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Chapter One:

Frozen Exile
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Earth: Phase 3,076, July 6th. Some events and constructs may be different than what you are accustomed to. The Earth presented in this story is the result of multiple time travel incursions. Many things will be different, while others may remain the same...
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Stanley Weiser, his wife Ellen, and their daughter Emily all lived in a small, mostly self-sustaining, underground, modular home in the furthest reaches of the Alaskan desert. Natural gas provided heat. Fish obtained by ice-fishing and hydroponically grown fruits and vegetables sustained their nutritional needs. Electrical power was provided by an ingenious system of amplified, solar energy and a powerful battery backup system for the dark season. All of this was discretely stored underground, leaving the outside world only the visage of a small fishing shack. Hidden in the shack was the secret entrance to their underground home. Life was challenging but manageable.
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______________________________________________________________________

M.A.T.T.O.C.K. FILE

Stanley Rupert Weiser

Status: Family/Missing

Recruitment Date: N.A.

Chronological Age: 62 years

Physical Age: 62

MOS: NA

Other Skillsets: Pediatric Medicine, Clinical Psychology, Geneology,   Anthropological Evolutionary Psychology, Mechanical Engineering,   Computer Science, Robotics, Author, Inventor

Noteworthy Mentions: Won the Nobel Prize for inventing the Baby Boost,

a technology designed to support a human fetus outside the womb.   Invented when his daughter Emily was born four months too early.

______________________________________________________________________
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The Wieser family used to live on the mainland of the U.S., but the civil war that divided the northwest against the southeast, and caught most of the country in the middle, made that old life impossible. Soon there were no safe places for persons who espoused neither narrative, as each side forced others to pick a side or be considered an enemy. At this point in the war, everything northwest of Texas would be viewed as one territory, while everything on the other side of the line would serve as its adversary. 

Stanley tried to move his family to a location where they could remain uninvolved in the conflict but found the border security between the two halves of the country to be too hard to pass through. The government in his current location seemed far too involved and oppressive. Canada was no longer accepting refugees, but Stanley did manage to secure passage by boat to Alaska, one of the few territories not heavily embroiled in the chaos of the ideological war. Not long after that, other countries started to experience internal unrest all over the globe.

Stanley managed to take most of his wealth with him when he left, but in the process, would have to leave behind his occupation, his reputation, and everything he had worked so hard to establish. 
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______________________________________________________________________

M.A.T.T.O.C.K. FILE

Ellen Rose Weiser 

Status: Family/Missing

Recruitment Date: N.A.

Chronological Age: 47 years

Physical Age: 47

MOS: NA

Other Skillsets: Children's Education, Firearms, Archery, Percussionist,

Agriculture, Equine Biology, Holistic/Spiritual Medicine

Noteworthy Mentions: Started a charitable organization, feeding, clothing,   and housing children displaced by the war. Although the charity served 

anyone, regardless of creed or origin, it was burned down by members

of W.A.R. just before she and her family fled for Alaska.

_____________________________________________________________________
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Ellen would have to leave behind her career path as well. She left behind her charitable organization for children who lost their parents in the war. Emily would leave behind all of her friends, all her connections, and all her means of contact with the outside world. 

Stanley was once a college professor with doctorates in everything from physics to philosophy and was an entrepreneurial inventor of several, revolutionary medical technologies. Stanley would now fill his days with ice-fishing, gardening, and infrastructure maintenance for his home. Ellen, who left her career as a neurosurgeon, would now have the task of home-schooling their daughter Emily, as well as taking care of any medical needs in the family. Outside of their home, the nearest hospital would be a little over four hundred miles away. 
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______________________________________________________________________

M.A.T.T.O.C.K. FILE

Emily Mae Weiser 

Status: Family/Missing

Recruitment Date: N.A.

Chronological Age: 15 years

Physical Age: 15

MOS: NA

Other Skillsets: Painting, Poetry, Ju-Jitsu, Creative Writing, Gaming

Noteworthy Mentions: At the age of twelve, nearly died from a then-unknown  food allergy. Medical technology saved her life, but she came back with an entirely altered personality, and stories of an existence beyond the material. Most notable is her complete lack of fear of death.

______________________________________________________________________
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When not being tutored by her mother, Emily spent the majority of her time painting, writing poetry, and practicing jujitsu. Their nearest neighbor, Jacob Bastion, who lived about forty miles away, was a grand master in the martial arts, and provided lessons in exchange for chores performed at his place of business; a bait, tackle, and snowmobile repair shop.
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______________________________________________________________________

M.A.T.T.O.C.K. FILE

Jacob Samuel Bastion: 

Status: Retired, 13 years, Captain

Recruitment Date: 2-13-1722

Chronological Age: 298 years

Physical Age: 55

MOS: Pilot

Other Skillsets: Ju-Jitsu, Explosives Ordnance, Gambling, 

Wild-land Survival, and a Cigar and Whiskey Carnoseaur

Notable Mentions: inventor of the "Old Black Cracker" line of 

Hotsauces and Marinades, and former owner of Sloppy Jake's

Despicable Restaurant and Shooting Range.

______________________________________________________________________
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In the back of Jacob's shop was a twenty by thirty room with padded walls and hardwood floors, with a twenty by twenty mat towards the left side of the room. On the other side was some empty space and a couple of heavy bags, both of which looked to have seen better days, all torn and taped up. The wood floor was scuffed and faded, but smooth.

Emily, a fifteen-year-old, small, blond, American girl, was locked in sparring with her teacher, a forty-five-year-old looking, two hundred-twenty pound man from Brazil whose mother was Brazilian and whose father was African. 

"Come on now!", Jacob barked out with a thick accent, "Pay utenshun gurl!".

Jacob proceeded to throw out a half-speed fist strike for Emily to interact with, but every time Emily tried to deflect the blow and get Jacob into a hold, he would swiftly wiggle his way out of it. Jacob had to move at a regulated pace. As a younger man, he established himself as having the world's fastest punch, at 0.14 of a second.

"Again, but fahster!", Jacob would bellow out as Emily's frustration continued to mount with each detouring, deflected grapple.

Emily let out a frustrated grunt, "RRrrraaaah!", and proceeded to try and grab Jacob without first waiting for the attack to be countered.

Jacob quickly deflected her hands and before she could react, had flipped her over and dropped her onto her back, on top of the nearby mat. Jacob extended a hand to help her up, but she refused and sprung up to a standing position directly from her back. Just as Emily got to her feet, she found herself immediately thrust face-first back into the mat.

"When you act out of angah, you will lose every time", Jacob said in a more calm tone.

He again extended a hand and this time Emily did reach out and allow herself to be helped up. Both were absolutely drenched in sweat, as the workout was intense, and the room was kept at a sweltering one hundred degrees to improve the intensity of the workout. Both were soaked from their hair to their gi. (Jujitsu uniform).

"Why aren't you letting me practice joint manipulation?", Emily asked between a couple huffs and puffs as she caught her breath again.

"Aren't you little young fer joints?", Jacob asked with a chuckle and a wry smile.

"You know what I mean!", Emily bellowed back in a huff with her fists on her hips. 

"Because...", Jacob replied with a slight pause, "You already know what to do once you get a hold of your opponent; it's establishing that grip, to begin with, that you still need practice with."

Jacob looked up at the clock on the back wall and saw that it was nearly six PM. Jacob paused again, and stretched out while taking a deep breath and sort of yawning at the same time, then said, "Well, your fathah should be heah soon. You had best showah and change.".

Emily started to take off her fingerless gloves and headed towards the back room which was adorned with an old, rusty shower, a mint green toilet, and a shop-style sink., equipped with pumice-type soaps and isopropyl alcohol.

