, leaving evidence and simply changing the dates around, so everyone thinks it was you. Now, as much as I’ve enjoyed your attempts to waste my time, I have no egotistical need to explain my further plans to you. This isn’t a movie, Steven. The hero—that’s me—doesn’t have to explain things to the villain.”
“You think you’re the fucking hero?” I asked him, watching the nanites ticking up higher and higher, my stomach armor entirely sealed now and the overall integrity climbing as I dragged this out as long as possible.
Dave’s number suddenly rang me, and I triggered it, staying silent.
“Steve, it’s Jonas. Courtney has him in her sights. Raise your right hand and point if you want her to fire.”
I couldn’t help but smile as I looked at the wanker before me. Maybe having a team would be more useful than I’d thought.
“Last chance, dickhead,” I said out loud. “Surrender, get on your knees, and call off the assault on my facility, or die.”
“I think not.” He sneered, rolling his wrist and sending the sword through a series of loops and spins, then he stabbed forwards, lunging for my throat.
I leaped back, right hand starting to come up instinctively, fist closing, a sword envisioned...then it was the left, the Vorpal Blade extending and slicing across to deflect the thrust at the last second, even as I staggered back, trying to get my balance.
He kept me moving, stabbing, thrusting, always closing and sending showers of sparks flying as he hacked at my armor.
I was on the defensive from the start, yanking the blade around, running back and forth and swearing constantly as I tried to catch up. The difference between a swordsman and a fucking idiot with a blade attached became instantly clear.
I’d won against far more skilled opponents, like Athena, because I’d used my tricks, and I’d been fucking lucky. This guy was keeping me on my back foot the entire time, and...
And I had a team.
“Jonas, you there?” I huffed, backing up and parrying again and again.
“Always.”
“I need this fucker slowed down. Everyone, shoot him in the face on three with the missile launchers!” I said aloud, frantically hoping it’d work.
“The missile?” Jonas replied, then there was the sound of him snorting in amusement.
“One...two—” Before I could get to three, Beowulf, jumped back, spinning around, clearly looking for missile launchers, and I leaped at him instead. I wasn’t trying to get away, not from this wanker. I needed him dead, and I needed the goddamn nanites!
No, I’d just needed to change the tempo of the battle to one I could handle, and that meant not one with swords and a man who’d clearly killed more men in battle with a sword than I’d had wanks.
I was in close before he realized, grabbing onto his wrists and squeezing as hard as I could, then head-butting him.
The crown of my helm hit the bridge of his nose, smashing it flat and sending claret shooting out of the bottom as he reeled, stunned.
I twisted my hands, pulling his inwards, forcing his arms to lock at an angle, reducing the strength he could bring to bear as I hauled back and nutted him again.
This time, it was less effective. Clear centuries of warfare came back into play as he ducked his head instinctively, taking the blow on the crown of his skull rather than the far softer face. The advantage of my helm was lessened by his long centuries of nanite impregnation. Then he was heaving, twisting his wrists and sneering at me as, despite my best efforts, he started to force my arms apart.
If he was strong enough to do this, even at the angle I had his arms, then there was no way I was a match for him, not physically, not with my armor even, but then...
I was more than he knew.
I grinned and hauled back, seeing the sneer on his face, and I remembered the last time I’d faced an opponent like this, massively outclassing me physically and in skill.
I wasn’t the hero; he was right.
The hero fought honorably. They stood up tall, and they smiled and the light went ting when it shone on their perfect teeth, and they showed mercy. They showed compassion, and they never, ever did what I did.
Four tentacles burst from the middle of my chest, thin, fast-moving, and hidden from the sight of the helicopters that were circling around the harbor.
They were sharp, spears more than anything, but with the maneuverability and speed of striking cobra. The lowest drove deep into his crotch, a spiked needle an inch wide at the base and a micron thick at the leading edge, ripping his manhood to shreds.
His eyes widened in pain, and his grip weakened. Then the other three hit, one in the base of his throat, one stabbing into the upper bicep on either arm, tearing the muscle free, then whipping back into me.
I slammed my forehead down onto his nose again, this time triggering the kinetic pulse through the impact and returning almost a third of the overall force that had hit me earlier, that of a shell fired from a main battle tank, right into his face.
His head detonated as if he’d swallowed a live grenade, bone and teeth fragments flying in all directions. I released his wrists, letting the headless body collapse to the ground even as his sword filled the air with the ring of metal on stone.
Silence filled the air again, shock over the explosive end to the fight as I straightened up and glared around, then made a call.
“Dimi!” I barked at the phone as soon as he answered, high-pitched whines, strange pinging noises and more filling the air suddenly from his end.
“I’m nearly there!” he promised, shouting over the strange noises. “I’m flying low, and they really aren’t fucking happy about this, boss! I think I just lost my fucking pilot’s license...again!”
“I’ll get it back,” I promised grimly.
“You’d better, man, and you can explain this one to my fiancée!”
“I thought she was your girlfriend?” I asked, glancing over at the harbor behind me, seeing Dave and the others stepping out. There’d been losses, I could tell that from his face instantly, but he was holding a confused-looking Amanda, and that gave me hope at least.
“She fucking was, now she’s more, and she’s PISSED!”
“Well, when I meet her, I’ll tell her.”
“You’ll tell me what?!” A new voice came over the connection. “You’ll explain how you got us thrown in jail for the rest of our lives?! We’re getting shot at!”
“Fuck’s sake!” I snarled, turning and glaring in the direction of the city, even as I changed calls back to the one that was on hold with Jonas. “Jonas, incoming plane is ours, but they’re under fire.”
“Courtney will sort,” He replied abruptly. “We’ll need time to get them down from the roof, though. I’m not leaving them.”
“The plane’s a VTOL. Tell them to stay put, and we’ll grab them on the way past, just stop them fucking up our ride!”
“On it.” The line disconnected with a click, and then I was back to Dimi, hearing him getting his ass kicked by his good lady.
“—Holiday, you said! Somewhere romantic! We’re getting shot at, you asshole!”
“Dimi, we’ve a sniper on the roof here. They’ll take care of your prob.”
Shots started to ring out from the northwest of the harbor as Courtney went to work. I had to pause, stunned by the speed of her firing.
“Is that an auto—” I started to ask Jonas as he limped up beside me.
“Nope, single shot. She’s lethal with it up to a kilometer, no misses. Longer range, she’s slower, but just as deadly.”
“Fuck me...well, we need her. Shamal is going for the rest of our people, and he’s got an army.”
“Well, at least life won’t be boring,” Jonas muttered as the others closed in around us.
“Did we lose many?” I asked, looking for Laia, intending to ask her...until I saw the looks on people’s faces. “Fuck,” I cursed.
I’d liked Laia; she was fast and efficient, knew everything that was going on, like James, and I’d had definite plans to introduce the pair of them. A kid of theirs could have ruled the fucking planet.
“What happened to Laia?” I asked, and Athelas stepped forwards, looking seriously battered, leaking blood from a dozen small wounds.
“Explosion,” he mumbled around an obviously injured jaw. “Hit near me and her. I lived, she dying...” Then he lifted the bag with Cristobel’s head in, making sure I knew he was doing his job.
“Take me to her.” I snapped, hurrying back around one of the stone structures after him, and finding her bleeding out, unconscious. thirty seconds was all it took, but damn it was close. She’d be unconscious for a good while, considering I’d basically given her a nanite boost and sealed her stumps, but that was better than letting her die.
“Thank you,” I said to Athelas when I was finished, and as he bent, picking the unconscious woman up, reaching out and patting his shoulder. “Did we lose anyone?”
“Two of our people,” a young man said, stepping forwards and lowering his head in deference. “Rose, ship’s second engineer, and Terry, the medical officer.”
“And Thingal. Good warrior,” Athelas added, leveling a hard stare at the other man, who’d clearly not realized.
“They’ll all be missed,” I said grimly, glancing over and seeing that from the state of the bodies… there was no chance. “Okay then, people, gather anything you need and grab the wounded. Athelas, get someone to get that fucker’s corpse as well. We’ve got a plane incoming.” I turned to Jonas, and he straightened, even as the fire from Courtney slowed considerably.
“Thanks for the help,” I told him, forcing myself to believe that he’d been an asshole because he didn’t know me, not because he was naturally a dick.
“That’s my job,” he agreed, covering his eyes from the glare of the sun as he looked in the direction of the incoming plane. “What the hell is that?”
“It’s what we could get on short notice,” I answered, glancing up at it as it closed on us.
I wanted to go. I needed to go. Hell, I was desperate to be in the air already, but while I could probably outrun a plane over short distances, I couldn’t between here and the facility. It’d take me hours longer to reach there, unless I pushed so hard I drained my Power Cell entirely, and then I’d be no fucking use to anyone.
“Come on.” I muttered, as Jonas coughed and looked out to sea meaningfully. I turned, looking at the five helicopters that were circling now, and others could be seen in the distance.
“So, do you really want them following us? Or the Hellenic air force?”
“Any advice?”
“I could have Courtney send them a warning?”
“Do it,” I said, washing my hands of it all. I didn’t give two fucks about them. As much as I wanted to keep the innocents safe, I also knew that “innocents” and reporters only mixed when the second group was profiting from the first’s misery.
I didn’t want them hurt, necessarily. But I needed to get to Ingrid, and if they got between me and her? It was their own fault. It showed my attempts at helping people to be a mockery when I was willing to sacrifice them to save her, but I really didn’t give a fuck.
I called her, getting answer after only a brief pause, and I moved away from the others as I struggled with what to say.
“It’s okay,” she assured me. “They attacked you, and you killed them, that was fine. The one on the floor was no threat, though, and killing them would have been wrong.”
“I...wait, what the...?” I twisted around looking for the soldier, finding him on all fours crawling away, pants badly stained. “Oi, you!” I snapped at him. “Who told you to attack me!”
He glanced back, then collapsed onto the floor, pointing at the headless corpse of Beowulf.
“Fine, go on, fuck off,” I told him, waving him off as I turned back to watching the plane as it came in for a landing and speaking to Ingrid. “If...if you hadn’t called me—” I started to say, and she cut me off.
“You’d have stopped yourself, I know it,” she said, all confidence.
“Yeah,” I lied, knowing damn well I wouldn’t. “Shamal is heading towards you now,” I told her. “You need to get out. You all need to escape and—”
“We can’t,” she interrupted me again. “The ones you were chasing? They came back, gutted the vehicles. We’ve sealed Scylla’s cell away, and now we’re blocking off the facility, armoring the doors.”
I froze. “They’re there now?”
“They’re outside. They told us they’re only there to keep us contained, but if we try to leave...”
“How many have they killed?”
“Six. All locals. They attached them to the solar cells, then baked them alive.”
“Why the hell didn’t you tell me this?!” I snapped, my voice full of disbelief.
“Zac managed a work-around to get the signal out five minutes or so ago. Before that, we couldn’t call at all. Before I could call out, Mor called me, and she told me what was happening and that you were fighting a tank.”
Ingrid took a deep, shaking breath, then went on. “Zac got the TV working before the phones. They didn’t care about that kind of signal, apparently. I don’t understand it, but he did something so we were video calling but without a network or a video, through the same channels as the TV uses...I’m just so glad you’re all right.”
“I am, and I’ve got some backup.”
“The people with you? I saw a dozen or so people, but then the helicopter pulled back and...Steve, are you firing on the helicopters?!”
“No,” I said firmly. “I’m waiting on my plane landing, not got a gun at all.”
“Are you having someone else fire at the helicopters?” she asked a few seconds later as she clearly spotted the deliberate omission.
“Maybe?” I tried, wincing. “They’re warning shots, that’s all.”
“One of the helicopters said they’d been hit on live TV?”
“Jonas!” I called. “The helicopters are saying on TV they’ve been hit.”
“Then they’re lying sacks of shit,” he replied. “Courtney doesn’t hit something she doesn’t intend to.”
Dimi swung the massive, gleaming silver Dornier DO31 around, settling into the nearby parking lot with barely a bump before dropping the rear ramp. Before I could speak, Jonas was already on the ball.
“Go, go, go!” he shouted gesturing to the plane. “Move it, people!”
Dave was half-carrying Amanda, and Marie struggled on her other side. The Oracan were forming a protective ring around the humans who were carrying the wounded, watching out on all sides, while Dimi was in mid-argument with his new fiancée in the cockpit.
“I don’t know how fast this thing is, Ingrid...but I’ll be there soon, okay?” I promised her.
“We’ll be fine,” she assured me. “We’ve sealed the doors with that nefindium stuff. They’re not getting through them, and we’re working on the walls, but—”
“I’ll be there,” I promised her, hurrying over to board the plane with the others. “I’ll make it, I promise.”
“I know you will. Steve?”
“Yeah?”
“I...I love you.”
“I love you too,” I told her, a sudden horrible feeling building as a lump filled my throat.
“See you soon,” she whispered, then cut the connection. I paused, feeling suddenly alone, even when I was surrounded by people.




