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​CHAPTER 1
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THE PRESENT - A.K.A. RIGHT NOW 

The room was warm. Comfortable. Soft. Quiet. 

A comforting ‘tick-tock, tick-tock’ of a stylishly modern clock on the mantel added to the relaxing atmosphere. In the center of the room was a magnificent Tania Johnson Design rug. On top of that was a Holly Hunt white marble coffee table that matched the Holly Hunt leather sofa upon which Desmond Blackstone Dirk lay. 

This was not a normal posture for him. Ask anyone who knew him and they would tell you - Desmond was a man of action. They would also tell you that he was ruggedly handsome and fit enough to grace the cover of any men’s magazine, but that is beside the point. The point is that Desmond Dirk laying down at a time when he was not getting his tight five and three-quarters hours of nightly sleep was nearly unheard of, unless he was doing some kind of prone exercise move. 

And yet, there he lay in the middle of the...what time was it?

Desmond’s eyes flicked to that clock on the mantel. It was a nice clock. Its aesthetic went nicely with the feel of the room. He had to stare at the shifting hands for a moment to make it out - three thirty seven. AM or PM?

PM - obviously. Why would he be here in the middle of the night? That would not make sense at all. Desmond knew exactly where ‘here’ was. He knew he had been here many times before. A glance to his right confirmed this in his mind.

There across from him, seated delicately in a Jiun Ho chair, was a man. Jiun Ho was not Desmond’s favorite designer, but he could definitely appreciate the choice of the boxy, low back chair when one considered the rest of the room's decor. 

Shifting in his seat, the man across from Desmond was obviously trying to be as quiet as possible. Trying not to disturb Desmond, no doubt. Desmond wondered absently how long it had been since either of them had spoken. Had the man asked him a question? Had Desmond asked the man a question?

Questions. They ran around in Desmond’s brain like little black ants scurrying - you thought they were probably going somewhere on purpose, but it was impossible to tell where or why, their movements seemingly completely random. 

Breathing in deeply, Desmond tried to relax his body. The smell of the room helped - warm, comfortable, safe. A mixture of sandalwood, dandelion resin, and sage with just a hint of leather. Some of his favorite scents. He felt no desire to move, no desire to leave the plush, comfortable sofa. 

This apathy was also an unfamiliar feeling. Though Desmond’s foggy thoughts told him he had been feeling this way for...how long? Longer than he cared to remember. Something about it made his muscles feel soft and unresponsive. 

Lethargy. 

The single word made Desmond remember something his father had always told him. He had said you could only push the human body so far. That there was a limit. Sometimes the boundary you hit was physical. Many a professional athlete had hit that point and crumbled. Other times though, the boundary was something far less tangible than tearing muscles and snapping ligaments. Sometimes it was an emotional break. Something within your gut. Right there in your chest. Just like a muscle, you can only push that part of you so far, you can only hold back so much, before a body, no matter how strong, no matter how tough, no matter how indomitable it seems to the rest of the world, simply cannot take it anymore. 

Desmond’s face nearly, almost twisted into a mirthless smile at this thought. All his life, he realized he had been moving to prove his father wrong. And for years he most certainly had. His body, his entire being - physically, emotionally, mentally - had been pushed to any and every limit possible. And he had overcome. As mentors had helped him along the way, and he in turn had helped them along their way once he had surpassed them, Desmond had excelled and even more than that - he had excelled beyond. He thought of how he had left Ed, Grant, Brad, Tony, Sam, Steve, and a ton of others in his personal development and entrepreneurial dust. 

Had he finally reached that point that his father had warned him about?

“Desmond,” a soft voice said softly to his right, pulling Desmond from his malaise, “I don’t want to put any pressure on you. But it is important that we move forward.”

There was another long pause. The clock gently did its best to keep the silence from being awkward. 

A noble attempt, Desmond thought lamely. He allowed his eyes to traverse the intricate patterns of the Lindsay Cowles wallpaper above him - blue and black wove in and out on a white background. If he was honest, there really was not anything special about it. Why had he ever thought Cowles such a genius when it came to wallpaper?