Jacob went through the opposite door, to a storage room full of snowmobile parts, both functional and not, as well as snowmobiles and a.t.v.'s in various states of repair and disassembly. The room served as a garage, also full of many types of tools and various scrap materials, from metal to wood and even old textiles.

As Jacob moved through his shop garage, he could hear the bell attached to the door at the vestibule in the front of the building. Customers were somewhat infrequent, but those looking to have their snowmobiles, ATVs, or other vehicles fixed or maintained would have no place else to go. Despite this, Jacob was always fair with his customers and all would happily return for more business. It wasn't a lot of income, but it was a steady stream.

Rather than shop customers, however, Stanley and Ellen came through the doorway, removing their hoods, ski masks, and goggles as they came inside from the whipping winds and temperatures that would frequently drop well below zero Fahrenheit. Their thermal suits made a swishing sound as they came through the door, kicking the snow off of their boots.

"Eeyyy! Good ta' see you mahn!" Jacob exclaimed, talking directly to Stanley. 

Then turning his gaze to Ellen, he simply lowered his eyes some, and politely uttered, "Maam. Tis' good to see ya'.".

As Stanley set down his goggles and mask on the counter of the store-front area, Ellen seemed to hang back some, looking at the walls, taking in the vast array of parts and accessories on display. Ellen did not typically go to Jacob's shop unless Stanley was otherwise occupied.

"So, how's Emily progressing?", Stanley inquired, leaning his elbows onto the counter.

Jacob straightened out a couple of displays quickly behind the counter, then turned his attention to Stanley again.

"She's a good -", Jacob started to speak, but was interrupted by the sound of a piece of metal clanging loudly out back, followed by,

"FUCK!....... I'm okay!..... Nothing got broken...", coming from Emily, who was still in the back, getting ready to take her shower.

Jacob continued, "She's an excellent student.... But she still struggles with her tempah and some impulsiveness.".

"Well...", Stanley sighed... "I suppose getting ripped from everything you've ever known and then being forced to live in the middle of nowhere with your lame parents would do that to nearly anyone.".

"Ja", Jacob replied, nodding. "But I do think theyah is a good heaht under all thaht.".

Ellen looked up from the snowmobile accessories and joined in the conversation.

"She's a teenager and frustrated. When I was little, I had to live on my father's horse farm, far away from town. I had no friends at all and the sense of isolation was hard. I had hoped she would never have to go through that same experience.".

"Then the war came...", Jacob added. "Not too many happy people these days.".

"Emily is going to be some time; I'll get us some coffee.", Jacob said, turning around.

Jacob went into a smaller room just off the storefront. He poured coffee into three, old-looking coffee cups and set them onto a rectangular tin tray he had cut and welded together himself. He then grabbed two small containers containing lumpy sugar and non-dairy creamer from a shelf next to an old, 1950s-style, chrome-plated fridge. The fridge was modified with tail lights and reverse lights from an old fifties car, making the fridge look like the back end of a 55' Belleview.

Stanley, Ellen, and Jacob sat down around a small, metal patio table that looked to be more rusted than clean metal. The four chairs around it were fashioned from bar stools that had been shortened to the height of typical kitchen chairs. Stanley, Ellen, and Jacob continued to converse and drink coffee at the small, metal table. Mostly, they talked about how things were before the war, before the clashes of street violence, before different branches of the military took different sides in the conflict before a person could be brought to trial and even executed for their speech which was uttered years ago.

After about ten more minutes of this, Emily emerged from the back room, dried off, frizzy-haired, and ready to dawn her climate gear. Ellen politely excused herself from the table and went out back to assist. The entire outfit consisted of two thermal layers, a snowsuit, boots, gloves, hat, scarf, goggles, and hat, to protect from the vicious elements. As Stanley and Jacob conversed, Emily continued to go about the task of making sure she was absolutely dry. Going outside in Alaskan weather, even with just wet hair could be enough to cause serious discomfort or even harm by way of freezing, especially now, during this period of global cooling that had started after the eruption of the Yellow Stone volcano, which left thick clouds in the sky, blocking out much of the light and warmth for much of the eastern portions of the Amerigo region. It was early July, and Florida had seen temperatures no higher than seventy-two degrees. The mid-west was stuck in the mid-fifties.  

Once Emily was ready, Stanley zipped his thermal suit back up again and set down the now-empty coffee cup. The four of them exchanged pleasant good-byes and spoke of plans to return the next Thursday for both another Ju-Jitsu session, and to have some maintenance performed on their Sno-Trak vehicle, which had been modified to run on diesel, kerosene, gasoline, or even cooking oil, with a few chemical additives. 

A separate engine powered each of the three tracks, one of which was on the front, with the other two powering the vehicle from the rear. The interior of the cabin, which could hold four people was heated by convection from electric heaters, which are powered by the vehicle's batteries and generator. The family of three got into their vehicle and started to head towards home.

As the Wieser family's vehicle drove off into the distance toward home, other snow vehicles were approaching from the opposite horizon on the west as the sun was nearly ready to set. These vehicles were wedge-shaped and had one long track on either side, a design very similar to those of all-terrain, armored personnel carriers. The tracks were designed to be taller for the purposes of navigating through deep snow. The under-body of such a vehicle is kept air-tight so that it can float on water if needed. While wedge-shaped on the front, the rear section was squared off and into it was built a large door that can open downward to form a ramp. On top of the vehicle were two, chain-fed turret guns, capable of dispensing large volumes of armor-piercing rounds in a very short period of time. Scrawled across either side of this military vehicle was the flag of the Western Armed Revolutionists(W.A.R.). The flag had in the center a rainbow-colored fist, and to either side was a sickle and a hammer, with the words "Western Armed Revolutionists" above the imagery, and the words, "A Force for Safety" were written below the symbols. 

Every region seemed to be obsessed with some concept to such a degree that it became militarized within the local culture. Here in the West, it was "Safety", and anyone deemed to be "unsafe" was swiftly dealt with. Very few were able to avoid the mind-altering effects being broadcast by all the popular media. The Weiser family and Jacob were some of those individuals fortunate enough to figure it out on time and disconnect from news and social media services. 

The state assured "safety", and assured its citizens that all those who dissented control measures imposed by the state were "unsafe" and hence an "oppressor of the people", despite the fact that most of the measures caused death on a scale greater than the risk posed by whatever was deemed to be "unsafe". Most dissent was treated with permanent imprisonment or worse. Even a failure to speak on behalf of the state was a sufficient cause for the state to "detain and inquire", and such individuals were typically never seen again. Simply put, you said what you were told to say and did what you were told to do, or you were imprisoned as an enemy of the state.

A curfew was also in effect and these vehicles would patrol regularly, even in the remote reaches of the snowy desert. However, it was far too early for this to be a curfew patrol, as they did not typically take effect before eight PM. Six such vehicles were approaching from the west, heading straight for Jacob's shop at a relatively high rate of speed, around sixty miles per hour. With only open fields of snow, such vehicles could be spotted while still several miles away. 

Jacob went about the business of locking the doors as he prepared to close the shop. Looking through the window glass, he spied the military vehicles approaching from the west. A scowl came over his face as he recognized the vehicles. He walked swiftly back out of the vestibule and back into the shop. He went past the counter and stopped at a shelf near his old, wooden desk, and grabbed a remote control device. Walking past the desk, he came to a portion of the hallway wall and stopped about halfway down. He pressed his right hand against a section of the paneling which gave way slightly. A mechanical click could be heard and a portion of the wall receded backward, revealing a passageway. Jacob darted into the room and pressed a large button on the other side, triggering the passage to close up again.