Chapter Fifty-Six



“You all right?” Dave asked me, and I blinked, looking down at him. The plane shook as we lifted back into the air, Jonas already up ahead directing Dimi to the right building for Paul and Courtney.
“No, mate,” I admitted, shaking my head. “No, I’m really fucking not.”
I turned and strode to the front of the plane, leaning in the cockpit and cutting Dimi and his fiancée off as they both started to speak, him trying to deflect her ire to me, and her already trying to bite my head off.
“The woman I love is trapped with almost everyone else in the world I care about at the recycling facility in the desert I told you about. There’s an army closing in on her, planning to kill them all.” My helm slid back into my skin, exposing my face as I stared at the pair of them, the cockpit going deadly silent. “How fast can you get us there?”
“Maybe six hours?” he suggested slowly, shaking his head.
“Fuck!” I snarled. “I can do it myself in that time!”
“This plane is...it’s older than my father!” Dimi pointed out. “It’s refurbished for airshows, not for commercial use. Hell, I don’t think we’ve even got the fuel for the flight.” He checked a few gauges, then made me give him specific degrees latitude and longitude for the facility, before shaking his head and looking back at the crowed cargo hold. “We’re too heavy! We’ll not get there.”
“How close?” I asked, mind frantically racing.
“I don’t know...maybe five hours? Before we’re on fumes?” he said, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, Steve. I mean it, if there was a way. We could have refueled at Iraklion, but flying through Athens like this? They’ll never let us land there.” A look of defeat crossed his face as he shook his head slowly. “I can try and get us fuel in Egypt; there’s a few airfields won’t care who we are, but—”
“But it’s hours added on,” I growled.
“And we’re flying through Athens, Steve, seriously. Yeah, it’s a dream of any pilot to tell the world to go and fuck off and fly through the streets like we’re in a movie, but...” He took a deep breath, then went on. “They’re going to wait ‘til we’re out of the city, then they’re going to send in fighters, air force jets. I can’t dodge them, not in this...we’ll have to land when they tell us to.”
“No,” I said, setting my jaw. “Head for the facility. I’ll fix the rest.”
With that, I turned on my heel and left the cockpit, mind racing as I raced through different scenarios, coming up with and discarding a dozen plans. I could hack satellites until I found one that had weapons aboard and making Greece back off, because I knew some fucker had to have something up there. I could abandon them all and fly off, using them to draw attention as I flew to Ingrid.
I needed them, though.
I needed their help, to protect her, and...and Dave, and yeah, Dimi and the others now, I guessed. They were my friends.
I had access to insane tech. There had to be a solution.
“Dimi!” I snapped, racing back into the cockpit and making him jerk, the plane shuddering as he tried to get in close enough for Paul and Courtney to get aboard.
“Don’t fucking do that!” he shouted at me, sweat rolling down his face. “I’m flying a plane from the sixties that I only saw an hour ago! Stop making me jump!”
“If I make the plane faster and give you the fuel, can you get us there?”
“If you can stop the jets from shooting us down? Yeah?” he agreed. “But how?”
“Just get them aboard and get us on the move.” I spun around and headed back into the body of the plane.
“Steve?” Amanda asked, blinking up at me in confusion. “What the hell is going on...and what happened to your arm?!”
I nodded to her, pausing and looking at my arm, the metallic-looking bones flexing and moving as I rolled my fingers.
My arm looked even freakier now. Before, I’d looked like I should be exterminating mankind, having been sent from the future. Now the arm was mostly covered over with a constantly shifting mass of nanites, a large protrusion extending above my forearm like it should hold missiles or something.
Instead, it was a far more powerful device, and I damn well needed it. I pulled up my storage details, trying not to swear.
I had just over one point one million nanites available; the rest were all back at the recycling facility, and I really, really fucking needed them right now.
I brought up the designs I had in storage, focusing into the Creation tree and activating the Creation systems upgrade.
The fastest and most efficient methods of achieving what I needed were mutually exclusive. Yeah, if I had four million nanites, I could build a Power Core in under an hour. The plane essentially burned the fuel to turn the turbines, so a few minor upgrades in cabling and shut down an engine at a time. Again, less than an hour’s work, and we wouldn’t need the damn fuel tanks anymore. Thing was, that was another million nanites. That did nothing for hiding us, and the bill was up to five million plus already.
Coat the outside in Conceal-programmed nanites? For a plane this size, and because they were a thin layer of essentially reflective material, that’s all, another two million. Great. Seven million in nanites, and I had one.
I did however, have two dead Arisen.
I moved to the bodies, crouching down and placing a hand on each, ignoring the looks others were giving me, Courtney and Paul especially, as they climbed aboard and sat down. Jonas moved to them to speak quickly, clearly continuing a conversation they’d started before now.
Okay, at a rough estimate, eleven million nanites here, more than I needed, but...they were contaminated. They weren’t reaching for me, happy to serve me as they normally would be, all because the fucking harvest tool was missing!
I could use the Emergency Wipe on the nanites in their systems. I didn’t know why that was still an option for me without the harvest tool. I mean, it was a perk I earned for killing the Reta Variant, so maybe? I shook myself.
I didn’t care. It plain didn’t fucking matter, so to hell with it. Eleven million nanites with a fifty percent wastage, as I’d been warned the Emergency Wipe would cost, well, that took me to five and a half. I already had one point one, which now put me at six point six.
I needed seven to get things done fast, but if I went slower...
I played with the system for twenty minutes, ignoring increasingly frantic calls down the plane from Dimi, before the sound of screams shook me out of the Creative fugue.
I stood, both bodies suddenly collapsing into a mass of black, seething nanites, raising horrified cries from those who’d seen it.
A bulge started to appear immediately, rising from the seething mass, and I nodded to myself, stalking up to the front, finding Dimi on the radio, assuring someone that he was landing.
“No, you’re fucking not,” I snapped, leaning into the cockpit and grabbing the headset from him. “Who the hell is this?”
“This is Flight Lieutenant Papadopoulos,” a voice came back. “Identify yourself.”
“You want to know who I am? Watch the rear of the plane, then ask yourself is this a fight you want to start.” With that, I tossed the headset back to Dimi and glared at him. “Don’t land. I’ll be back,” I promised,  stomping down the plane towards the back door. Athelas nodded to me, getting up from the front jump seat he’d been sitting in and moving into the cockpit, clearly going to make sure Dimi did as I had “asked.”
I passed Dave and the others, Amanda holding his hand tightly as they clearly had a very private and personal, not to mention important conversation.
I thoroughly derailed it as I reached the rear door and called to Jonas to close it after me, then pulled it open...and leapt out to the sound of screams.
Four planes circled at a decent distance, clearly going as slow as they could in comparison to the old VTOL transporter. I tumbled through the air, armor flaring up and wings flaring out until I caught my roll and twisted around.
My Power Core was fairly full again, the zero-point energy that it used having done...zero-ing or something. I fed it into the Gravity Inverter, sending me “falling” after the plane and the others as my wings reached their full size and started to beat, driving me faster and faster.
I’d never tried to go all out yet. Yes, I’d seen how fast I could go with my wings, and reducing the pull that gravity had on me, but I’d learned so much about using the Gravity Inverter since my flight to Russia.
I used it all now, rendering myself heavier and manipulating gravity, doubling and redoubling it, until I was overtaking Dimi and the others, the fighter jets moving in closer for a look. I reached out...and began the Hack.
It wasn’t complicated.
Hell, it was decidedly uncomplicated; the planes were designed to be hardened against a hell of a lot of possibilities but being hacked at Mach-2 wasn’t one of them. I’d had more difficulty with a sodding phone, but people tried to hack them all the time. Aircraft designers were more concerned with keeping their shit up there, rather than some celebrity suing the shit out of them for their home movies being stolen.
In less than ten seconds, I was in. No need to even use the augmented neurons, let alone my slowly regenerating time dilation.
Once I was in, I spread Contagion from the first plane straight to the second and let it start spreading, hidden. Meanwhile, I established a communication link and reached out to touch Flight Lieutenant Papadopoulos.
“Right. What the hell do you want?” I asked him bluntly, twisting to face him as he closed on me.
“Who...who am I speaking to?” he asked carefully.
“You can call me ‘Steve’, and you can see me, Flight Lieutenant Papadopoulos. You know exactly who you’re speaking to. Your question should be better phrased.”
“Who...what are you?” he asked, his voice hoarse.
“Better. I’m here to fix this planet, Flight Lieutenant. My kind have been here for millennia, guiding humanity, but for me to be called in? You had to really fuck things up. Let me make this very clear. I am immortal. You open fire on me, and you’re only going to piss me off. The people on that plane are helping me dispose of nuclear waste and more. We are actively helping your governments, and some of your people don’t like that. They’re trying to stop me so they can make themselves richer.” I paused, having spoken the truth all the way. Admittedly, it wasn’t the entire truth, but that wasn’t my problem.
“I am here, Flight Lieutenant Papadopoulos, because I am trying to save your species. And in return for this? Some of your fellow humans are trying to kill those I care about, so now I am going to kill them all. Now, Flight Lieutenant Papadopoulos, turn your planes around and leave me to work, or I will turn you around.”
With that, I turned and angled in closer to Dimi and the others, aiming for the roof of the plane, and actively having to slow myself as I landed on it.
There were a few minutes of silence as the Flight Lieutenant spoke to his commander, who had been watching and listening to the conversation, then he reached out again.
“Ummm, you said your name was ‘Steve’?!” he asked. I grunted, kneeling on the roof of the plane and reaching out to touch the outer fuselage, as nanites flowed from my fingertips and into the structure. “Ah, were you in Copenhagen?”
“Yes.”
“Can I ask why?”
“You just did.”
“So...why?”
“Because I needed to do something.”
“What?”
“None of your business.”
“You...you were caught on camera killing dozens of people.”
“I allowed myself to be caught on camera punishing a gang of human traffickers and murderers. I started at the bottom and eliminated an entire gang that had taken control of a significant portion of the city. They were preying on your people, and I did it as a demonstration.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why do you care?”
“Because some of those who help me are human. They care, so I did it. Global crime dipped by nearly a full percentage point after my example, Flight Lieutenant Papadopoulos, and it stayed down. Do you know how many humans are murdered by their own kind each year? Over half a million every day. Five thousand lives per day have been saved by that one act. In three months? Four hundred and fifty thousand people. That doesn’t count any other crime, just the murders.”
I sighed, glancing over at his plane as it slowly circled. “Flight Lieutenant, I have people I care for under direct risk right now. I don’t have time for this, so please, maintain your distance. If you establish weapons lock on this craft, I will force your planes down. This is your only warning.”
“Sir, I have to warn you, threats against the Hellenic air force are—”
I reached out and triggered a mass wave of warning lights across his craft, the engine flaring then stuttering as I sent a pulse through the plane. I was far from having full control, but sending a random charge from any one system? That wasn’t difficult.
I released it and waited as he finished swearing.
“I did that as a demonstration, Flight Lieutenant Papadopoulos. I could have just as easily shut your engine down or triggered a missile. Do not fuck with me.” I glanced around at the other two planes, one having already pulled back and turned from the pursuit. “Last demonstration. Pick one of your fellow planes.”
“Why?”
“As I say, this is a demonstration. Pick one.”
“Flight Officer Okimonos, the plane to my four o’clock, but please don’t…”
“Then congratulations, Flight Officer Okimonos, you have been spared,” I said, triggering the same pulse in the other plane, the engine shutting down entirely before restarting. Had he picked the other plane, whose systems I was inside of, instead of the one I wasn’t, I’d have acted on the plane he “doomed” rather than “spared.” I’d scared the shit out of him by appearing to be giving him a choice when there wasn’t one.
The comms was instantly full of panicked shouting, then I stopped, letting him get control again as I spoke.
“That was your final, final warning. Keep your distance, or you’ll regret it. Make any hostile move towards those under my care, and I assure you, you will regret it and so will your nation. I can just as easily take control of missiles on the ground and retarget them. Tell your leaders I will summon them once I have dealt with the local issues, and we will discuss the future and how I can assist them then.”
I cut the line then, confident that my bluffing and scare tactics had either ensured they weren’t going to fuck with me, or that I was now the number one national enemy of Greece. Hopefully the last carrot I’d dangled, that I’d help them, would give them enough of a reason to back off.
Then I looked at the upgrade screens available to me for the plane.
There were a shit-ton of options, but few that were good...no, that was wrong. There were some amazing ones; I particularly liked the hyper-sonic options.
They’d leave the local Hellenic air force in the dust, and the weapons systems...
I started to open that section up, and I had to close it again, first because I could only afford the most basic options, and secondarily because I thought I could hear Dimi orgasming from here.
Hell, he didn’t even know what I was doing, and I was kneeling on the outer hull of the plane, and still I could sense his eyes.
I moved straight through to the more basic systems that I could afford, scrapping and closing down almost everything.
Sub-Orbital Transport Craft
Upgrades Available (Restricted)
	Engines: 1,750,000