Of all his thoughts so far, this one disturbed him the most. To be questioning the genius of Cowles...that was not something he had ever even thought possible. Yet, here he was. Questioning the genius of the greatest wallpaper design genius to ever have walked the earth. 

“What’s wrong with me?” Desmond said, wincing at the croak of his voice, the roughness and hoarseness of his tone. His normal dulcet tones were gone.

There was another pause as the man in the chair adjusted his position again, a look of concern coming over his face. 

“That, Desmond, is what we are here to find out. And to help you manage.”

Desmond’s subconscious noted how the man was using his name every time he spoke. He also noted that he said ‘manage’, not ‘fix’.

“But,” the man continued, “I need you to focus. I need you to answer my questions. I know you can do it. Do you believe that you can do that? Can you help me in that way, Desmond?”

A stiff nod from Desmond indicated his agreement. He knew this man. He knew he was here to help him. It was up to Desmond to help him do his job so that Desmond could manage whatever was going on. 

“Good,” the man said, sitting back in the stylish chair and once again crossing his legs. He clasped his hands in front of him in a position that looked less comfortable and more like he was trying to look comfortable and relaxed. “Then let us begin. I need you to think back, Desmond. Let your memory go back. You were in a helicopter. There are other people around you. You are...meeting someone. Though not for the first time, but the first time you really know who they are. Think back. Start at the beginning.”

Desmond closed his eyes, tried to relax and let the memories flow.



A COUPLE WEEKS AGO, OR THEREABOUTS

“Finnick - what the heck is going on?” Desmond growled to the RDT agent beside him.

“Oh please, do not be upset at your gangly friend,” the man seated in the plush backseat of the flying helicopter said easily in his cultured Swiss accent. “You are in no danger. In fact, I rather think my friends and I just saved your life.”

Desmond, Finnick, Monica, and Alistair felt the helicopter swoop suddenly upward and to the side. Each reached for something, anything with which to steady themselves at the jerking movements when their attention was arrested by a plume of light directly outside of the helicopter’s side window. The intense light was followed by a concussive shock wave of sound.

“My boat!” Alistair said in alarm, pressing his face to the glass and looking down at the water below. “They blew up my boat!”

The others crowded around to catch a glimpse of the burning wreckage as the helicopter swooped away toward safety. Sure enough, the fiery mass that had once been a sleek, fast Dartline speedboat was slowly sinking into the black waters of the Thunersee, extinguishing its own flame in the icy lake. 

Alistair turned angry eyes on the man who was still sitting placidly in the helicopter’s back seat, a fine china cup of tea in one hand, the other mildly twirling the perfectly styled tip of his snowy white mustache. Before Alistair could unleash in a less-than-kind tirade, the man, known to Desmond thus far as just “the auctioneer” held up his hand and spoke.

“Please, I would not blow up your boat,” he said seriously. “It was a fine craft and I would much rather add it to my collection. I believe you know who blew up your boat. You know him as Larry Vagliety. Up until now, my colleagues and I knew him only as the covert next in line leader of Devorare, the controlling Italian global criminal organization. The Hyper-Sub he was piloting was equipped with quite a bit of heavy artillery and I am afraid your beautiful boat suffered because of that fact.”

“I saw you get shot,” Desmond said slowly, taking in the man’s relaxed and obviously not shot posture. “Let me guess, you’re wearing the Taurus standard issue PPTA-MWNT/PPTA composite body armor?”

“A bit of a bruise, but nothing more,” the white mustached man said, pressing a hand to his side gently and smiling as he pulled away his shirt to reveal the skin-tight liquid silver body armor beneath. 

Desmond could appreciate the tech. It was something he had been considering investing in for a new startup for a while now. The fact that Taurus had been able to pull it off though was impressive and showed that the Swiss global criminal organization was not a group to be trifled with. 

“So,” Desmond said cautiously. “What does Taurus want with us?”