Past the door, Jacob descended down a narrow, metal set of stairs, looping around in a circle for about three stories' depth. At the end of the stairs was a short, stone hallway that went but ten feet or so then did a U-turn and went back the other direction. Jacob then proceeded down the next hallway. On either side were caged rooms with old, wooden doors, fashioned out of scrap pieces. Inside the rooms were various items, ranging from spare parts, electronics both old and new, boxes of bolts and screws, and several fifty-gallon barrels. At the end of this second hallway was a large, thick, metallic door with a keypad to the right of it. Still holding the remote control in his left hand, he used his right to punch in a twelve-digit code. A "beep" sound came from the door, which then slid open leftward in a somewhat clunky manner, as it had not opened in a long time.

Jacob stepped into the room and the metallic door automatically slid closed behind him with a hiss and a faint rumble. Straight ahead were a series of monitors, keyboards, and mechanical controls. An office chair on wheels was situated in front of the controls. On the right side of this room was a display with several medals and awards, all of which were inscribed with the acronym "M.A.T.T.O.C.K.". On the left side was a large, metallic chest or framed box, about the size of a kitchen table. On the wall above that was a poster of Miss July 1975. 

Jacob pulled out the chair and sat down. With the voice command "Alpha, Sam, Sam, Fred, Umbrella, Cierra, Kilo", all of the screens and devices activated. The monitors showed footage of locations inside and out of the shop, including the hallway. With a scowl still on his face, Jacob pulled a cigar out of his left, breast pocket, then reached down to his left pants pocket and procured a metallic, mechanical lighter, plated in gold. "M.A.T.T.O.C.K." was inscribed on it as well. Drawing a few puffs, Jacob lit the cigar and set the lighter down on the table. He set his attention on the monitors, squinting slightly.

Outside, six W.A.R. vehicles were driving by in the distance. Inside the cockpit of the lead vehicle, a tone sounded and an alert appeared on the monitor next to the controls, which were situated on the left side of the vehicle. A shadow-faced figure in a black and red uniform turned its gaze to the monitor. The pupils of the eyes had a faint, purple glow as the long-brimmed hat overshadowed the face. On the monitor, the words "OPPRESSOR: Suspected of training insurgence members. Highly Dangerous!" flashed repeatedly as a H.U.D. came up, displaying the location of Jacob's shop.  The operator of the lead vehicle pressed a few buttons on the dash, then veered away from the rest, bringing two other vehicles along as they went into a new formation.

Three of the vehicles headed straight towards Jacob's shop. They stopped just a couple dozen feet away from the front door in a triangle formation. Each rotated around in place operating its tracks in opposite directions until the rear of each vehicle faced the shop. The rear doors opened and soldiers clad in black with red stripes stepped out. Six soldiers emerged from each vehicle, not counting the leader. All wore ski masks, gas masks, and goggles, as well as a scarf. Only their leader wore no face coverings, yet his face was somehow obscured from plain view, leaving only a silhouette of a face with barely any distinction, save for the two points of faint, purple light. A long, black cape was draped over his shoulders. While all the others wore black from head to toe, including gloves, the leader wore no gloves, and his skin seemed to be a light gray, almost silver. The day was overcast, gloomy, and bitter cold.

The leader gestured toward the doors of the building's vestibule and a soldier from either side of him went to the doorway and took up positions on either side. As the leader walked towards the door, others fell in behind. He stopped at the doorway, raised one knee straight up, and thrust his foot forward, striking the thick, wooden doors so hard that they flung open, causing some damage to the hinges. The power and impact of the kick pushed the leader back about ten feet, sliding backward on one foot before putting the other foot down. He raised his left fist to his chest and then violently motioned towards the door with a solitary thrust in the desired direction.

The soldiers poured in through the now open doors, each carrying long rifles with laser pointers and flashlights attached. The lights in the building were all off as the soldiers took up positions, darting their rifles around in the dark to search for targets. The store was quiet except for the hum of the fridge and the scuffling movement of the soldiers. The leader followed afterward to assess the situation.

A strange whirring sound started in the next room over where mechanical work was to be done on whole vehicles. It was a garage with four bays. Suddenly, the sound of engine revs could be heard, followed by a mechanical-sounding clunk.

The leader gestured by turning his head, signaling soldiers to one side of him to go towards the garage. As six of the soldiers moved in, the revving got very loud and deep. The soldiers raised their rifles to meet the sound when the wooden wall suddenly burst open as a Sno-Trak vehicle equipped with a snowplow smashed its way through. Gunfire erupted from the startled soldiers. The nearest soldier got caught under a tread and was brutally crushed, firing his rifle into the air as his face coverings became wet with gargled-up blood. Another soldier was struck by the plow and pinned up against the counter as the vehicle ground to a sudden halt, pushing the counter and all its contents into a shelf lined with small engines and parts. the truck by the plow was also crushed by an avalanche of small engines. The other soldiers had all opened fire by this time, riddling the vehicle with a horizontal hailstorm of bullets. 

After a few seconds, the leader clapped his hands together, making a low but tremendous thud that stopped everyone in their tracks, also halting the gunfire. One of the soldiers stepped onto a tile on the floor which suddenly gave way. A shotgun swung down from the ceiling and fired, blasting the closest soldier in the throat and a second in the chest. The shotgun spray also contained pyro-tec and set both soldiers on fire. The one shot in the throat simply dropped while the other flailed around, on fire, but unable to vocalize any sounds.

The leader held up one fist, signaling the others to stop in place. He looked around the room and then stopped to smell the air. After a few, quick inhales like that of a bloodhound on the trail, his eyes squinted and he affixed his gaze to the wall where the hidden passage was. He walked over to the area and stopped a few feet away. He pointed to a dirty spot on the wall and signaled to the nearest soldier to investigate.

With trepidation, the nervous soldier cautiously approached and put out a hand, then hesitantly touched the dirty spot on the wall. The wall recessed and the passage revealed itself. Just as the soldier breathed a sigh of relief, a long blade swung out horizontally from inside what was supposed to be a heating register. Two, bloody feet remained on the floor as the rest of the soldier fell backward, letting out a blood-curdling scream of agony as the blade slowly returned to its place of origin.

While all the others were aghast, the leader went over to the injured soldier, reached down, and picked her up by the collar. He removed her mask with his left hand while holding her up with his right, revealing her freckled face and auburn hair. With his left hand, he caressed her cheek as she moaned in pain. As the caress started, her beautiful, green eyes opened wide, as did her mouth. She was caught breathless and stopped making any sound. After a few seconds of violent twitching, the girl's face turned deathly pale, and then white. Her eye color turned gray as did her hair. When at last the girl stopped moving and dangled limply from her leader's grasp, he dropped her to the floor with a thud.

"GO!", he bellowed in an unnaturally smooth voice which seemed to emanate from everywhere and landed directly into the hearer's ears.

The remaining thirteen soldiers hustled through the door and down the stairs. There was only room to move in single file formation on the narrow, metal stairs but once into the hallway beyond, they formed four lines and proceeded around the corner with their rifles raised.

From his monitoring room, Jacob had watched and had sprung each trap at just the right moment. As the thirteen soldiers got about halfway down the final hall, Jacob took a drag off the cigar hanging from his mouth and pressed a button on the control panel in front of him.

Down the hallway, a faint beeping could be heard from behind the barrels on either side. One of the soldiers noticed a small, metallic box with wires connected to it next to one of the barrels, but it was too late. A mighty explosion ensued, detonating all the oil and gas, and using the bolts and screws as shrapnel.