	Power Transfer Systems: 300,000




	Power Core Upgrade: 800,000




	Reflective Concealment Panels: 2,200,000







I approved them, saving myself a fuckton of cost by giving the nanites two hours to complete the changes, rather than wasting the huge amounts I’d just been quoted by doing it in under a minute. The nanite pool that had been Cristobel and Beowulf inside the plane was sinking into the structure, diverting along to the sections I was designating now.
I stood, well aware I was being watched, on the roof of the plane, arms folded casually as I released the nanite selections.
I’d spent half a million nanites internally before I’d stepped outside. The main Construction core was being started, and that should be completed in just under an hour as well.
It was killing me how wasteful this was, but I had no choice, not if I wanted to get to Ingrid and the others in time, and...
And I’d treated myself to a small upgrade, again for the plane, but it was something that Dimi was probably going to go fucking nuts for.
Of the six point six million nanites I’d had only half an hour before, this would normally have cost a total of five and a half million. Give or take.
The way around that, and to speed the entire construction up, was to build two construction cradles.
The first was in motion right now, flowing through the outer hull, punching small holes then sealing them up as the streams of nanites passed through.
They poured along the hull like liquid darkness, pooling at the nose of the craft and scaring the shit out of Dimi, then they went active, arcing up to form a shape like a ring doughnut.
It slid slowly down the nose as if being pressed by the force of the wind. But as it moved, it ate the original skin of the craft away, using it as fuel, augmented by a steady stream of over a million nanites.
The skin that was left behind the doughnut was perfectly reflective, glimmering slightly along the edges, and ready for use.
It was a Reflective Concealment Panel. One. That was it. The entire goddamn plane was a single, steadily extruded section, not counting the tiny sections for the hatches.
It was cheaper than the standard version the system had offered me was. Hell, it was literally just over a million nanites, saving me another entire million. It’d have been even cheaper, if not for the need to separate the hatches so we could actually, you know, get in and out.
That was the upside.
The downside was that it wasn’t armored.
Not even fucking close, and while multiple sections of reflective screens were more expensive, they were also more effective. If one broke, there were enough to pick up the slack. After all, a radar system ten miles away that could pick up a section of metal that was six inches across and an inch thick hadn’t been invented yet.
If this system went down, though, that was it; the plane was fully visible. All the way.
So, a single bullet, and our stealth was fucked.
That was the way it had to be, and that was because I needed more than the basic kit.
The plane was designed so that it could run on a single main engine if it needed to. So rather than build two new engines, for one and three-quarters million, while the old ones carried us along, I was building one engine at a time. The nanites were disassembling one of the old engines to rebuild it, laying the power transfer cabling, superconductors, and all as they went.
Again, risky as shit.
If one of the sixty-year-old engines was all we had, and it died? Well, the pride of a German museum was suddenly a brick.
One probably filled with screaming people.
The difference there was from just over two million and change, down to seven hundred thousand thanks to taking a little more time, and converting the existing structure.
The Power Core was next to be built, once the constructor inside was ready, but...
I’d set the instructions for the nanites. They were all going to do their thing now without my involvement, because for the next hour, while the engines were rebuilt, I was going to be making up the difference in speed.
Thanks to my Gravity Inverter.
My feet were locked to the hull as I closed my eyes and reached out, mentally shifting the gravity inverter’s targeting systems.
The original version that I had built into my armor wasn’t designed for anything more complex than aiding in my lift, as a flying lunatic.
I’d changed it though, the nanites responding to my needs, to my subconscious will, increasingly to my mind, to my damn insane demand that they could damn well do anything, and that they would do anything and everything I needed them to.
The thing was, as they were literally sub-atomic construction machines, they literally could make anything.
Feed enough raw materials into them, change the hull of the craft to pure diamond. Let the air force try scratching that fucker.
The problem wasn’t their capability; it was mine. They could only build things that I asked them to, that I provided the instructions for, or that the system had unlocked for me already.
That should have been the end to it. No ticket, no laundry.
Instead, I was beginning to understand that the designers of the system had fucked up in giving their weaponized monkeys this kinda shit. This was why the Arisen had abilities even though they couldn’t use their nanites.
This was why Beowulf had been able to cloak himself, why Athena was one of the greatest warriors ever to live, and probably why Hans was such an insufferable dick, but everyone sort of liked him still.
The nanites were responding to us all, despite the intrinsic lockouts. The tech was there, and while everything that could be built into them to stop them just responding to us at that level, humans were too damn stubborn.
The original lot had run wild, conquering because they saw no reason not to. They were free out in the galaxy, and fuck doing what someone else wanted.
Now I was here, standing above my goddamn plane, knowing that the woman I loved was in danger, and that the nanites could make the difference. But they were programmed not to unless I jumped through the right hoops.
Instead, I stood there, telling my nanites that it wasn’t a case of them needing to upgrade themselves. Not that they needed to unlock higher, cutting-edge designs.
I was feeling the shape of those designs in the things they didn’t tell me, in the ubiquitous hints and knowledge that bled over from the systems that touched on them. Then I was telling the nanites that, if I knew the shape was like this, that the capacity to do this was there, and that they should be doing it already?
Well, it was their programs that were wrong, or else how could I know?
I was ordering them to construct designs that I had no way to understand the functions of, pressing the blank mold into place and ordering the wax to fill it.
And the nanites were doing what they were designed to do, and they were following the commands of their bonded weapons system.
They were forming the shapes, the wheels, the cogs, and the trans-dimensional rift accessors. Then they were adjusting the design to make it work, unlocking the tech as they went, because I already knew it, clearly.
I was bypassing entire levels of technology, and I was paying the price for it.
The human brain, barely evolved monkey meat as it was, wasn’t meant to be used as a fulcrum, one end jammed into a hole and the other end pulled on until something broke.
Wetness matted my beard, the coppery tang of fresh blood on my tongue, but the form adjusted.
The Gravity Inverter, once a simple system meant only to provide basic weight reduction to permit a massive, bulky fucker like me to soar into the air, or more traditionally to enable small craft to escape the gravity well, had been altered twice before now.
First, it had been forced to alter itself to permit localized gravity distortions, to enable me to make the Gravity Cannon.
The second time, it had been forced to create a gravitational disturbance that wasn’t centered on me or within a few inches of me.
It’d been forced to enable me to remove the gravitational pull of the entire planet on a relatively small, man-made device.
Namely, a main battle tank, whose weight I’d removed, while leaving the inertia, much to the crew’s momentary chagrin.
Now, I was changing the gravity field again, altering it to be projected into a specialized bubble around me. Then I was folding that bubble in around the plane, separating it from the gravitational pull of the earth and rerouting that, along with the inertia, to force the plane to weigh many times its normal weight, and to “fall” at a ninety-degree angle instead of the original one nature intended.
I’d have well and truly fucked Newton’s brain with the shit I was pulling. But inside the plane, Dimi was caught between terror and exultation as the plane started to pick up more and more speed.
It was moving faster and faster, the air seeming to slip around it, enveloping the craft in a gentle zone of null turbulence, one that Dimi, a pilot all his life, was loving as he saw the pride of the Hellenic air force desperately trying to keep up.
They triggered afterburners, falling in around and behind us as I stood there on the roof, wings ignoring the wind of our passage as it streamed around us.
The only time I moved from my pose, standing there, atop the plane, arms folded, was when the doughnut reached me, and I stepped over it.
It expanded as it worked, stripping the hull away and leaving the gleaming reflective panels behind, and it wasn’t until it neared the rear that the pilots, who were themselves falling further and further behind, saw the problem.
The last section to be changed was the rear of the plane, meaning that when the final reflective panels were completed, and the constructor folded itself away, burrowing into the plane. The radar return that they’d been noticing was getting weaker, suddenly vanished.
I looked relaxed, supremely confident, and uncaring as I triggered my own conceal. In seconds, we vanished from sight.
Riding the top of a plane through the skies, buffeted by winds that should have torn me free and flung to the ends of the earth, I looked like the picture of arrogance.
Instead, I was shaking. Blood poured down my face from my eyes, my ears, and out of my mouth and nose.
My brain was being stitched back together as it was being ripped apart. I was evolving even as I rode forced the bubble of space and time to flow to my will...Then, I felt the marker I’d set myself to wait for, the first new engine firing up as power from the small Core flooded it.
The plane shuddered slightly, before the working regular engine shut down, nanites beginning the cannibalization process. I relaxed, dropping to one knee, my own concealment blurring as I vomited blood inside my helm, the nanites happily processing it and beginning the repair and absorption process.
I looked down at the hull, unable to summon the strength to clamber around and find the door. Instead, I ordered a fresh hatch to be built into the top.
My mind was sluggish as hell, and it took a few seconds to get the correct sequence of commands structured so that the hatch didn’t bugger the concealment, weakening only this section. Then it vanished inwards, folding down as the entire plane dipped in the air, and people screamed in terror.
Then the hatch was folding back up again and I was laid on the deck, quivering.
Hands turned me over, and voices spoke to me, but it took long minutes before the nanites had rebuilt my brain enough that I could speak again.
When I could speak, see, and actually make sense of what I was seeing, I found myself in the jump seat closest to the cockpit with Athelas on one side and Jonas on the other. Dave and the rest of the team were spread around me, and the Oracan were braced and ready, ringing them.
Essentially, I found myself in a small ring, protected by the people who’d been my enemies, then the Oracan who’d tried to kill me in service to Athena, then the regular crew of Athena’s ship.
They were keeping Dimi and his girlfr—fiancée from coming too close. Not that Dimi or whatever her name was could have. They were both needed to fly the plane, seemingly, and of everyone on the plane, they were the only ones who arguably hadn’t tried to kill me yet.
My life was fucking weird some days.