“Wait, Taurus?” Finnick said with a confused expression on his face. Although it was difficult to tell that it was a confused expression because it so nearly resembled his normal resting expression. He turned to the auctioneer, “You didn’t tell me you were Taurus! Aren’t they the bad guys...?”

Desmond tried desperately not to blame Finnick for getting them into an uncomfortable situation. They were in a Taurus helicopter with one of the Taurus bigwigs flying quite rapidly, most likely, to some undisclosed Taurus ultra-secure location. 

Now his team, Alistair, Finnick, and Monica were potentially in grave danger unless Desmond could manage this situation properly. Lucky for him and his team, Desmond Blackstone Dirk was an expert negotiator having had training in the art for years. The FBI had actually modeled their hostage negotiation system after the basic framework that Desmond had developed. Not that Desmond ever told anyone that. He was not the type to brag. 

“How rude of me,” the auctioneer said, apparently ignoring Desmond’s question as well as Finnick’s confusion, “I have not properly introduced myself. My name is Radek. Eckhart Radek. I know all of your names, naturally. I would just like to say ‘you are welcome’ for saving your lives just now.”

Radek’s comment did not meet with the warmth he was anticipating. Undaunted, however, he continued.

“I have a proposal for you and your...” he looked from one to the other of each of the individuals before him. “...efficient team. But first, please, take a seat. Would any of you care for any refreshments? We have a fully stocked bar on board. Anything you would like, just say the word.”

The three team members looked to Desmond who nodded slowly. Three of the guests went to stiffly take their seats, most keeping a wary eye on this enigmatic man who was playing host. No one requested anything from the fully stocked bar.  

Desmond caught Finnick on the shoulder as he walked by on his way toward his seat, “We’re glad you’re alive. Even if you did just get us into another frying pan.”

Finnick was about to protest when he felt Desmond slip what felt like a small flash drive into his hand. Desmond held his gaze, making sure Finnick did not react to the handoff. Finnick nodded ever so slightly before taking his seat. 

Desmond did not sit. His only response was to cross his muscular arms and tilt his head slightly to one side. This was enough encouragement for the man with the white mustache to continue with his proposal.

“As you are, I am sure, well aware, there is an intense power struggle beginning within the global criminal powers of the world. Zmeya was the first to make their move. Although one could argue that Chun Fang and her Māo Yòu Syndicate,” he said the words with an air of intense yet somehow polite distaste, “Were actually the ones to start it all. However, blame is irrelevant. What matters is that these recent actions have started a ripple effect throughout the underworld.”

“Devorare and Saqr trying to get in on the action at the expense of the French Le Coq Gaulois.” Desmond nodded, “Sounds like more of a history lesson. What’s the proposal?”

Radek smiled wryly then let out a laugh that was more of a forced bark than anything, “Americans. So direct. So to the point. I love it.”

It was clear that he did not in fact love it at all and rather resented having his narration of the history of the matter being cut off so unceremoniously. 

“Understanding the proposal,” Radek continued once again, “Requires some background information. I was merely making sure we were all on the same page. Now, where were we? Ah yes, Devorare’s retaliation. Devorare, the Italian’s answer to global crime, now has access to and control of the entirety of the French’s Le Coq Gaulois’ assets, which are considerable. This, combined with the threat of an extremely powerful Zmeya is concerning to say the least. It is a situation that requires swift and effective action.”

“No offense there, Mr. Mustache,” Alistair broke in, his Scottish brogue making his words even more forceful. “But that does seem a bit like a selfish request - having us knock off some competition for you. Seeing as you’re part of one of these global criminal organizations that’s causing all the problems in the first place.”

Radek chuckled and shook his head slowly before taking a long sip of his tea which, Desmond thought, must be quite cold by now. 

“My dear Mr. MacAnbaird, my proposal is nothing so vulgar and crass as all of that. No, no, no. The solution is far more elegant. All I am asking is that you balance the scales of power once again.”