Inside his carbotanium-plated control room, Jacob was safe from the blast, but the noise was deafening. He had sought refuge under the table and covered his ears, but still, let out a small yell at the intensity of the blast. The cigar never fell from his mouth, even when he winced and gritted his teeth to bear the sound of the blast. All the monitors were knocked offline and the power went out. The battery-powered emergency lights in the monitoring room came on, but all the other tech was dead. He reached out to a foot-locker-sized chest under the table, opened it, and retrieved its only contents, a high caliber, semi-automatic pistol, and a combat knife. 

The length of the hall was now engulfed in flame. At the end of the hallway, a solitary survivor of the blast lay on the ground in a pool of blood, face first, struggling to breathe. The leader came around the bend, stepping on the back of the victim's neck. With a sudden twist of his heel, the neck under it snapped, instantly finishing off the remaining soldier. The leader squinted his eyes some and let out a low snarl. One eye opened wider as a clunk came from down the hall. Jacob had forced open the door just a couple inches to inspect the situation. A rush of air pushed flames through the doorway but dissipated as the pressure between rooms equalized.

Holding the gun in one hand, with the knife sheathed in his right boot, Jacob peaked through the gap after the flames had subsided, as the purple-eyed leader at the other end started to slowly step forward. As the leader stepped closer to the flames, they were snuffed out in a small area of effect around him. With each step, the length of the hall was being purged of flames, as though his mere proximity were extinguishing them.

"Shit!.... necrocideous...", Jacob mumbled to himself. 

Jacob put his gun into his belt and forced the door shut again. He quickly scrambled over to the large, metallic chest on the left side of the room. He thrust the top of the box open and reaching deep into it, past several cardboard boxes inside, pulled out a futuristic-looking rifle. It was jet black but had sections on it that looked like segmented glass. He reached into the box a second time and shoved a battery pack into where an ammo clip would be on a conventional gun. After smacking it into place, he slid back a switch on the right side of the rifle. It made a high-pitched whine for a few seconds as the glass sections lit up; blue, yellow, then red. Jacob then stepped into the box and pulled the lid shut. Taking regular, slow breaths, he waited.

Jacob waited for the sound of the door being forced open, but it didn't come. Still, he decided to wait a little longer, sitting silently as he could in a cold, dark, metallic box. He tried to resituate himself as some of the box's content poked him in uncomfortable places. Just then, the box and all its contents were violently jostled and shifted backward. The box lay on its side the long way, forcing Jacob and everything in it to be harshly spilled out onto the floor. 

Now on the floor, Jacob lifted his rifle, intending to get a shot at the target but before he could aim, the rifle was bashed out of his grasp. Before he could even react to that, he found himself being struck in the face and lying on his back. He could vaguely see the ominous figure standing over him through now blurry eyes. He spotted the red glow of the rifle's lights and tried to reach for it, only for the rifle to be kicked away before he could get his hand halfway to it. As the rifle was flung away, Jacob found an icy, cold hand around his throat. It suddenly felt as though all his strength was leaving. 

But, Jacob summoned up all of his fortitude and managed to use a quick movement to escape from the cold grasp of the necrocideous. With the same action as the escape maneuver, Jacob was able to pivot himself around and get beside the opponent and quickly gained a point of leverage against its arm. This creature was brutally strong, and lightning-fast, but a martial arts master it was not. Jacob swiftly used his leverage to snap his foe's arm at the elbow joint then rolled away to a position a few feet away from where the rifle had landed on the other side of the small room.

With one arm still limp, the necrocideous kicked the metal box right at Jacob, who managed to dive at the rifle and grab it but was struck by the box in the process. The impact knocked Jacob into the wall behind him, but he still managed to keep his grip on the rifle, and the cigar in his mouth.

The necrocideous snapped its own arm back into place and started to menacingly stomp across the room to Jacob's position, where he lay with eyes closed. As the necrocideous drew closer, Jacob raised his arm and fired without even looking. A red beam of energy blasted out from the barrel, hitting the foe's center mass. The necrocideous made a hellish shrieking sound and staggered backward a few feet. Jacob opened his eyes and fired again, blasting the necrocideous in the face. He fell limp, made a strange hissing sound, and then started to evaporate into some kind of black vapor. Jacob gasped and huffed a bit, clenching the cigar tightly, took a drag, and then let out a long, slow, sigh of relief.

Out in the snowy fields, the other three military vehicles were heading in the same direction as the Wieser family. The military vehicles closed in by a few feet per second, gaining ground quickly. One of the vehicles remained in the rear, while the other two moved ahead even faster in an attempt to flank the Wieser family vehicle.

In Stanley's Sno-Trak, Ellen happened to look up at the rear-view mirror while Stanley was adjusting the environmental controls. 

"Uwaah, Stan! Those are W.A.R. vehicles!", Ellen exclaimed.

"What in the fucking hell?", Stanley barked out, nearly spitting out a sip of coffee from his travel mug. "What the fuck are they doing here before curfew?".

Emily, who was sitting in the single, rear seat, turned around to the right side of the tool chest behind the rear seat. 

"What are we going to do?", Ellen implored, in ever-increasingly panicked tones.

"Give me a second to think, goddamnit!", Stanley barked.

By this time, Emily had opened the toolbox and had produced a pistol from underneath all the other tools. Stanly had placed the gun in there, thinking no one had seen him. He did a double-take, seeing Emily remove the pistol from the box.

"EMILY! Put that down!", Stanley yelled, as two of the W.A.R. vehicles came up to either side, about thirty feet away each.

Emily let the gun rest, low on the floor.

"How did you even find that?", Stanley yelled.

Emily yelled back just as loudly, "You're not a ninja DAD! I SEE you DO things!".

"Well then, SEE my LIPS, and put the fucking GUN down, before you get us all killed, Stanley yelled, pointing emphatically at his mouth as he uttered the phrases.

At just about that point, the megaphone on top of the rear vehicle bellowed out, "Pull over the vehicle! Resistance will result in summary judgment!.".

"Just out-run 'em Dad! This thing can go one hundred-ten miles per hour, and they can only go ninety, because of all the heavy armor!", Emily yelled into Stanley's ear from almost beside him.

"How in hell would you know THAT?", Stanley barked, with a raised eyebrow.

"Because... Jacob....lets me drive...all the trucks?", Emily replied, looking down at the floorboards, still holding the pistol.

"We'll talk about your curiosity later, girl... We need a way out of this.", Stanley talked more softly as his focus went back to the situation. 

"We can't just run away!", Ellen said, almost pleadingly, seeing how quickly the situation was becoming charged.

"We... don't have a choice...", Stanley muttered in a deep tone.

The military megaphone continued to drone out the same message, "By the authority of the Western Armed Revolutionists, you WILL pull over the vehicle! All unsafe actions will be met with deadly force!".

Stanley glanced at the mirror one more time, let out a sigh, and then pulled the throttle lever all the way back. The Sno-Trak's engines rumbled to life, and it started to pull away from the vehicles at either side. As the Sno-Trak started to gain distance, the hatch on top of the rear W.A.R. vehicle opened up. Ellen, who was craning her head over her shoulder to see everything was the first to notice. 

"STAN! They're gonna shoot at us!", Ellen shouted.

Emily grabbed a shop rag out of the toolbox and wrapped it around her right first. She drew her fist back and struck the rear window glass, shattering it. Just as the rear glass was shattering, the gunner soldier had emerged from the hatch, to man the chain-fed automatic machine guns. As the soldier started to take aim and squeeze the triggers, Emily reached back down to the toolbox to retrieve the pistol. She chambered a round, pulled back the safety switch, and proceeded to fire off several shots in rapid succession.