Chapter Fifty-Seven



“Hell, mate, you look like you were set on fire and put out with a golf shoe,” Dave said to me, as I came back from the cockpit some two hours later.
I’d spent almost all my nanites on the plane and then on feeding the constructor, making some basic improvements to the body armor for the Oracan and our people; some new special ammunition, which had scared the shit outta me even handling; and upgrading the plane one last time.
Most of the internals for the flight deck had been gutted; the seats were all gone, with not even a seatbelt left behind. The internal support struts, no longer needed now that the entire plane was essentially one piece, and even the various boxes of supplies, all airplane parts, but still. They’d all been pillaged, then converted into a single railgun that ran the length of the underside of the cockpit.
It was housed in a special depression that I’d forced to grow, once again weakening the structure, but now we had an onboard weapons system.
“Yeah, well, you look like your mother used to tell you to bob for apples in the chip pan,” I retorted to Dave, before we grinned at each other.
I looked like shit. I knew I did. I’d forced the nanites that should have been repairing the burst capillaries in my face and eyes to instead get on with the upgrades to my armor.
I was under no illusions that we’d be there before Shamal. I hoped that we’d make it, but that fucker was only five or six hours away at best, and that was comparing the time it took us to travel that distance in a fucking coach.
The only reason he wouldn’t have been there inside the hour was because he wanted his army to do the actual work. I was going to have to fight his army, I knew that. As much as I wanted the others to be able to help me, I had to figure for them not being able to.
That meant I needed an edge, one beyond the reconstructed plane that might or might not be able to stay in stealth, or the railgun that Dimi may or may not be willing to fire.
When I’d told him about it, showing him the control yoke that was slowly growing out to aim and fire it, he’d looked terrified. I was asking a lot. He wasn’t a pussy, but he didn’t know these people; he had only my word that they were “bad,” and I was asking him to drop me off and strafe the fuckers if I told him to.
He'd already flown through downtown Athens and been shot at, then chased and threatened by the Hellenic air force.
Persuading him to strafe an army without warning or any signs of hostile intent was a bit much.
“What’s the plan?” Jonas asked, and I set the tablet computer down between us all on the deck. The rest of Jonas’s team crowded in, as did the Oracan and a dozen of Athena’s old crew, all with the assault rifles they’d taken from her ship.
“This is the site now, literally,” I said, linking the tablet to a satellite and bouncing the signal around until I could both see and show it clearly. And as soon as I did, I started to swear.
We were forty minutes out, and as I’d expected, the army was there already.
There were a dozen vehicles around the outside, hundreds of solar cells demolished, and the tower...the upper floor of the tower was listing, entire sections almost destroyed. The system we were hacked into was a US one, and while it was good, it wasn’t “recognize faces from orbit” good, no matter what the movies said.
That being said, great big holes in the structure, and people like a swarm of ants pouring inside through shattered doors couldn’t be missed, and neither could the massed lycans on the perimeter, making sure that nobody escaped into the desert.
“What do we do?” Jonas asked again.
“We need to get there, take the fucking army down, and kill every one of those cock-sucking Arisen,” I snapped at him. “That clear enough for you? I’m going to cut my way through them, then I’m going to tear Shamal a new arsehole. You want to help? Lead them.” I gestured to the others. “I’m no general, Jonas. I can barely get out of my own way, let alone lead them, so you do it. Form them up, and be the squad leader. No, fuck it, be the commander. Lead these people, use the plane, use everything. Make me a corridor for my people in there to escape down.”
“What will you do?” he asked. “Remember, Shamal can’t die, he’ll only come back again and again.”
“Did Cristobel? Did Beowulf?” I asked him, gritting my teeth. “They fucked with me, now they’re part of the fucking plane. I built you all better armor and upgraded your guns with their bodies. Twelve hours ago, I didn’t know any of them existed, but Shamal? Him, I’m gonna enjoy killing.” My lips curled back in an animalistic snarl as I stood. “He’s tried to kill the woman I love, he’s tried to put a collar on me, and he was more than willing to sacrifice my friends.” I took a deep breath.
“You saw what I did to people I didn’t give two shits about. Just wait till you see what I do to those I hate.”
“Looking forward to it. Okay, what do we need to make this happen?” The next few minutes passed quickly as Jonas laid down the basics of a plan, separating everyone into three teams: Assault, Protect, and Relief.
I nudged Dave as he started to ask Amanda, very unsubtly, if she was his relief, and if they had time for her to prove it.
With that, I marched back to the rear hatch, nodding to people as I went, people who, a day ago, couldn’t have picked me out of a crowd, beyond “who’s that big fucker” were standing, clutching rifles, ready to sell their lives to give my people in the facility a chance to escape.
These people were no less deserving of my attention, I realized. Hell, I barely knew a handful of their names, and yet...
I stopped at the end, turning back to them, the interior of the plane surprisingly quiet, thanks to the smooth and aerodynamic fuselage, as I opened my mouth, wondering where to start.
My armor was retracted, but I was still close to brushing my head on the ceiling.
“I asked you to help me,” I started. “Because I had nowhere else to turn. The woman I love is in that building down there, under attack. She’s being hunted by another immortal and his army. He’s not out to kill her because she’s a threat to him, or because she’s offended him somehow. Most likely, he’s got no clue what she looks like.”
I heard low mutters start at that. All of those gathered here had lived and dealt with life around the Arisen, and they understood exactly what they were like.
“He’s going to kill her, her family, and our friends, our team, and a contingent of local villagers who came to us looking for a decent job and a damn chance at a better life. He’s going to kill them all because he can. He’s literally going to kill them because they’re in a facility that we repaired and rebuilt, and that’s going to be dealing with the world’s worst contamination. There’s nuclear, chemical, and biological contamination, waste from experiments and refineries, power plants, and fuck knows what all in there. Governments around the world are desperate to be rid of it, and because we figured out a way to heal the world, to deal with it all?
“He’s led an army here to steal it. He’s centuries old; he could have changed the world a hundred ways by now. Instead, he’s a fucking dick, hiding in the shadows and scuttling out to steal from better people when he senses a profit to be made. I’ve met him once before, when he decided I had ‘potential,’ and he was going to make a pet of me. I was given the choice of come quietly, and be a pampered pet, or fight, and spend the rest of my life in a cage, punished and tortured until I was ‘tame’ enough I’d obey unthinkingly.
“Fuck that shit.”
My words hung there in the air for a long collection of heartbeats before I broke the unnatural silence.
“You all know what the factions are like. You know how shitty they are, that they do nothing that doesn’t directly benefit them, and only them. Well, today marks the birth of a new faction. They are the Accursed and the Blessed. Well, as far as I’m concerned, they’re both as bad as the other.
“Our faction will serve the planet, not just ourselves. We will heal it for our children, we will clean the oceans, remove the contamination, and then? If some fucker starts making more, we’re not going to cheer and profit off them. Instead, we’ll fucking feed them their shit ‘til they learn their lesson! The human race has had millennia of ‘guidance’ by the factions, when not one of them gave a shit about anything beyond their own gain. They’ve had centuries of being free to do whatever they want. No more! The desert is full of people who are desperately trying to survive on the edge of civilization. They’re the abandoned, the discards of society. Well, no more!
“As of today, we claim the desert, all of it! This is our planet! These are our people, and I’ll tear the arms of anyone that tries to hurt our people! I’m shit at speeches, so let’s go kill them all and drink beer out of their fucking skulls!”
There was a silence that held for a handful of seconds, before Dave started laughing at the back.
“Dude, you are so shit at speeches! Fuck it, I’m in. I want to drink beer from the skulls of my enemies!”
“Me too!”
“Beer!”
“Beers!”
“Fuck them up!” The shouts rose and rose, until soon the entire plane was shaking with the need to fight. I was grinning as I stepped up to the door, waiting for the signal from Dimi.
Dave, standing next to me, was ready to hit the “close” as soon as I was out.
“You’re a crazy motherfucker,” he told me, then grinned and hugged me. I was startled for a second, then hugged him back, before making a joke of checking for my wallet.
“Just making sure,” I said, winking.
“Dude...come on,” Dave said shaking his head in mock sadness. “After all we’ve been through? I’m disappointed in you, but I’ll get over it, I guess.”
“Is Amanda okay?” I asked him, and he grinned wider.
“Yeah, and...well, fuck it. I’m gonna be a dad.”
“Shit, that’s gonna be a kid with issues,” I muttered.
“You’re not wrong; you’re their uncle,” he replied, rubbing the back of his neck and biting his lip. “Look, Steve, thing is, we’ve come a long way from beers in the bar...just look after yourself, all right?”
“I will, and you, too. I need to introduce you to Ingrid yet.” I stepped up to the door, hand reaching for the control when I felt a slight tug from the back of my jeans pocket. I slapped a hand down instinctively, finding an empty back pocket, and I looked at Dave, who was now casually leafing through my wallet.
“Man, this thing’s empty? Where’s the fun in that?” he asked, tossing it over his shoulder before smiling smugly at me. “You might be fast, but I’m faster.”
“Aye, I’d heard that. But don’t worry, you can get medication for it,” I replied quirking a smile and nodding to Dave, as the light above the door blinked twice.
We were approaching the camp, and it was time to go to work.
I hit the door release, leaping out as Dave slapped a hand down on the auto-closer, and the slipstream sent me tumbling through the air as the plane vanished.
I flared my wings as quickly as they formed, the spinning, crazily tumbling world righting slowly as I pushed and pulled with the Gravity Inverter, using the natural gradient as a guide. Then I was gliding, the ground coming up fast.
The plan was simple. Hell, it had to be, considering we were untrained and inexperienced at working as a team and facing professionals. That meant the only way we could win was a fast, hard hit, using the element of surprise before they could get into position to fight us.
Misdirection was the name of the game; have them watching the right hand while the left would tear their dicks off.
The lycans were the first problem. Literally hundreds of them in a vast pack racing around the outside, desperate to find anything to kill.
Fortunately, we had a counter to that, in the form of the crew and the Oracan. Six versus hundreds were losing odds, especially when those hundreds would recover from almost anything and attack again, but the Oracan were armed with crystal-tipped weapons, and the rest had at least a handful of crystal-infused bullets.
A single cut, nick, or slice was lethal to any of us. Hell, when I was recovering from the work with the Gravity Inverter and Athelas brought the daggers to me, explaining his plan?
I’d gone and hid in the plane’s toilet when he carried it out.
The crystals, as far as we knew, were so limited in number because they were mined from living creatures. People, like the one I’d found buried in Crete, trapped in some form of suspended animation, their heart beating once every few minutes as they were slowly consumed by the crystal. The crystals broke down nanites, infected them, and forced them to spread some kind of plague through their host, killing and dissolving them in seconds.
The crystals were literally harvested from the flesh of these people. Not only was it possible to break them, but to get the sharp edge of the daggers and spears, it was possible to shatter them.
The thought of fragments of the nanite killers flying in all directions as he broke the blades had terrified me, but it was well worth the sacrifice of a pair of daggers to create nearly two hundred bullets, each with a fragment of the crystal embedded in them.
It’d been a bitch to make; I had to adjust the bullets individually, then people had to press them into the holes I’d made in the rounds. The resulting bullets were a mess, they’d throw off the accuracy of just about any shot, and there weren’t many of them. But the way people had reacted, knowing that they had literal ‘silver’ bullets’ for Vampires, Lycans, and Arisen?