“And how exactly would we do that without a bunch of well-deserved assassinations?” Monica asked, crossing her own arms and giving the man a hard look.

The auctioneer examined his fingernails mildly, “Taurus has long been a trusted partner of some of the world’s largest global criminal organizations...”

“So you want me to steal a Key or two and turn it over to you so Zmeya and Devorare are not the only two powerful organizations. The threat of a three way war will discourage an all-out war because none of the sides can be sure of victory. Am I right?”

“Once again, your American tendencies bring the whole of the matter to the forefront. Yes, Mr. Dirk, we have certain...intelligence that could help the right team locate and confiscate Keys that would accomplish our purpose. The first one residing on Key Largo, Florida of all places.”

“Our purpose?” Desmond said dubiously, emphasizing the word “our” in a skeptical manner.

“Mr. Dirk, we are on the same side of things here. You desire to maintain the balance of power in the criminal underworld. Taurus has the same goal.”

“See that’s where you are wrong,” Desmond said, gripping one of the slingshot handles hanging down from the ceiling as the helicopter swayed, which did a lot to show off the power of Desmond’s biceps. “I could care less about whether or not the power is balanced. I’m here to destroy that power. Utterly and completely.”

The auctioneer responded with a tight smile then closed his eyes and shook his head in a sad manner.

“Then I am afraid you are of no further use to me or my colleagues.”

“I thought you might say that.” Desmond said with finality, “Finnick, you get it?”

Arthur Finnick, RDT agent for E.N.T.R.E.P.R.E.N.E.U.R., had recognized the small flash drive-like device as soon as he had felt it in his hand. It was a mobile interceptor - a device designed to plug into a cell phone and mimic nearby cell tower signals. The device inserted itself between the incoming and outgoing signals of nearby devices and ran an advanced decryption algorithm on any and all data that was being transferred over the network. But the best part was that it could also make data requests to nearby devices. Since the device believed the interceptor to be official cell towers, it would willingly give up any and all requested info.

Desmond’s use of the words” frying pan” had been all the signal that Finnick had needed. “Frying pan” was used in RDT circles as a slang term for enemy intelligence. Finnick was not sure why. He would have preferred a cooler phrase. Something perhaps like “target X” or “COMINT”. But that did not matter. What mattered is that he had been able to use the mobile interceptor to copy an incredible amount of data from all of the nearby devices. 

“Roger that and ten four,” Finnick said with pride in his voice as he held up his cell phone that had the mobile interceptor plugged into the side.

Moving more quickly than Desmond would have thought possible for the older man, Radek flung his by-now cold tea in the faces of Monica and Alistair before lunging, hands outstretched to try and snatch the phone from Finnick. 

Desmond however, had anticipated this reaction and reacted even more swiftly by gripping the slingshot handle with both hands and swinging, legs out in front of him, to land a perfectly timed kick at the mid-air auctioneer. By this time, Alistair and Monica had recovered from their  cold tea bath and both went after Radek, pinning him to the ground while Finnick jumped up and was standing on his seat, holding the phone aloft and out of reach.

“You guys got him?” Desmond asked, knowing the answer to his question already. 

Holding out his hand expectantly, Desmond easily caught the mobile interceptor, and all of its treasure trove of data on this mysterious mustached gentleman, when Finnick threw it to him.

Taking a couple of long strides toward the cockpit, Desmond called back, “I’ll take care of the pilots.”
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A COUPLE WEEKS AGO - OR THEREABOUTS

––––––––
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TAKING OUT SOMEONE who is piloting a vehicle is no easy task. There are intense, detailed techniques that have been constructed around the subject. Most of these are designed to accomplish the task without wrecking the vehicle and killing everyone inside. Which is, generally speaking, a wise move and a worthy goal. 

There are a host of considerations - how fast the vehicle is moving, how quickly you can regain control of the vehicle once the current driver or pilot is incapacitated, how to remove the driver or pilot from their seat once the deed has been done, and whether or not it is appropriate to avail yourself of any beverages the previous pilot may have had in the cupholder. 