The first, two shots hit the armor plating and were deflected. The third shot missed entirely. The chain-fed turrets started to spin, as the last three bullets left the barrel of Emily's dad's gun. Two hit the soldier square in the chest, the third hit him in the throat, and then the gun jammed up on the seventh shell casing. The chain-fed gun started to fire, just as the soldier manning it slumped over, still applying pressure to the trigger. A torrent of 0.50 caliber, armor-piercing rounds started to streak across the scene, leaving orange tracers as they flew by. The detonations roared from the barrel and zipped across the horizon, rending all in their path.

A stream of fire hit the rear window of the Snow-Trak, shattering the remaining glass and ripping holes through the metal of the cabin. Emily fell backward as the storm of ballistics ensued. Sparks and stuffing flew through the air as armor-piercing rounds went through glass, metal, gauges, steering wheel, seats, windshield, and Ellen. Emily, lying on her back as the stream of fire went off to one side, opened her eyes and looked up to see her mother. She had two holes in her stomach, both of which were surrounded by a red spot that grew in size and brightness as her blood welled up under her jacket, and then started to pour out of the two holes. The chain-fed gun continued to swing to one side, blasting the W.A.R. vehicle on that side, absolutely riddling it with fire. One of the treads snapped, and it ground to a halt.

"MOM!", Emily screamed, looking up from the floor.

Stanley looked over to the passenger seat, confirming Emily's sense of horror. Ellen would not last long without medical attention, with two, gaping wounds in her body. Stanley kept his head down but slipped out of the driver's seat. He swiftly tore the old Afghan-style blanket off the driver's seat and made it into a compress for the wounds. He pushed the blanket hard against Ellen's stomach, who started just then to regain some consciousness and cried out in pain. The Snow-Trak was locked into an open throttle position and would continue to rumble forward in whatever direction the road guided the center, steering tread. 

"Hang on honey!", Stanley whispered, trying to be reassuring.

He held the compress firmly and paid attention only to his wife.

"You're gonna be okay.. We just need to get out of this....", Stanley started speaking in ever more panicked tones. 

With the family vehicle starting to out-race the remaining two military vehicles, one of them was now in view of the rear window. Emily reached down to the floor and picked up the pistol, then sat in the corner with it. By rapidly sliding the extractor housing of the pistol back and forward, she was able to unjam the seventh shell casing, so that the eighth bullet could be loaded. She reloaded it into the clip, then chambered the round again. Emily took a deep breath, then rose to her knees to fire a shot through the rear window. She lined up the shot carefully and fired that last round. The round went directly into the slit that the military vehicle driver is supposed to look out from, hitting the driver squarely in the face. The vehicle then rumbled down to a slow crawl.

Stanley was still desperately trying to control the bleeding from his wife's wounds. Stanley continued to plead and bargain with Ellen and with God, as Ellen's condition deteriorated. The center tread hit some sort of bump in the road, and then the family vehicle veered off to the left, striking another one of the W.A.R. vehicles. The left tread of the Sno-Trak got caught under the right side tread of the W.A.R. vehicle, causing both to flip over and crash. The W.A.R. vehicle had ruptured its fuel tank on its' bottom side and was starting to catch fire. The Wieser family vehicle was mangled and missing two treads. Stanley had been mashed into the dashboard, taking a nasty bump to the head, while Emily had been thrown clear of the vehicle, through the windshield, and was laying on the ground, about thirty feet of distance away. Ellen was slumped over the dashboard, motionless.

Some weapons fire could be heard off in the distance if anyone else had been conscious to hear it. Flames erupted from the flipped-over W.A.R. vehicle, followed by the sounds of screams, thumps, and gunshots as the trapped occupants burned to death inside the vehicle. Some chose to shoot themselves to stop the agony. The most resilient soldier flailed around for about eleven seconds before losing consciousness to the searing pain. 

The third, and last remaining functional W.A.R. vehicle, which had previously lost its driver was now catching up to the scene. The W.A.R. vehicle came to a rumbling halt, just a few feet away from the Sno-Trak, which had stopped far enough away from the flaming vehicle to be unaffected. The rear hatch fell open, and five black-clad W.A.R. soldiers emerged. The soldiers fanned out, all around the mangled Sno-Trak. Two of them approached Emily, who was lying unconscious, face down in the snow. The other three remained a few dozen steps behind.

One of the two soldiers knelt down and rolled Emily over onto her back. Looking down at her face, which now had a welt on the forehead and a bloodied nose. Staring down at her, his eyes scanned her from head to toe. He tilted his head and inhaled deeply, then let out a slow whistle. 

A second soldier behind the first questioned him, "What are you doing, Trent?".

Trent looked over his shoulder and replied, "We got time don't we?".

The second soldier inquired, impatiently, "Time for what?".

Trent knelt down, straddling Emily's abdomen.

"When was the last time you had any fun?", Trent called out, as the other soldiers just traded confused glances.

Inside what was left of the Sno-Trak, Ellen was regaining consciousness. Slowly, she slid her right hand down to her, small, pink, purse which she carried everywhere she went. From it, with a trembling hand, she produced a six-shot pistol she kept for self-defense. With one eye open, through blurred vision, Ellen could see where Emily and the soldiers were.

Kneeling down, sitting on Emily's hips, Trent unzipped her thermal jacket and opened it. He then proceeded to take out his combat knife.  He used the knife blade to undo Emily's shirt buttons, one at a time, by cutting the threads. Trent reached down slowly, to slip a hand under Emily's bra to get a feel. As Trent took in a deep breath, expecting to caress the breast under the bra, he suddenly found a pair of hands around his throat. 

Emily had regained consciousness and had sprung to action. Trent went to stab downward with the knife, only to find that Emily had already rolled him over.

A nearby soldier yelled, "You idiot! We need her alive!".

Trent's hand was no longer under Emily's bra, as it was now being twisted behind his back. With Trent now face down, Emily held onto Trent's arm, spun around, and got him into a chokehold. Emily squeezed with all her strength, while Trent tried in vain to reach back and remove Emily's hands. With a violent, twisting motion, Emily snapped Trent's neck, killing the first soldier.

The second soldier behind the now-dead Trent rushed forward to deal with the new threat. Just as Emily was getting her footing, and Trent was hitting the snow, the second soldier moved in swiftly to bash her in the forehead with the butt of his rifle. Emily managed to catch the rifle, twist it around out of the second soldier's hand, and then smashed the soldier in the face with the butt of his own rifle, knocking him out of the fight. A third soldier approaching managed to smash Emily in the gut with a rifle as she was just getting her footing, causing her to drop the rifle she had just acquired. Emily stumbled some with the wind knocked out of her, firing off several shots, shooting the third attacker five times in the chest. Then, as the fourth soldier swung the rifle a second time, Emily blocked it with her own. The fifth soldier rushed up and bashed Emily in the back of the head with the butt of his own rifle. Emily fell forward, face first, and wasn't moving. The fifth produced a pair of handcuffs, intending to put them on Emily. 

By now, the six soldiers from the disabled vehicle were catching up to the scene on foot. Just as other soldiers arrived, the fifth soldier opened a set of cuffs and started to smile, six gunshots rang out in rapid succession, striking the fifth soldier and two other soldiers two times each. Ellen had retrieved the revolver pistol from her purse and had shot two soldiers from inside the cabin of the Sno-Trak. Each soldier shot was hit first in the chest then in the face. The gun continued to go click, click, click, with every trigger squeeze, but it was out of bullets. Ellen coughed up some blood and lost her posture again. 

Seeing Ellen fire from the vehicle, the soldiers turned their attention to her.  Over the next several seconds, Ellen was shot more than sixty times by the remaining seven soldiers as they riddled the cockpit with an onslaught of fire. After that, there was barely anything left of Ellen's upper body. Somehow, none of the gunfire had struck Stanley, who was still unconscious in the driver's seat.