Most people only had a small handful. Three or four, that was it, but Courtney had thirty, and I’d been assured by Jonas that this was the best way to maximize our potential.
The second wave, the human forces, were to be dealt with as best as we could by the teams’ guns and Dimi’s railgun. If he’d actually fire it or not was a concern, as he’d made it really clear that this wasn’t what he’d signed up for. His fiancée...well, she’d been promised a holiday, gotten engaged...and then had been under fire in downtown Athens, saw buildings soaring past as her by now much more impressive partner flew a plane through the damn middle of the city under fire. Then he’d flown a plane that was upgraded as they rode in it across the Mediterranean, outrunning the local air force before being given the “you’re our only hope” speech and the controls to a railgun.
She alternated between staring at him starry-eyed and telling us all we were going to jail, and/or hell, and that we’d regret this.
Finally, there was the Arisen.
Nobody was under any illusions about them. There were likely to be a few lower-level ones, as Shamal was known to have five “pets” that carried out his orders. Jonas doubted they’d be anywhere else during a fight like this.
Shamal and the Arisen were my problem. As near as we could tell from the satellite pictures, they were already inside, and that meant I had no time left.
I’d held on, waiting for Dimi to flash the light, because he’d hammered the engines now that both of them were up and running. The plane was considerably faster than I could fly without draining my Core beyond belief.
Now, though, I was hurtling across the desert, thirty meters above the surface, closing on the facility at breakneck speeds.
I could see the hole in the wall that had marked our bedroom in the distance, growing larger as I closed on it, smoke-blackened and still smoldering. The lower floor had been forced open now, and soldiers were streaming in. Lycans were roaring, racing here and there all around the facility, searching for anyone trying to hide, and worryingly here and there were streaks of bloody sand.
I saw it all in a few seconds, then I tucked my wings in, flipped my body around, and triggered the Gravity Inverter. Slowing my speed, I hit the smoking ruin that had been our bedroom at damn near to Mach 1.
I hammered power into the inverter, more and more, as I realized I’d fucked up massively, and was going far too fast, slowing faster and faster...and then they were there.
An Arisen and three soldiers, picking through the wreckage these assholes had made of our lives. They had just enough time to see me arrive, then it was too late.
I hit the Arisen, a young woman with a pouty face, massive fake tits, and hair that looked like she should be in an advert, feet-first and at a hell of a speed.
She was catapulted backwards, bones fracturing, skin tearing, arms flung out as she folded around my boots, which had hit the chest and stomach.
My bones were nefindium now, harder than titanium by an order of magnitude, so they neither broke nor bent. Instead, the tendons that kept them in place tore and split, making me scream in agony as the pain hit me.
I hissed, rolling over and looking around, finding my left wing was snapped back at a weird angle, and now needed serious work to fix. My right knee was at a hundred and ten degrees from the joint, or thereabouts, and my left arm...
I’d lost it from the shoulder down, the joint torn from the socket.
Blood was squirting out, and through it all, the thought that kept repeating in my mind, beyond ohmyfuckinggodI’mgonnnadie was that I’d utterly fucked up the entire assault.
Then a moan of pain came from below me, and I managed to twist around, to see...
To see the remains of the Arisen woman. Apparently, when you have a boob job of that magnitude, they really pump them full of a liquid gel mass, but they apparently don’t consider impacts at Mach 1 as something to plan for. She no longer possessed what would have been described as “crackin’ norks” in my homeland.
Instead, her chest had basically exploded, and as her spine had been shattered as well, she was laid in a puddle of exploded boob-juice, alternately gasping and spitting it from her mouth as it seeped into her.
The three guards with her had been flung into the middle of next week on my arrival. Two were killed instantly, one of them the reason for my fucked wing, which had apparently cut him in half. The other had been on the far side of her when I’d hit her.
There was a grim streak of blood across the wall nearby speaking of his demise.
The last one was laid on his back nearby, panting, with a section of what looked to be the remains of the table embedded in his side.
I had a split second of remembering Ingrid and me having sex on that, then I rolled back over to the Arisen woman, and smiled.
“Hi,” I whispered to her. “Guess whose day is going to get a lot worse?” Then I slammed the dagger she’d had in her belt into the back of her neck and slid it sideways, slicing through the skin and severing everything I found inside, even as a tentacle retrieved my arm and forced it back into place, much to my hissing and swearing.
The fact that I could essentially ‘plug’ my arm back in and have it heal over was fantastic, and for a second, I thought about the trauma of seeing my right arm dissolving into the nanite-fungal ‘muck’ and shivered.
The next thirty seconds, as my body rebuilt itself were spent watching the light die from her eyes, then slapping my hand onto the ruined back of her head, bloody hair sticking to my misshapen right hand, as I triggered the Emergency Purge option, wiping her nanites.
This method was far less efficient than the Harvest Blade, not to mention less helpful in a fight. But fuck it, you did what you had to do.
The order cascaded through the nanites that made her up, and seconds later, a much smaller pool of attuned nanites were seeping into my armor as her pocked and broken bones gleamed in a clean patch of floor, as worthless in death as she’d been in life.
I forced myself to my feet, hissing in pain, then reached down and plucked an assault rifle from one of the dead soldiers’ twisted hands.
It wasn’t a version I was familiar with. More advanced and expensive looking than the SA80s I’d used in the army when I was in, and different from anything I’d seen on TV or even the ones that Jonas and the others had. But it was simple enough. A magazine held thirty or so rounds, and there were multiple spares on the body before me that I ignored, marching out of the room and towards the elevator at the end of the hall.
“What was that noise?” a voice called from the stairwell. “You find someone hiding?”
Two soldiers jogged up one after the other, guns held casually, not expecting any trouble.
“Aye, I did,” I growled pulling the trigger and riddling the pair with bullets at close range. The bodies shook and staggered, only one getting a sound off before they were both collapsing to the ground, but it was lost in the ferocious bark of the gun.
“What was that?” voices called from the stairwell, and I plucked a pair of grenades from the vest of the first man, pulling the pins free, and tossing one through the door that led to the stairs, then turning and fast balling the other out through the door into our bedroom and out of the hole in the wall, falling to the sand outside.
Both went off close to the same time with muffled booms rising, the echoes quickly drowned out by rising screams, then running feet. I stepped up to the elevator, tentacles reaching out and forcing the doors open.
I stepped inside, seeing the lift had clearly been cut at some point, hopefully on my side, and lay shattered further down the shaft.
I braced myself against the walls, tentacles holding me in place as I slid the doors shut, the sound of running feet vanishing as I moved quickly downwards.
I wanted to just leap down, kill everyone, and let the gods sort them out. But I had to be realistic, as Jonas had told me again and again as I designed the weapons upgrades.
I had to find and fight those the others couldn’t, not the ones anyone could.
Yes, a lucky shot with the crystal ammo might kill even an Arisen, but far more likely, they’d dodge, and then rip the gun from the hands of the poor shmuck who’d shot at them.
I needed to find Shamal and fuck him up.
I clambered down the inside of the lift shaft as silently as I could, almost reaching the bottom before anyone thought to open the doors higher up and look down.
As soon as they saw me, the steady climbing was over. Shouts erupted high overhead, then gunfire. Other doors on lower levels were forced open, then it all went mad.
Someone clearly felt aggrieved about the grenades, as they started to rain down, clanging and bouncing off the walls. I swore, releasing my grip on the walls and leaping free, plummeting the last twenty feet to the roof of the shattered lift.
I landed hard, the roof buckling under me as grenades bounced off the walls. They bounced and clattered like eggs of fucking doom, and I frantically moved, reaching down and tearing the roof access hatch free then leaping inside the shattered lift.
I pulled the hatch shut after me, then grabbed the door, tentacles punching into it. Digging into the frame in my hurry, I yanked them apart...
And cursed as dozens of soldiers with guns leveled opened fire. Bullets slammed into me, over and over, as grenades exploded above me. The remains of the frame of the lift shook, more grenades hitting it. The first bounded down through a damaged section, hitting the wall next to me and exploding.
I was hurled back against the wall of the shaft, bullets hitting me over and over again. My wings were too big for the space I was in catching on the wall and slowing me as I tried to dodge.
I pulled them in, dissolving them as I tore my tentacles free of one side of the doors. Then I stabbed them into the right side, all four heaving as I ripped the door free of the frame, dragging it between me and the soldiers in the corridor.
Grenades kept pinging and clattering off the remaining roof and sides of the lift, falling in and around me, sending me staggering from side to side. The explosions cracked my armor in such a small space, fragments punching holes in my flesh through those cracks. The nanites I had absorbed from the woman above rolled into place, sealing over the damage, then it happened again and again.
I forced my way forwards, aware that to stay in the lift was to die. Despite the massed fire that was hitting my makeshift shield, out there I still had a chance.
I shoved upwards from a few inches above my head with the Gravity Inverter, sending grenades rocketing back upwards to sudden screams, and growled as I braced myself.
I pulled two of the tentacles free, bunching them up behind me and kicked off, jumping with my legs and pushing with the tentacles, sending myself flying through the doorway and into the corridor.
I led with the makeshift door-shield, ramming it into the five or six that were directly ahead. Extruding the Vorpal Blade and hacking at the nearest two to my left, I grabbed a rifle barrel to my right and yanked, the strap attaching his rifle to his battle-rattle, bringing him with it.
I twisted him around, holding him as a human shield on the right, screams rising on the left, and ahead my tentacles lifted the door and slammed it into the fallen soldiers, again and again. Bones broke, screams of pain and pleas for help or mercy rose, but behind them, more soldiers opened fire.
The corridor was packed, as more and more soldiers raised their guns.
I was being hit over and over. The door to the stairwell behind and to the right of me banged open suddenly as a handful more soldiers raced in, rifles lifting to their shoulders and firing on me.
They killed my human shield, and the ricochets were doing a number on their forces as well. But I was staggering back and forth, weaving almost drunkenly. I was entirely unable to set myself or reach more than one or two at a time, despite how heavily packed in they were, because the sheer volume of fire was hammering me back all the time.
My HUD was filled with warnings, the armor’s integrity falling by the second, and I was developing a serious case of lead poisoning from the sheer number of bullets that were getting through the cracks.
They were sealed over almost instantly, but the barrage of fire was so heavy that some kept getting through. The only way my armor and body could deal with them was to feed them through me, then force them out the back, sending the bullets clattering to the floor covered in bright blood.
I staggered, then staggered again, bracing myself against the wall, before gritting my teeth and flipping the door around. I held it parallel to the ground, the door providing the absolute minimum protection. Moved from its natural position through ninety degrees, the base faced the massed soldiers as they continued to fire, reloading barely seeming to drop the insane mass of bullets that hit me every second.
Seventeen percent, sixteen, fourteen...the integrity was dropping at a terrifying speed, and in places it was already thin enough that a lucky hit would punch straight through. But the door was in place, and I discarded the remains of my meat shield. The Vorpal Blade slid into its sheath, and I whipped the tentacles free of the door.
It hung there in the air for a split second before I slapped the top as hard as I could, releasing the overcharged kinetic pulse into it. I sent the door rocketing down the hallway like the guillotine of an angry god.