A good agent will have decided on a course of action long before the need to remove a pilot or driver arrives. This frees up the mental space necessary to merely act without the thinking part. Which makes your actions that much more fluid and seamless. 

All of this information flashed through Desmond’s quick brain as he unholstered his twin Sig Sauer M11-A1s loaded with 9×19mm Parabellum rounds and made his way toward the cockpit. All of his decisions had been made the moment he had boarded the helicopter. Now, all that was left was movement. Action.

With one solid yet ineffective kick, Desmond realized that the door to the cockpit opened out. 

This new information necessitated the holstering of one of his Sigs. Observe, orient, decide, act. Desmond adjusted his course of action on the fly and used the now free hand to yank the door open wide and move swiftly into position to take out the pilot.

If Desmond had not been prepared for the opening direction of the cockpit door, he was extremely not prepared for what he found inside of the cockpit. Or rather, what he did not find.

The door slammed open and Desmond threw himself inside, ready for a fight only to find...nothing. The pilot’s seat was completely empty. As was the co-pilot’s seat. The uncanny silence of the area was disturbing and yet, the helicopter continued to fly along its merry way. Desmond watched with sudden interest, seeing the pedals and joystick adjust themselves, as if a ghost were flying the chopper. 

Autopilot. Also known as Automatic Flight Control System (AFCS). 

It had to be. Desmond had never seen such advanced technology in a helicopter. The tech had been around for ages with jets and normal airplanes. However, a helicopter was a different matter entirely. There were some advanced choppers that had basic automatic flight control systems, but Desmond could always tell when they did. The flight patterns were more stiff, less fluid, and unable to adapt or hover the way he had seen this helicopter fly. This was a new breed of AFCS - something beyond what Desmond had ever seen before. 

Desmond was getting a new appreciation for the level of advancement present within Taurus. First their PPTA-MWNT/PPTA composite body armor, now an AFCS that left any other autopilot system in the dust. 

Once it all sank in, Desmond realized that he should be relieved. Now instead of taking out a pilot or two, all he had to do was flip a switch and he would have full control of the chopper. No having to decide the best way to subdue a human pilot and whether or not he should drink out of whatever was in the cupholder which looked like nothing more than some sugar soaked soda of some sort that would wreak havoc on his teeth and digestive system. Some people had no taste.

All he had to do was turn the autopilot off and he would be good to go.

Calling back over his shoulder, Desmond updated the team, “No pilots. It’s just an AFCS. Pretty advanced though. Never seen one like it. I’m just going to turn it off and we’ll be back in Bern in a sec.”

Holstering his other Sig and slipping into the seat, Desmond ran his eyes over the controls searching for a way to turn the AFCS off and take control of the aircraft. Incredibly, he could not see any option to turn the autopilot off. There was a button for just about everything you could imagine, but nothing that would affect the autopilot functions that Desmond could see. He was getting a sinking feeling about all of this. Something about the cockpit felt too...quiet? Would Radek really expose himself to three highly trained spy-preneurs and a less-than-threatening RDT agent without any backup? Alarms were going off in his head. But he had a mission to accomplish. He had to press forward. 

Finally, Desmond decided to try the old fashioned method - manual override. Any good autopilot would allow human manipulation of the controls to overcome whatever programming it was operating under. 

Sitting down in the pilot’s seat, he reached for the joy stick with both hands, Desmond heard the alarm bells in his head intensifying in intensity. But by then it was too late. As if his hands were magnetically drawn to the joystick, Desmond felt them clasp around the controller like two vises. 

At the same moment, he felt a rush of electricity prickle and zip through his fingers, his hands, his arms, and then the rest of his body. A harsh buzzing hiss filled his ears and he realized that his body was frozen in place. No matter how hard he tried to move, the electrical current buzzing through his form would not let his muscles relax. 

It was like he was being low-level tasered over and over again. The current was not enough to do his body permanent harm. Instead it was just enough and at just the right frequency to lock his muscles in place. He felt his entire body trembling, almost buzzing with the electricity. An automatic four point harness slid and then snapped into place around his chest. 