A soldier in the back of the formation yelled, "Let's just take the prisoners and get the fuck outta here!".

One of the soldiers broke off from the group to explore the Sno-Trak. He put a finger on Stanley's neck to feel for a pulse.

"This old man's alive, but the bitch in here is toast.", the soldier called out.

The remaining soldiers made sure to remove any weapons and started using zip ties to bind Stanley and Emily's hands and feet.

The next soldier to whom leadership fell barked out, "Hey! Old fucks aren't useful! Leave the boomer and take the little bitch in the snow! Besides, we already took the money, so he gets to live.".

A blizzard started to pick up speed, so the soldiers moved more quickly. Emily was bound up and tossed into the back of the remaining W.A.R. vehicle. The dead were simply left on the ground and in the cockpit of the Sno-Trak.

The new leader celebrated by standing up with a hooping shout, "We can be proud of what we've done here! Three extremists, terrorists, have been apprehended today. And, as a result, OUR land is now much safer from the fascism of individuality.".

"Equity for all! Death to the rebellious individual!", the remaining soldiers shouted in unison.

The soldiers stepped inside, the rear hatch was closed, and the W.A.R. vehicle moved on back to its patrol route, with Emily bound up inside.
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Chapter Two:

Heurtzville Metro
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July 8th, Heurtzville Metro Penal Colony, 9:30 pm...

________________________________________________________________________

M.A.T.T.O.C.K. FILE

Jonas Eccart Black

Status: Active, Warrant Officer

Recruitment Date: 7-8-1982

Chronological Age: 65

Physical Age: 27

MOS: Data Analyst

Other Specialties: Singing, Guitar, Acting, Disguise, Ninjitsu, Parkour, Stealth, Eastern Yoga, Computer Science

Notable Mentions: When offered by the corps to have his facial scar removed, he refused, citing that the scar "reminds him of his pain", that it's simply "part of who he is", and that he is grateful for the incident that caused his disfigurement. When questioned further, Jonas simply stated "Without such pain, I never would have developed empathy, and without that, I would be just like the one who gave me this scar.".  

_______________________________________________________________________

––––––––
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Jonas Black sat in an old, ragged, leather office chair with his feet propped up on the desk in front of him, which consisted of three layers of milk crates in a three-by-two formation, with a sheet of plywood on top. A fairly old-looking computer was on top of the desk and displayed multiple locations on various cameras throughout the penal colony, which only eight years prior had been New Yoke City, so named after escaping the "yoke" of British rule. A set of premium speakers was connected to the computer as well, pumping out crunchy, stoner, doom-metal riffs.

In Jonas' left hand was a slice of pizza and in the right was a can of Bushie Beer. He stared listlessly at the multi-view screen for several seconds, when suddenly a beeping sound came from the pager attached to his black, leather belt, which perfectly matched his black, leather clothing, boots, and jacket. 

"Shit..", Jonas mumbled to himself, setting the pizza down into a greasy, paper plate, and setting the beer down into the solitary condensation ring on the plywood surface. 

Jonas glanced over his shoulder to the old, digital clock on the mini-fridge next to the single bed, which had no sheets or blanket, revealing large brown spots from the rusting springs underneath. He slowly sat up from his reclining position with a groan, then stood up and stretched, locking his hands above and behind his head, as many of his joints crackled and snapped. He walked somewhat ponderously across the old hardwood floor of the single-room apartment. Even the shower and toilette did not have separate walls.

There were two windows with the blinds drawn closed. On that wall from left to right were; a mint green shower, a toilette that may have been white once, but was now mostly brown from rust, except for the seat, which had a fuzzy, pink cover, the first window, a fountain style sink, an old brown mini-fridge, the second window, and the makeshift desk. On the opposite wall was the old bed, a second, nonfunctional fridge that served as an end table, with an Elvis bust, wearing a black fedora on top of it, and finally a series of workout machines. There were no closets, other doors, or other furniture. The rest of the walls were simply covered in rock concert posters, both old and new. There was only the thick, old, wooden door, secured by six dead bolts and two padlocks. It was also fitted with three peepholes.

Jonas let out a sigh and sauntered over to the fridge next to the bed. He reached down and retrieved his cell phone from behind the Elvis bust. He opened the menu and started dialing numbers into the dial pad. After pressing sixty digits, the phone started to ring. The phone connected to a number, and an automated voice instructed the caller to enter their private security code. Opening a separate window, Jonas scanned his left eye with the phone, then sent that image to the number. There was a pause for about five seconds, then the automated voice said, "Connecting", after which a ringtone started.

The number connected and a gruff voice asked, "What's your name, bitch?".

Jonas replied with, "Mrs. Panty-waist.".

Jonas produced a set of earbuds from his left pants pocket and plugged them into the phone. He listened intently as the speaker on the line started to dispense information. it was his trusted contact, Warrant Officer Fledge, who acted as a handler for many a situation.

Jonas paced around a bit as he listened. His facial expression transitioned from one of annoyance to one of concern. Jonas continued to listen to the orders being handed down through his contact, Lieutenant Fledge.

––––––––
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________________________________________________________________________

M.A.T.T.O.C.K. FILE

Reginald Bruce Fledge 

Status: Active/Lieutenant

Recruitment Date: 9-26-1991

Chronological Age: 51 years

Physical Age: 25

MOS: Mission Handler/Spotter

Other Specialties: Communications, Geography, Urban Planning,

Computer Science, Criminal Psychology, Ballistics, Pharmacology

Notable Mentions: The subject once diffused a hostage situation by guiding the subject through his delusion. with clever manipulation, he was able to convince the subject to self-terminate. 

When asked why he convinced the subject to self-terminate rather than surrender, Lieutenant Fledge responded by saying, "Surrender was never an option for him. He was already determined to die that day, and when a "scumbag" is determined to die, your best bet is to help him. 

The problem simply eliminates itself.".

_______________________________________________________________________

––––––––
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Jonas let out a sigh as he heard the orders, "Man.. are you kidding me?".

On the other end of the phone, Lieutenant Fledge continued speaking, releasing the details of the new orders.

Lieutenant Fledge finished by saying, "Look, Jonas, I know Rolf's a dick, but what can ya do? These orders come straight from the Big Man himself. 

Jonas finished the conversation with, "Right.. I'll leave immediately.".

Hanging up the phone, Jonas muttered to himself, "Uhh..Jesus Fuck-sauce! Just when I thought I might catch a short break.",

Jonas put the phone into his right, jacket pocket and made his way over to the mirror above the old, rusty brown toilette. On top of the tank was a switchblade knife. He picked it up and opened it, revealing that one side had a blade, while the other was a metallic comb, and then proceeded to comb his long, jet-black hair straight back. As he combed his hair in the spotty, scratched mirror, his mind went into a flashback from when he was a teenage boy. He remembered his drunken father yelling at him...

"Ain't no son of mine gonna be no faggy-ass model! You wanna be a pretty boy? I'll fucking give ya a beauty mark, you fucking faggot!"

Jonas remembered his father taking that same knife and cutting his face from forehead to chin. Jonas had converted the knife into a comb. There was still a visible scar down across his forehead, across the left eye, and over the lips, down to his chin. Jonas paused, lost in that moment for a few seconds, but was snapped back into reality by the sound of gunfire outside. But, here, that sound was all too common.

"The fuck do you know, old man?", Jonas chuckled to himself. "I'm fucking beautiful.".