At least thirty soldiers were killed instantly, many beheaded, others had necks and skulls crushed. Their colleagues who had been standing side by side with them firing downrange suddenly fell dead, nerves firing spasmodically and causing them to discharge entire magazines into their brothers and sisters in arms.
Dozens more were injured, many to the point of death.
It served its purpose in more than one way, though. As the door careened down the corridor, killing and injuring the majority of those firing, I got enough of a reprieve to attack the ones who had just left the stairwell, and to go on the offensive!
I braced tentacles against the wall to my left, hurling me into the group to my right, Vorpal Blade flashing as it slid back out. I spun, high then low, the blade barely slowing as it snagged on things, passing through the bodies of what had been healthy men and women seconds before.
Blood fountained, and I punched and kicked, tearing the bodies apart.
I grabbed a rifle from one, my blade having cut its strap, and I turned it on the corridor, firing wildly into the bodies of soldiers who were trying to regain the offensive, trying to get the door off their friends and out of the way.
Tentacles plucked grenades, tearing pins loose and hurling them into the mass before me. They sent them arcing over heads to bounce and clatter off the walls, falling into the massed forces and exploding with muffled thumps as bodies absorbed the detonation.
The corridor was a scene of absolute madness and carnage. The walls and ceiling were pockmarked with holes, blood coating them and dripping from the roof and the floor. Down here on the third sub-level, the drainage was tightly controlled. Only the most hazardous materials were supposed to be stored here, so the blood was already inches deep and growing.
Fighting on the floor above echoed down, and I snarled in frustration, realizing that the others must have fallen back to Scylla’s cell. But the mass of soldiers pressing down the stairwell and no doubt gathering on the second level to intercept me meant I’d never make it there now. Not with my armor so damaged...
I glanced at it. Nine percent. I hissed, adjusting my aim and firing three more rounds before the gun clicked empty. I tossed it aside, a tentacle sweeping another up, the strap severed by another that had formed a bladed edge. The other tentacles were stabbing down over and over again into the bodies around me, making sure they damn well were dead after all, rather than faking it.
I moved quickly, knowing that I had no time for this, but I also had no damn choice!
Null blocks.
There were dozens of null blocks stored down here, maybe hundreds, depending on how things had gone after I left for Athens. It’d take time, but those null blocks, combined with the constructor in my right forearm, could repair my armor enough to get me to Ingrid.
I ran forwards, tentacles stabbing, gun barking, on the offensive as the soldiers frantically tried to make it into cover in the side rooms. They dove out again in horror, finding the spilled nuclear waste that sent their cells into uncontrolled degradation, the clumsily stacked biological contaminants, and more.
It took seconds. Now the back of the enemy was broken to mop up the rest, storming down the length of the corridor, tentacles ripping magazines free, slotting fresh ones into the two assault rifles I now carried and discarding empties.
I stalked the lower level like a god of war called down to punish the unholy, and where I walked, death followed.
I made it to the end of the floor, two rooms from the most heavily contaminated area, and found the locks were still engaged, the sections beyond barred from access.
I paused, about to carve my way through with the Vorpal Blade. Then I remembered that I’d flood the place with lethal levels of radiation if the doors on the other side were open when I did it.
I tried looking through the thick, reinforced glass, seeing nothing at first, but then...
“Daynen?” I called, recognizing the protective wear. “Daynen!” I banged on the door, making him look up from where he’d been stacking nuclear material, clearly ready to make a last stand behind it.
“Steve?” he bellowed back, the sound of his voice barely audible through the thick door.
“Yeah, open up!” I shouted at him, seeing the matter converter sat to one side and a wonderful stack of thick bricks stacked next to it.
“Is it safe?!”
“OPEN THE FUCKING DOOR!” I roared at him, my helm starting to retract automatically so he could see my face. A fresh barrage of gunfire from further down the corridor announced the arrival of others onto the floor. I spun, my helm barely closing in time to stop me losing an eye, or my life, as bullets spanged off it.
I opened fire on the small group that were leapfrogging each other, closing on me. Behind me, the door stayed damn well shut.
I let out a low growl. With the power down, there was no way for me to open the door from here. I moved to the side, getting out the direct line of fire, then grinning to myself as I triggered the Gravity Inverter.
I picked the ground halfway between us, where the densest collection of bodies were. Then I reversed gravity, sending them all sliding and falling upwards, then negated it, holding them there in a field of null gravity.
The bodies of their friends forming a barrier gave them pause, the gunfire slacking off. I grabbed a handful of grenades, pulling the pins and fast balling them through the mass.
Three made it through, one getting caught in the field and hovering. The explosions drove them backwards as I moved to the door, banging on it with the butt of the rifle and screaming at Daynen to open the fucking door right now.
He was nowhere in sight, having retreated behind the makeshift nuclear wall.
I cursed. My skill with the gravity manipulation wasn’t up to this. In theory, I could use gravity to open the door, flip the lock, and all that shit, but...
My eye caught on a burr on the metal door, a section that had never been properly attached. My brain froze then went racing down another path.
When they’d gotten here, Ingrid said the entire lower floor was badly irradiated. They’d repaired the water systems and more, flushing the radioactive dust into a holding tank, but they’d never been able to figure out how it made it across the entire floor.
What if...what if the reason the dust made it everywhere was because this place, like any government project I’d ever known, was built by the lowest bidder?
A tentacle rocketed upwards, fast as thought. The others retracted as they added their nanites to the first, granting it the length it needed, even as my practice with the radar-like vision let me guide it.
The tip of the tentacle punched through the grate for the aircon, flowing down and along the pipes, passed straight over some filter that had fallen on its side...and then...and then, just like that, it was inside the supposedly secure area, sliding down to clamp onto the manual release handle. A twist, then three fast pumps, and the door creaked, starting to slowly open. I released the handle, whipping the tentacle back up into the roof and along, sliding back into me.
I slid a fresh one through the thin gap, cranking the handle furiously. As soon as it was open enough, I fell through. Once I was on the other side, it didn’t take long to seal it again. A single bullet managed to wing its way through the quickly closing gap as the soldiers made it to the floating obstruction.
I sealed the door, gave them the finger through the heavily reinforced glass, then cut the Gravity Inversion, sending the bodies crashing onto them as they tried to make it through.
I moved quickly, pausing as I looked down at the cowering nuclear engineer, then writing him off as a lost cause. He was whimpering and rocking, clearly in no fit state to deal with any of this, let alone the shit he’d just seen me do.
I moved to the pile of null blocks, picking them up and feeding them into the Constructor on my arm one at a time. I couldn’t make more nanites, and I had no time to make anything complex, so simple would have to do.
I formed plates of solid armor, an inch thick each, overlapping. I covered myself in them, literally going from the most high-tech armor on the planet to the most basic in one easy step.
Yes, the nanites were still under the plates; they were holding them in place, and they were stacking spare plates into place on my back, ready to replace damaged ones as I needed them. But the concept was about as basic as it got: thick metal stop fast, pointy metal, basically.
I gave myself three minutes, then had the tentacles grab another half dozen blocks and stick them to my back, holding them in place and gradually feeding them into the machine as I opened the door again.
Instantly, the soldiers outside opened fire, an overlapping field of bullets that hammered into the slowly opening gap...then passed onwards, hitting the walls and ricocheting around.
Screams rose from behind me, and I winced but kept going.
The soldiers ceased fire, clearly waiting for me to show myself. When the door was half-open, I did, stepping straight out into a fresh hail of bullets.
This time, though, there were only eight of them firing, rather than more than sixty, and my armor was far, far thicker.
I started to run, lumbering down the corridor as two of the tentacles flashed out, grabbing replacement magazines and slapping them to my back as quick as thought. They stuck there, held by the nanites as I returned fire, my aim true.
I killed three of them in the first few seconds, two more as the left rifle went dry, then another as the right did as well, the left reloaded already and retargeting.
By the time I reached them, leaping over the main mass of piled bodies and continuing on, all eight were dead. Two more came into sight, hurrying down into the corridor from the stairwell, only to be cut down before they could get more than a single shot off each.
Then I was climbing the stairs, three at a time, taking the turns at speed. Then I smashed the door onto the second floor from its hinges, sliding on the bloody floor and opening fire into the back of the massed soldiers that were standing waiting for orders.
The corridor erupted in panic, men and women who had been dealing with wounds or reloading, taking a drink or dealing with the loss of their friends and comrades—all suddenly were under fire as I marched forwards. Both rifles rattled on full auto, tentacles flashing out and back, snatching fresh magazines and replacing mine as they went dry.
I killed dozens before there was any kind of an organized defense. They were struggling over the dead bodies of their friends who were pierced through by vines and briars growing from air recycling units and more. Even when they managed to raise a resistance, it was pathetic, a handful of humans that raced forwards, swords raised.
What the hell were humans, regular people, doing with swords...
Something hit me from the side, blurring out of a seemingly empty room, and I was sent flying, smashing into the wall like I’d been hit by an out-of-control semi.
The world seemed to go blank for a second as my helm impacted the wall...then something hit me again, and my head was yanked back and rammed into the wall, again and again.
I went into autopilot, fighting for my life as my helm creaked under the next impact, tentacles stabbing out, tips sharpened into blades. They tore through skin, even as I finally managed to get enough of my mind working to pick up the grainy, radar-like image of the corridor behind me.
There were three of them, one pierced though at throat and hip, quivering on the tentacles as I frantically triggered an emergency wipe...then a blade seared through one, severing the tentacle from me, and taking a serious chunk of my remaining nanites with it. I pulled myself out of the wall, turning and barely managing to throw myself aside as the blade streaked towards my throat. It passed me and sank into the rock like water, only to lift again, dust cascading from the sliced section of the wall.
I backhanded the hilt of the sword aside, punching forward with my left fist. The sneering man before me caught it in his hand. He was almost as tall as me, close on as bulky as well, but where my strength was a mix of natural, nanites, and my armor, he was all nanites, and it showed as he held me easily, even as I caught his wrist again, forcing the blade aside.
“Lord Shamal wants you alive, worm, or else—”
“Good to know!” I snapped, extruding the Vorpal Blade and slicing through his right forearm. He screamed, jerking back. I followed him, the blade catching his left thigh then hacking down and taking all but the last two inches of his blade off from the hilt.
“Festus!” he screamed, looking to the side for help. That was his final mistake, as I ripped the blade up through his stomach, cutting the flesh apart like a scalpel though silk. I felt a quiver as his fluttering heart beat against the tip, then it was done, and he collapsed.
I clamped my hand over his face as I looked at the last of the three and triggered Emergency Wipe, stripping the nanites of their programming and attuning them to me...But I was too late, and a hammer finished its swing, eclipsing the sight of the corridor.
My helm shattered, the last of its integrity failing under the onslaught, and pain flared briefly...before I tumbled into darkness.