The gigantic center control screen suddenly blipped and lit up with the face of Eckhart Radek. The man’s expression was one of sorrow, perhaps even compassion as he gazed out from the display, shaking his head.

With an exaggerated sigh, Radek said, “My dear Mr. Dirk, you really should not underestimate your opponents so...grossly. This could have been so much easier. All you had to do was work with me and we could have accomplished so much. But...alas. Unfortunately, you leave me no choice but to teach you a hard lesson.”

The screen shifted and Desmond’s frazzled, electrocuted mind realized that Radek was still in the main cabin of the helicopter, transmitting via video chat to the center console. He was using Skype. What kind of monster used Skype in this day and age when Zoom was clearly the better option? 

The camera panned and Desmond saw Alistair, Monica, and Finnick tied up and apparently unconscious. He could not believe that this older man, lean and wiry as he was, had been able to overcome Alistair, Monica, and Finnick. Though his overcoming Finnick was not a surprise. Yet there they were - trussed up on the ground. Conquered. 

“Ms. Monica, she is quite a beautiful lady. I would not be surprised if there was some level of attraction between the two of you. Sadly though, the rough Scottish man and the gangly tech person...I have no use for them.”

Radek used the highly polished toe of his shoe to nudge the two prone forms. The phone suddenly went still as if Radek had placed it in a holder so that Desmond could still see what he was about. The Taurus man slipped on a large backpack that Desmond recognized as a parachute. At the same moment, Desmond felt the automatic flight control system work the controls and cause the helicopter to move upwards at a quick vertical ascent. Radek wanted the chopper high enough for a parachute jump. 

“Allow me to explain what is about to happen next,” Radek said, securing the buckled and double checking the straps of his parachute before bending over and picking up Monica’s limp form. 

Desmond wanted to scream but his electrocuted muscles would not allow it. He had to sit and watch helplessly as Radek clipped the unconscious Monica into the tandem parachute pack.

Picking up the phone once again so he could look right into the camera, Radek fixed his hair before continuing, “The AFCS has taken me precisely where I want to be. We are now at the perfect altitude for a gentle little jump, Ms. Monica and I. From there, I presume things will be entirely up to you, my dear Mr. Dirk. Do choose wisely. The lives of your two friends depend upon it.”

The view on the control screen went wobbly as Radek made his way across the main cabin to one of the side doors with Monica’s lame body in tow. Desmond saw a hand reach for the door, but just before he slid it open, the man decided he had one more thing to say.

“Mr. Dirk, I am a reasonable man. I would hate for this encounter to make us enemies or for there to be any...hard feelings. You have my word - Monica Van Helsing will be alive and well for the foreseeable future. At least seventy two hours of that foreseeable future. At which point, I will expect you to deliver the Key that I mentioned. Ms. Monica’s safety and wellbeing cannot be guaranteed after that point should you fail in retrieving and delivering the Key to me. I trust I make myself clear. I’ll be in touch. Good luck Mr. Dirk.”

The video feed cut out but Desmond heard the interior noise of the helicopter transform into an indistinguishable howling roar. He knew it must be that Radek had pulled open the side door and threw himself and Monica out into the nothingness beyond. 

Desmond could feel beads of sweat running down his forehead and back as he continued trying with all of his considerable might to break the hold of the electricity binding him in place like a statue. His veins bulged at the exertion. But he could not move. 

Now that Radek was gone, Desmond was expecting the electricity to relent, to free him from its hold. But for a long time, nothing happened. The helicopter’s autopilot held it stationary. Until suddenly, Desmond felt the joystick jam all the way forward. The aircraft responded instantly, leaping forward, tilting Desmond’s body toward the ground as they began to pick up some serious speed. Still, the electricity coursing through the controls held Desmond fast. 