He put the knife/comb into a holster in his left boot, next to a larger combat knife, then went over to the Elvis bust. He reached down to the fedora, picked it up, stared at it, walked over to the mirror, and then placed it very deliberately onto his head. He fixed the brim of the hat, smiled, and then winked at his own reflection, giving himself the "you're cool" finger guns. He glanced over to a poster on the right side wall. The poster showed a rock band on stage. The band was called "The Heartbroke Bastards", and Jonas looked just like the lead singer, who had been there singing live in 1982. Jonas and the man in the poster not only had the same scar, but they also appeared to be the same age. Jonas stared at the poster, nodded to himself, then walked over to the bed.

Lifting the mattress revealed six handguns; three revolvers and three with cartridges, two double barrel sawn-off shotguns, four hand grenades, and a ballistic vest. Jonas first removed his jacket and a long-sleeved shirt to put the vest on over his also black t-shirt. After putting the shirt and jacket back on, he started putting the guns into various holsters in his jacket and pants. He put a revolver pistol into a sheath under each pant leg, and the other four pistols went into holsters under the jacket. He took the two sawn-off shotguns and put one into a holster on either hip.

Jonas then put the mattress back into place. He walked over to the toilet and removed the lid from the tank. Reaching in, he procured a large, plastic baggie, full of boxes of ammunition. He walked over to a pile of laundry next to the mini-fridge and pulled out a black carrying bag. He dumped the boxes of ammo into the bag and then slung it over his shoulders. Taking a final look around the apartment, he grabbed the pair of dark sunglasses from next to the computer and put them on. He tilted the brim of his hat down some, then proceeded to undo all the locks on the door. 

He stepped out into the fifth-floor hallway, produced a set of keys, and then locked his apartment door from the outside. As Jonas walked down the hall, the partially bright orange and partially brown carpet crunched underfoot, as it was stained with dried blood, vomit, and feces. The hallway smelled of piss, and the overhead lights flickered on and off constantly. Moans, screams, yelling, laughing, crashing, and loud music came from various rooms throughout. Jonas left room 86 behind and headed to the elevator. When he got to the elevator doors, he found a young girl, dressed in ragged clothing, holding a baby in her arms. She was passed out in front of the elevator doors.

Jonas stopped and stooped down in front of them. He gently nudged the girl by shaking her shoulder, but she did little else but mumble incoherently. He knelt down and very carefully lifted the girl and the baby. He set them both back down, just beside the elevator door. He looked up for a moment to make sure that no one was watching, and then he reached into a jacket pocket, producing an expensive gold watch. He very carefully slipped the watch into the young girl's pants pocket, then stood up and pressed the elevator call button. 

The elevator arrived, and the doors opened about halfway. Jonas had to push the doors open the rest of the way, then step inside and press the "G" button. The elevator lights did not work at all, so the inside was pitch black, with only the glow of a few elevator buttons still illuminated. Once it arrived at the ground floor, the doors opened up only partially again. Jonas just squeezed his five-foot, five-inch tall, and thin, athletic body through the gap without much resistance.

He went down the hallway, which was full of stragglers trying to escape the elements. He had to carefully step over people sleeping in the halls and in the two, bay-window areas. The bottom floor had once been a storefront but had been converted, by prisoners in the colony, into an apartment building.

The Heurtzville Metro Penal Colony was once the metropolis of New Yoke,(renamed from Yoke Town after achieving metropolis status) but, after the separatists went to war against the collectivists, a need for prisons and other containment structures became necessary. The collectivists in the West became W.A.R. and started establishing multiple work camps for dissenters, as well as organ harvesting camps, to serve the needs of the government and military. 

The separatists in the east blocked off access to entire cities, citing them as a source of agitation, and turning them into prison camps for those who espoused collective narratives. The eastern separatists became known as I.N.D.I.G.O., "Individual Natural Determinism Inhibiting Grouped Orders". The far west of the country became very collectivist, and the far east became anarchistic, to the point of resembling social Darwinists. While the West rejected the individual, the East rejected any notion of government or morality of any kind. Moderate people who espoused neither ideology could find no escape from the doctrines of either camp. Simply put, one side wanted to control everything, while the other just burned all the authority structures to the ground in hopes of capitalizing on the chaos. For those who love peace, order, and freedom, either side was an existential nightmare. There was as of yet no clear explanation as to how the situation had arisen. It seemed to have just happened over time, without any clear catalyst. Only recently did information reveal some connection to media, but the exact nature of the broadcast was still not known. all M.A.T.T.O.C.K. phones were somehow able to filter out the broadcast signal responsible for polarizing the entire planet. Only a rare few without this tech managed to disconnect before going mad.

But, within Heurtzville Penal Colony, this was the easiest district to survive in, The Orange District. It was for rebels, metalheads, social misfits, religious persons, the mentally ill, and those incapable of making a living themselves. Arranged like slices of a pie, the other districts were Green, Blue, Red, Purple, Yellow, Black, and White. Each section was its own culture. Some got along with the others, and some didn't. In general, the only rule governing the colonies was the rule of might that makes right. Most people dare not go into the suburbs, as "The Others" lived there, and many of those living in that area are rumored to tend to see people as food. Rumors of cannibals, vampires, and lycanthropes abounded. Jonas' last mission had required him to infiltrate the colony, and for the time being, he had been stuck there, awaiting new orders.

Jonas stepped out of the building onto Temple Street, which ran the length of the Orange District, and past it to the dark wastelands of the suburbs. On the sidewalk next to the building, a pair of old men were warming themselves by a small pile of corpses. There were no cemeteries that had not been fully plundered, and people needed to stay warm and cook food. It was somewhat common to burn the bodies of your enemies, right out on the street, in plain sight, in hopes of discouraging others from approaching. It was raining, humid, and about fifty degrees. Everything smelled of sour milk and sewage and was entirely soaked from rain and fog.

None of the street lights were working, so, Jonas had to use the light built into his phone to navigate his way down the sidewalk, then into an alley between two buildings. Once past the two buildings on either side, Jonas walked through a caged, swinging gate, into a small lot with a few lock-up bays. Private security, provided by the building owner, kept watch over the lot from two opposite angles. The guards were familiar with Jonas and just presented a confirming nod as he passed. Jonas went to lock up number four, stooped down, and pulled the garage door upwards to open it. 

With the door up, he entered the darkness of the bay, shining his light onto an old car, a 1970 Mounte', painted primer black. Jonas opened the driver's side door, which made a squeak and a moan as hinges swiveled the massive doors of the big, old, two-door sedan. He slid into the bench-style seat and pulled the door closed, which groaned a second time, then slammed shut with a metallic clunk. Once inside, Jonas pumped the gas twice, inserted the key, and gave it a twist, engaging the starter for about three seconds. Then, the engine started to fire. Blue smoke poured out of the two exhaust pipes at the rear of the car as Jonas gave the engine a couple revs. Jonas depressed the brake pedal and put the column shift automatic into "D".

Jonas pulled the car out of the garage slowly. Rather than putting on the headlights, he reached into the glove box and put on a set of night vision goggles. He exited the parking lot and pulled out onto Temple Street. He made a right turn and headed out in the direction of the suburbs. Jonas drove at about fifty miles per hour, in near-total darkness. There were no street lights on and no other cars on the road. In most districts, people try to avoid going outside or too far from home after dark.

After driving for about fifteen miles, the city started to thin out and the area began to look more rural. Jonas drove past rows of small houses and two-story apartment buildings. All the traffic lights just flashed red continually. No street lights were on as most had been destroyed or disconnected. Those living in the rural areas seemed to prefer the dark. Most of the roads had not been well maintained for years, especially out in the more remote areas. Still, there were no roadblocks or other obstacles between the city and the suburbs, Cars only seemed to come out of the suburbs at night, never during the day.