Chapter Fifty-Eight



The world was slow in returning, or so it seemed to me. Sounds were first, distant, garbled and indistinct, then flashes of light, red, mostly, as optical nerves were rebuilt...and the pain.
It was bad, not even in the top ten of my deaths at Athena’s hands, but still, it was seriously nasty. Flesh forced its way back out of the mess, teeth regrowing, my jaw shifting and popping back into place...
My bones had survived even the warhammer impact, but the spike that had pierced an eye had ended my fight entirely.
Unbeknownst to me, I’d then been manhandled, stripped, dragged down the corridors and around the outer ring to Scylla’s cell. There, I was hung, long spikes driven through my wrists and feet, literally nailing me to the rear wall of the corridor where Shamal could face Ingrid and the others with me dangling as an example.
“The armor was unusually difficult to remove.” Shamal was saying when I finally managed to get my brain back into gear. I frantically bit down on a pained cry, trying to remain unnoticed.
It was a wasted effort though, as a voice to my right spoke quietly, alerting Shamal.
“Lord, the renegade is aware again.”
“Impressive,” he replied, stepping over and pushing my head up, staring into my eyes. “We meet again, renegade. A pity you chose as you did, as resourceful as you are. I’d have made good use of you.”
“Steve, oh god!” Ingrid cried, and Shamal twisted, looking at her, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.
“He’s far from a god, child. But, to one such as you, he must have seemed it, it is true. He fought well. As near as I can tell, he is responsible for the deaths of almost two hundred of my men. Another hundred lycans and vampires above us died in the course of subduing his small force. Very impressive.”
“Fuck...you...Shamal,” I forced out, my entire face throbbing like a broken tooth as it shifted, healing.
“I think not,” he replied, backhanding me and snapping my jaw loose. It hung there, barely connected as he reached out and closed his fingers over it, slowly increasing the pressure until the remaining ligaments and tendons gave way, my jaw snapping entirely free in a spray of blood.
“Now, be silent while your betters speak,” he told me, turning back to Ingrid and the others, who were all on the other side of a clear glass door. It didn’t make sense. I didn’t know of anywhere in the facility like this, the walls all glass...
“Open the door, child, and I will permit you and one other to live. Refuse, and I will find a way inside...after I’ve torn your lover apart! I will kill each and every one of your companions, slowly, then I shall go looking for your families, your friends.”
Shamal stepped forwards, resting his fingers on the glass and staring in, clearly furious that it was locked, and his prey was so close, and yet out of reach. “I shall find anyone with so much as a passing acquaintance with you, and I’ll bring them here, one by one! I’ll make them beg you for mercy as I tear them apart, and I’ll feed you their blood and bones! I have done this before, mortal. I have done this and far, far worse!”
“You are a pathetic excuse for a man,” Ingrid snapped, striding forwards. “Steve accomplished more in the few months I’ve known him than you’ve ever done! He loved and he lived, and if he dies now? He does it knowing I will love him forever!”
“You—” Shamal started to say, launching into threats so vile I shut them out, staring into Ingrid’s eyes, as she mouthed “I love you” to me.
I nodded to her, the pain of my dangling jaw horrific. The feeling made it difficult to think, and I forced myself to compartmentalize it. Shutting it down as far as I could, I scanned over the forty or so faces in there...until I came to one I didn’t recognize, with golden blonde hair and a pale, drawn complexion, like she’d been ill and without direct sunlight for far too long.
I locked eyes on her and found her watching me in turn, staring, as unspoken communication seemed to pass between us.
I had so little strength left now. Literally, my armor had been cut from me, and here and there on my body...I looked down, seeing a spreading grey fungus on the inside of my left ankle.
It was small, but it was growing, and I felt it elsewhere, the tell-tale itching of infection, as the knives they must have used to cut my armor free had left marks on my skin.
I closed my eyes, focusing down internally, as I searched.
My kill of the big fucker. I’d killed him and reduced him to nanites, attuned nanites! I could feel them, but I’d not had time to absorb them. I’d lost almost all of my internal ones, used them frantically to repair my armor, to hold it together, and to heal my skull. They’d caught the skin in areas that were fortunately almost entirely free of nanites, slowing the spread of the infection. But back there...in the corridor, just at the edge of my senses, I could feel them, the pool of nanites awaiting a command.
I reached out, mentally prodding them, and thank the gods, they responded.
I pulled them along the corridor, sending them like a thick stream against the wall, flowing faster and faster, cries sounding from the soldiers that saw them, drawing Shamal to glance that way, before ordering the monkey that was watching me to go. “Silence those fools, permanently, if need be!”
He hurried down the corridor just as I managed to direct the rest into an air vent, keeping it from sight as I dragged it along, forcing it through the twists and turns, up and down, burrowing and eating their way through until they reached where I needed them.
They ate away at a tiny section, then poured through as Shamal turned to glance at me.
I made a noise in my throat, to get him to look properly, then flicked my eyes to my left hand and gave him the finger.
He hissed in rage, stepping up close as he started to speak.
“Do you not understand what I will do to you, fool? The centuries of punishments I will mete out? I will fill your bones with lead, peel you like a grape, and roll you in boiling salt, I will—”
I rolled my eyes and forced some sounds out, clearly trying to talk, and kept going until he finally grabbed my jaw and rammed it back into place, blood splattering as he broke the barely healed veins again.
“You think to frustrate me into letting you die quickly? You fool. You will recover a thousand times until I deem you worthy of entombing alive and—”
“De emmemmy,” I managed to get out, coughing and opening my jaw wide, rocking it back and forth until it clicked, then forcing a smile from bloodstained lips.
“What?”
“I said, you weapons-grade wanker, ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend!’”
“None dare stand against me, fool...I am Lord—”
“I dare,” a new voice called haltingly, cutting Shamal off as a door behind him slid open smoothly.
Shamal spun, a predatory smile spreading across his lips, until he saw her.
Shamal frowned, not recognizing her, not at first. The nanites finished flowing into the configuration I’d set for them, but as they closed into place, the sides of the helm, the breastplate, and the leaf-bladed spear settling fully, his eyes widened.
“YOU!” he cried, shocked to his core.
“The enemy of mine enemy, is my friend,” she forced out, her voice no longer as rough as it had been. The language was clearly still alien to her, despite what must have been long hours of work on Ingrid’s behalf.
I looked at her, seeing the cold eyes staring out of the antique helm I’d formed for her, and she nodded, once.
I sagged, too weak to do anything but be thankful that she’d seemingly understood and decided to take our side. Scylla strode forwards, Shamal backing away hurriedly, then he called for the others.
“Attack!” he screamed. “Defend me!”
The sound of running feet rang out, but the warrior woman was already moving. She seemed to flow across the floor with unnatural grace, as if the floor itself buoyed her up and carried her along.
Shamal tore a sword out of a sheath on his hip, literally shredding the carefully worked leather as he freed it, the crystal-impregnated blade flicking out.
Scylla leaned to the side, letting it pass a hair’s breadth from her face, the tip of the blade sending a loose hair spinning.
Then she attacked, her spear formed of my attuned nanites, stabbing out, dipping into Shamal’s left shoulder, then tearing free.
I activated an ability I’d not needed in a long time, detonating a thin film of nanites left behind.
Flesh exploded outwards, the power enough to have easily killed a mortal man, only just enough to stagger Shamal.
He snarled and lunged forwards, whipping the sword around to close on the side of her head as she leaped back. I formed a single, thin spike jutting out of her helm, then breaking free in a spray of discarded nanites.
It was enough. The spike slowed the blade enough that Scylla escaped the edge. Then she attacked again, this time stabbing low, making Shamal hop and dance backwards. She spun, flicking the blade up at his throat, then whipping it around behind her back, slamming the base down on the ground to anchor herself as she jumped. A spinning kick connected with the side of Shamal’s face, sending a spray of blood from his mouth.
He staggered back, flicking the tip of his sword at her, keeping her back, until...
Bullets screamed from a rifle as Shamal’s pet took the corner, sliding to a halt, firing on her. She backed up, taking the bullets on her left forearm as much as she could, until I pulled her helm apart, the nanites flowing down her face, reforming on her arm, some sinking in and repairing the damage, others pushing outwards, forming a small buckler.
She grinned, and for the first time, I felt...her.
I felt her mind. Something to do with the way I’d fed my active and attuned nanites into her had created a bond, and she felt it, too.
There was a brief second as she hesitated, unsure of this, then she was off, her warrior’s mind shunting the concerns aside for later.
For this to be a problem, she had to survive the fight first.
I felt her desire, her hunger, and her focus both for the fight, and...the spear. It was too long. Instantly, I reshaped it, the shifting weight throwing her strike off slightly. But as it finished reforming, the additional nanites flowed to the shield, thickening it, and her attacks sped up.
I sent her a mental image of a throwing knife but she shook her head, spinning, kicking high and dropping low, slashing sideways and cutting another narrow wound across Shamal’s stomach. I detonated it, then she sent her spear flashing for his throat.
He dodged at the last second, getting a graze instead of a death blow.
Then her spear blade grew a spike, and she yanked it backwards, slicing a thin line in his skin, guiding it as our minds meshed deeper.
I saw the throwing dart she wanted, a thin thing, only a few inches long, like a tiny dual sided steak knife, and...and a wire attaching it to her wrist!
The shield rippled, thinning out as the nanites flowed into her left hand, hidden below the shield that was even now gripping her wrist on its own. Knowledge passed between us as I let her know it was done, the range of the wire, and the weight of the blade, as well as the way that fucker was finishing reloading!
She spun, dipping low, then kicked off. Another high kick snapped Shamal’s head back instinctively as he dodged. But it was a distraction, as Scylla flicked her wrist at the pet instead. The blade flew straight and true, entering his eye and sending his hands rocketing upwards to drag it free...
Until the blade grew spines and dug deeper, the tip flensing into a hundred smaller barbs and shredding half his brain out as he jerked on it.
He fell dead, even as the blade retracted, becoming liquid and racing back along the wire.
Shamal cursed, dropping low and kicking at Scylla’s knee, snapping the still-weakened bone, staggering her. She still drove him back. Then he counterattacked again, his blade flicking high, then low, like the darting tongue of a snake.
More of the soldiers cleared the corner. But before they could fire on Scylla, James opened fire on them, crouching in the still-opened door. Ingrid raced to me, a long block in one hand.
“Steve, here!” she cried, “Use it!”
I sensed what she had, even as she lifted it to me, hope surging, until I forced myself to accept reality. I was dying. Scylla wasn’t, not yet.
The block of nanites I’d put aside for Scylla in case she needed it when I’d brought her back had never been used. But now it became liquid, running through Ingrid’s fingers, splashing on the floor and racing across it.
Scylla was tiring fast, her attacks becoming more and more predictable for Shamal. He kited around, following her...carving a line across her shield with his sword. The shield burst apart. Rather than let the nanite plague reach Scylla, the individual nanite clusters died in an orgy of pyrotechnics that I shared with Scylla, enabling her to close her eyes just in time.
Shamal snarled, slashing wildly before grinning as he blinked the afterimages away. Scylla was backed into a corner, her spear held awkwardly, the mobility constrained...
“You should have stayed dead!” he sneered at her.
“You should have learned to watch your feet,” she replied.
He frowned, then tried to take a step and fell backwards as his feet stayed rooted to the spot.
His ankles snapped, tendons popping free as his feet remained flat to the ground. He screamed, stabbing upwards in a wild flailing attack, trying to keep her back as he rolled...
And stayed exactly where he was, the nanite pool under him bonding him forcibly to the floor. He swung his sword left, trying to get the blade around enough to reach the pool. It sent forth tendrils whipping up like grasping pseudopods, gripping his upper arm, then his elbow, then his wrist, the blade clanging onto the floor. Shamal hissed in fury, staring up at Scylla.
“I’ll be back, no matter what you do!” he screamed at her. “I’ll come back and I’ll—”
I grunted as Anders and Ingrid dragged me free of the spikes and carried me to him. “Good luck with that, bitch.” I whispered.
I reached out with my left arm, and the constructor bathed his face in ominous red light before closing over his skull and beginning the disassembly.