The night’s grip was beginning to wane as the gray light of dawn approached over the striking, rugged horizon of the Swiss Alps. Desmond could not tell yet where they were, but it was not the kind of terrain where he would care to have anyone but himself be flying this fast. It would be reckless in the full light of day, let alone in this near-darkness of first light. 

Yet, the AFCS sped them on. Desmond felt his pulse continue racing with the rhythm of the helicopter blades. He had to make a move. Fast. 

His eyes, the only muscle he could still maneuver with any amount of control, moved sideways to the paper cup sitting in the cupholder beside him. If only he could knock it over, the liquid might interrupt the flow of electricity enough to free him. 

Desmond made the conscious choice to relax. Feeling each muscle of his body in turn. Controlling his breathing, moving his heartbeat down to its base rate. But his stubborn muscles would not respond as the electricity continued to course through them. 

Glancing quickly up and out of the windshield, Desmond felt his heart skip a terrifying beat. The autopilot was taking them directly toward the side of a nearly vertical rocky spire that jutted up defiantly out of the side of a mountain. It looked like an ancient weapon of war raised against them. His mind flew to the main cabin where, as far as he knew, Finnick and Alistair were still unconscious and tied up. Even if they had awoken by now, there was no way Radek had left anything to chance. 

He was trapped within his own body. Held captive by his own incredible muscles. And Alistair and Finnick were about to pay for it. He could not move the tiniest muscle.

The tiniest muscle. 

Maybe that was the problem - he was focusing on a small movement instead of a big one. 

The helicopter swooped as it honed in, apparently targeting a direct collision with the dangerous rock spire before it. Desmond used that moment to throw all he had at a sideways maneuver, using the momentum of the helicopter’s movement to propel him on. It was just enough. Desmond’s shapely elbow impacted the paper cup of sugar water, tilting it sideways drastically. As the helicopter swooped back the other way, the overbalanced cup flung back the other way, causing the liquid to slosh out of the cup and up into the air. 

The sticky, digestive system-killing liquid splashed onto Desmond’s waiting hands. He felt the intensity of the electric current increase and he yelled in pain. With superhuman effort, Desmond wrenched his hands off of the joystick. 

Intense relief flooded through him as the electrical current ceased as suddenly as it had begun. 

They were now within several hundred yards of the rocky spire. The column loomed menacingly, filling the windshield of the helicopter with its unforgiving grayness. Desmond spun through his options - he could not touch the joystick again with his bare hands. He had to have something that could insulate his susceptible skin from the dangerous current. He could not simply destroy the controls like he wanted to. That would leave them with no way out. 

A way out - the parachutes. 

There had to be more on board. But did he have time?

Still the spire came closer and closer. Closing the distance with merciless speed.

Desmond jammed at the harness release button and began to stand up, only to be thrown back in his seat by the unrelenting harness’ hold. Cursing, Desmond began to reach for one of his Sigs. If the harness would not release the easy way, then Desmond was going to do it the hard way. 

But the best plans so often go awry.

At first, Desmond could not tell what was happening. The only thing he knew was that both of his hands were slapped down to his sides by a tremendous upward force as a horrendous ‘boom’ filled his ears. He saw the main rotor of the helicopter flinging off into space, followed by the windshield and roof shattering apart and flying away. He felt the seat beneath him climbing, shot like a bullet straight up into the air above the main body of the helicopter. 

Sailing up and up, Desmond felt himself suddenly begin to return to earth. Falling. Down.

Just as suddenly, his fall was arrested by a built-in parachute deploying from behind him, popping out of the seat he was still strapped to. 

At the same moment that his fall turned into a slow descent, Desmond felt a concussive wave of heat and force hit him. It was followed by an explosive sound that rocked him back still further. 

Once he could open his eyes, Desmond could see the rocky column was crumbling to the earth below. The main body of the helicopter had acted like a wrecking ball, bringing the weight of the gray stones down on itself as the force of impact lit the remaining fuel into a blazing bonfire. 

Arthur Finnick and Alistair MacAnbaird had been counting on Desmond. Their lives had been completely in his hands. And he had failed. Their lives were no more.
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