Epilogue



The recovery was taking forever, but considering the way I looked at the minute, I wasn’t complaining.
Scylla had needed to use the nanite spear to cut both of my legs away below the knee and an entire section of my left side as well. Then we’d burned it in a plasma fire that was specially designed to deal with plague contagions.
It’d taken me a while to find the details in the nanite database, but it was there, as was the counter to the infection, which was a relief for the future.
I’d dissolved Shamal once he was dead, using his nanites to repair myself, rebuilding the bones and more, meaning that the meetings with the local heads of state were interesting.
They basically turned up, full of bluster and demands, and watched as I walked about, my glistening black bones of my still reforming hand and crusader armor making it very clear that I wasn’t human. By the end of the meeting, having established that, as long as they played nice, I didn’t give two shits about them, and I would take all their waste, no matter how nasty. That I was intent on turning the Saharan desert, the most useless real estate in the world, into a modern day garden of Eden...
They left happy.
The vast majority of our people had survived, mainly down to hiding in Scylla’s ‘bunker’ and letting the place get utterly trashed, but still.
It could all be replaced.
Scylla was willing to stay, for now, having discovered that not only had the world changed beyond all recognition, but we had junk food, and it was awesome.
Dimi was given his license back, again, provided he promised not to do anymore crazy shit, and had apparently not needed to fire the railgun.
His fiancée had suffered a near miss from a lucky soldier firing at the plane. After the shock of a sudden hole appearing in the thin frame of the plane near her, she had grabbed the controls, shredding him and half his contingent, then started hunting lycans.
She was apparently fully on board with everything now, having discovered a hitherto unknown love of heavy weaponry.
Jonas and the team had survived. Dave, convinced he was going to die, pinned down by lycans on one side, a heavy machine gun on the other, and with Amanda out of ammo, had screamed that he loved her, had asked her to marry him, and then had snatched Paul’s rifle, stood up in full view of both sides, a rifle in each hand, and had walked fire across them all.
He was utterly convinced he was going to die at any second, and managed not only to kill three lycans, thanks to the crystal ammunition Paul had been reloading his gun with, but also managed to kill the machine gun team, turning the tide of the battle in his corner.
Our people had counterattacked, supported by Dimi and the railgun streaking past overhead and destroying a line of vehicles being used for cover. Suddenly, there was only mopping up to do.
Amanda had stood, unsteadily, glared around at everyone, and declared she was “Getting married, you fuckers, and you’re all my witnesses!”
Before kissing Dave soundly and telling him he was hers now.
Laia was alive still, despite her state, and because I’d given her a decent nanite injection, was slowly healing as well, all the while mercilessly pointing out James’s errors to him.
The two groups of Oracan had a massive fight after the main fight, thankfully, and unarmed, fortunately. Then they declared themselves one tribe before getting drunk as skunks. Most of the rest of our side joined in, including Xous, who once again threw up everywhere.
Bella and Oxus had apparently decided that, for better or worse, they were an item “until something better came along”. I wasn’t sure which was expecting something better, or what the hell they were holding out for, considering Oxus was quite literally hung like a horse, and Bella could become anything he desired, within reason.
The days passed quickly, until finally, after almost three weeks, some amazing sex, some great food, and a terse message from Hans that “it’s all sorted, but I need to explain in person,” Ingrid made me sit down with the core group and speak honestly to them all. This was, of course, after Bella had let the entirety of my quest, and the Erlking’s command, slip out.
“So that’s it,” I finished, going over the requirements to complete the quest before taking a deep breath and standing, looking around at them all. “I wasn’t going to tell you this bit, and I’m sorry for that, but I didn’t know how to,” I admitted, glaring at Bella, who beamed up at me like a proud teacher at her student. “But once I’ve finished the quest, rewilded the Sahara, gotten rid of the poisons, and fixed the fucking ozone layer and so on, I’m no longer welcome here. I’m to leave the planet.”
“He thinks he’s fucking ‘Captain of the Planet’ or whatever…” Dave muttered and I glared at him, before being distracted by my love.
“Why?” Ingrid asked in a hard voice.
“Because I’m too powerful, in part. Also, because the Erlking and his companions were banished by their kind for creating us. I’m to go out there, into the deep dark, and find out if they’re still out there, both their kind and the original humans. I’m to find them, and I’m to hunt them down, stripping them of their nanites.”
“No, why should we?” Ingrid snapped, shaking her head. “They can’t make you—”
“They can,” I corrected. “They killed me like I was a bug, and they made it clear they’ll come for you all, too. I have to go; I’m sorry.”
“A question, then, if you don’t mind?” James asked.
“Go for it.”
“Did they say you had to go alone?”
I looked around, seeing a sudden wide smile spreading across several faces, including Ingrid’s.
“No,” I said, suddenly nervous as Anders called out in a loud voice.
“All those who volunteer as crew, raise your hands!” he shouted, and all around the room, hands rose steadily, one after another.
My heart lurched in my chest. I wasn’t alone, after all, and apparently I never would be again.




UnderVerse Omnibus



The story that started it all…
Hi everyone! Well, a few years have passed now since I started the UnderVerse series, and I decided it was due a little refreshing, a nice polish, and maybe a little tweak under the hood!
Now to be very clear: This is NOT a new story. Instead this is a slight reworking of the original, fixing descriptions and evening things out, as well as fixing a couple of little problems.
As I was doing this however, it seemed the perfect time to make it into a Special Edition Omnibus!
These books won’t be available in print, simply because they’re too damn big, overall the average content has increased by about ten percent, and as you all know, I don’t do ‘small’.
They’ll also include maps and possibly a bit of character art as well, if I can get it to work, so I hope you’ll give them a try!




UnderVerse Omnibus One



16th August 2022
(Combining books 1&2 of the UnderVerse)


An unfamiliar realm, a reality outside of his own where magic abounds.
His survival will determine the fates for them all.
Jax is a good man, or he tells himself he is anyway, spilling his own blood out like water over the years to defend the innocent, but when you’re pulled through the veil between worlds and forced into the fight, is it really a choice?
He’s about to find out. Jax is forced to fight his way to earn the opportunity to travel to the UnderVerse, his only hope to locate his missing brother. Should he qualify, he is tasked with restoring power to the nobility in the UnderVerse, except the nobility aren’t the kind of people you want in charge of anything.
He’s got the chance to take a decrepit, collapsing bastion of the old Empire, and turn it around, fix it up and create a home for those who need it, but it's not going to be easy, especially as the darkness inside him grows…the monsters of the UnderVerse are real and rampant, and it’ll take becoming a monster to face them.
Jax has the chance to change his stars, to rise up and be the defender he always wanted to be, instead of the thug everyone thinks he is, and he’s going to damn well take it.
Welcome to the first omnibus of the UnderVerse, welcome to the story that started it all, welcome…to the War of the Gods.
With over twelve hundred 5* reviews across the various Amazon sites, now’s the perfect time to read the updated version… and it's even on Kindle Unlimited!
Click HERE to continue reading!




UnderVerse Omnibus Two



20th September 2022
(Combining books 3&4 of the UnderVerse)


The city of Himnel is a cesspit of slavery, violence, and back-stabbing, in the midst of a full on industrial revolution, barely kept on the rails by drugs and magic.
Jax has found himself in the middle of it.


Jax has made enemies on all sides, but he’s found allies as well. They’re the kind that you can stand with your back against, even if some of them might help themselves to your wallet when you do.
Robbing the city blind might seem like a tall order, but he doesn’t care about the odds, and when all you’ve got is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.
Add to that, the Sunken City is out there, infested, overrun and crumbling, but it's also full of loot, and Jax damn well needs to get his act together, so once he’s robbed the city, why not stop off there for a little ‘recreational looting’?
If it's not claimed, it's available, after all…
Get ready for the second Omnibus of the UnderVerse, and the Rise of the Titan!
Click HERE to continue reading!




UnderVerse Omnibus Three



8th November 2022
(Combining books 5&6 of the UnderVerse)


Jax might not have started the war, but he'll damn well finish it.
But can he and his allies make it through unscathed?


When Jax entered the UnderVerse, it was with the plan of finding his brother, holing up somewhere and maybe, just maybe, trying to take over the world. He’s making progress in all of those goals, but maybe not in the ways he wanted.
The God of Death has personally intervened to send his Dark Legion against Jax and his people, with the aim of grinding the upstart Empire usurper into dust. Jax has refugees by the hundreds, Legionnaires of the Empire by the score and best of all, a team that are cheering as he spits in the God of Death’s eye.
The sun is setting though, with new enemies appearing and hidden forces being revealed.
The War of the Gods is growing, and when the sun rises again, it’ll be in a changed Realm…
Finish the journey of UnderVerse Season One with Omnibus 3!
Click HERE to continue reading!




UnderVerse 7



13th December 2022
The war between Jax and Nimon is on hold, the borders established, and a form of peace should be descending on the Imperial Territory of Dravith…
But life rarely goes as Jax hopes.
New and old enemies are on the horizon, the land itself is disturbed, and worst of all, the Gods are not all he believed they are…
The Dark Tide Rises…
 
Click HERE to continue reading!





Reviews



Hey! Well, I hope you enjoyed the book? If so, please, please remember to leave a review, its massively important, as not only does it let others know about the book, but it also tells Amazon that the book is worth promoting, and makes it more likely that more people will see it.
That in turn will hopefully keep me able to keep writing full time, while listening to crazy German bands screaming in my ears, and frankly, I kinda really like that!
If you want to spread the good word, that’d be amazing, and if you know of anyone that might be interested in stocking my books, I’m happy to reach out and send them samples, but honestly, if you enjoy my madness, that’s massive for me.
Thank you.




Facebook and Social Media



If you want to reach out, chat or shoot the shit, you can always find me on either my author page here:
www.facebook.com/JezCajiaoAuthor


On Discord here: https://discord.gg/u5JYHscCEH


Or I’m reaching out on other forms of social media atm, I’m just spread a little thin that’s all!
You’re most likely to find me on Discord, but please, don’t be offended if I don’t approve friend requests on my personal Facebook pages. I did originally, and several people abused that, sending messages to my family and being generally unpleasant, hence, the Author page.
I hope you understand.




Patreon!



Okay then, now for those of you that don’t know about Patreon, its essentially a way to support your favorite nutcases, you can sign up for a day or a month or a year, and you get various benefits for it, ranging from my heartfelt thanks, to advance access to the books, to signed books, naming characters and more.
At the time of me writing this, the advanced Patreon readers are about 10 chapters into UnderVerse 7, and are voting on the next batch of Character Art as well, so yeah, you get plenty for the support!
There’s one wonderful supporter out there that I have to thank personally, ASeaInStorm, you utter legend you. Thank you brother.
www.patreon.com/Jezcajiao




Recommendations



I’m often asked for personal recommendations, so if this book has whetted your appetite for more LitRPG, please have a look at the following, these are brilliant series by brilliant authors!
Ascend Online by Luke Chmilenko
 
The Land by Aleron Kong
 
Challengers Call by Nathan A Thompson
 
SoulShip also by Nathan
 
Endless Online by M H Johnson
 
Silver Fox and the Western Hero, also by M H Johnson
 
The Good Guys/Bad Guys by Eric Ugland
 
Condition: Evolution by Kevin Sinclair
 
Space Seasons by Dawn Chapman
 
The Wayward Bard by Lars M
 




LITRPG!



To learn more about LitRPG, talk to other authors including myself, and to just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup




Facebook



There’s also a few really active Facebook groups I’d recommend you join, as you’ll get to hear about great new books, new releases and interact with all your (new) favorite authors! (I may also be there, skulking at the back and enjoying the memes…)
www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/
www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/
www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGforum/
www.facebook.com/groups/gamelitsociety/
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