Having driven a few more miles into the country, Jonas took a turn down a dirt road with no sign. It connected to other dirt roads, none of which had any signage either. There was the occasional house, but no lights were on. As Jonas drove, he could see pairs of pinpoints of yellow or red lights coming from the forested areas, and sometimes from the windows of houses with curtains or blinds partially opened, as though the house tenants were watching to see who was in their neighborhood. 

Jonas followed the dirt road all the way to the end. It emptied out into a more narrow, gravel pathway. On either side of the drive were the remains of two soldiers, one W.A.R. and the other I.N.D.I.G.O., both impaled on long, wooden pikes. A third corpse, that of a necrocideous, was hung from a tree by its ankles, with some sort of object stuck into its chest. Most of the pale, gray flesh had rotted off, revealing the black bones and purple blood underneath, all of which had dried out and rotted into a state of ongoing decay. The three corpses made a triangle shape through which one would have to traverse in order to go down that road. After stopping for a look around his surroundings, Jonas drove the car at a crawl through the corpse configuration, onto the old, gravel drive.

The area was thickly wooded with tree branches that over-arched the road, blocking out the potential to see the night sky. It was as though he were traveling through a tunnel made of old, gnarled trees. Still not running any lights, Jonas crept the car down the road, being very vigilant of his surroundings. Jonas had been here before and was familiar with his surroundings, but that did little to ease the tension of being in that location. Still, Jonas kept his emotions in check, and his focus on his objective, but did let out a heavy, tense sigh every now and again.

At the end of a long tunnel of trees, the road opened into a grassy clearing. The trees did not over-arch here but were at least a couple hundred feet tall. A small, two-story house sat towards the back of the clearing. Its architecture was something resembling that of the Victorian era, with many bow-shaped windows, towers, and spires. Balconies surrounded the first and second stories. All of it looked to be old but well-kept.

Jonas crept the car along, almost at an idle speed, down an even more narrow drive that started with an old, wooden, mailbox and ended with steps leading to the front door. He idled the car about halfway down the drive, then stopped and put the column shifter into "P". Jonas looked around at all his surroundings but did not see anything moving around in the darkness. He looked all around a second time, then turned off the car and opened the door. Looking forward to the house, and gently closing the car door so that it only engaged halfway, Jonas noticed that a light was on in one of the upstairs rooms. Cautiously, he made his way to the front door of the house.

The stairs creaked with each step as Jonas approached the front door. Once on the porch, Jonas could see the door which had three, triangular windows. Below those was a door knocker in the shape of a gargoyle with a nose ring. Still being very vigilant, Jonas approached the door and raised his left hand to give it a knock. Before Jonas could knock on the door, it fell open very slightly.

"Never misses a beat...", Jonas whispered to himself.

Next, a light came on in the hallway past the door. Cautiously, Jonas pushed the door open, then stepped inside, swiftly closing the door behind him. The hallway had been illuminated by a solitary gas lamp, mounted onto the wall. Seeing that the rooms were illuminating themselves, Jonas took off the night vision goggles and let them hang about his neck. As Jonas made his way quietly down the hallway, another gas lamp lit up on the wall opposite him in the next room over. Jonas moved towards that room and as soon as he had entered it, another gas lamp lit up, leading him through the den and living room to a set of twisted, wooden stairs, leading to the second floor. Moving past the old furniture and shelving, Jonas took in the vast array of artful tapestries and prominently displayed medieval weaponry. Jonas was very mindful to look but not touch as he made his way to the twisty stairs.

Before heading up, Jonas peered as far up the stairwell as he could, only to see darkness past the top of the stairs. Jonas made his way up the stairs, slowly, making no sound himself. Jonas had been in this forest before, but he had never been in this house before. It had been his job to accompany another agent to this house, but he had waited outside as security. Jonas did not know this house nor its occupant. What Jonas did know were the rumors about who lived there. Some said the house was haunted. Others believed that something else, very unnatural lived there. Rumor and conspiracy suggested every possible theory about the occupant, ranging from ghost stories to tales of occult gatherings and vampires. All sorts of ideas and fears ran through Jonas' mind as he ascended the staircase. 

Once at the top of the stairs, Jonas found himself staring into darkness. Suddenly, a faint hissing sound came from his right side. Startled, he stepped back, almost falling down the stairs. A record started playing from out of the darkness, making the hissing and scratching sound that an old record makes when you play it. A record player had been set up in the hallway to play a record just as someone activated it from elsewhere.  The sound brought Jonas a sense of calm as he thought about the quality and texture of the sound. Jonas then realized that the record playing was the first made by his band back in the early eighties. He smiled a little and chuckled softly, and nervously, then stepped forward again. Another gas lamp lit itself, then a door just beyond it fell open ever so slightly, just like the front door. Whatever was going on, Jonas was being led by someone who knew he was coming. Jonas made his way toward the slightly open door and the dark room behind it. 

"Hellooo... It's agent Black...", Jonas called out softly, as he made his way towards the slightly open door.

Jonas made his way down the hall to the ajar door. Hesitantly, he reached out and pushed the door further open, outstretching his arm to keep his body still within the hallway. The dimly lit room revealed a large bed with red, satin sheets, an old dresser/drawer with an attached mirror, an end table, a writing desk, and a rocking chair. Upon closer examination, Jonas could barely make out a huddled figure, sitting in the rocking chair. Jonas stepped inside, and just as he did, the door closed shut behind him. Jonas turned around toward the door, just to hear a low, soft, almost taciturn voice behind him.

"Greetings, Agent Black", the voice said.
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Startled again, Jonas turned towards the figure in the rocking chair. The figure was shrouded in shadow, but spoke softly, in a whisper, and said something that Jonas found to be totally unintelligible.

Slowly, the light level increased and the figure in the chair, as well as the rest of that corner of the room, came into full view with a soft, yellow light.

"This may be more to your liking.", the figure said in a low tone.

He sat cross-legged in the rocking chair. He wore a long, black overcoat with gold trim. under that was an old-style, lace-up shirt that would have cuffs and an embroidered neckerchief in a lace pattern. His pants and boots were black as well, with the boots having buckles that looked to be made of gold. His face was slender as was the rest of him, with pale, white skin, long, blond hair, and eyes with a sort of yellowish, green color. His facial expression was stoic and his gaze was fixed upon Jonas. He raised his right hand and snapped his fingers. As he did, the record player in the hallway ceased playing.

"Agent Black. I was told to be expecting you.", the strange figure said, holding a wine glass in the way that a distinguished gentleman would. 

"Might I offer you a drink?", the figure inquired, gesturing towards a bucket of ice with a wine bottle in it, and several glasses arranged about it.

Subtly shaking his head, Jonas answered, "I'm on task right now. I must respectfully decline. But, I was told that you would have orders for me and assistance to render.".

"What is M.A.T.T.O.C.K. ?", The figure inquired.

"Martial Arts Technological Taskforce Overwatch Command and Kritarchy", Jonas replied.

"That is the acronym, yes, but what is M.A.T.T.O.C.K.?", the strange figure inquired again, with more emphasis.

The figure paused for a moment, standing up, putting a hand to his chin, as though in thought, then, took a sip of the wine, and spoke again, "Forgive my indiscretion, for I have not yet made proper introductions. Here, I am called Agent Nightwatch. I normally preside over Terrothian jurisdictions, but I have stumbled upon your world, and am able to assist in matters of planetary security. However, a new situation has arisen.".

Jonas responded, pulling himself together, "Well, that certainly explains the weird clothes. But, I'm not here for an ethics debate. I just need my orders."

Agent Nightwatch stared in silence, waiting for the answer to the question he had asked in the first place.

Jonas sighed, paused for a moment, then gave his answer, "M.A.T.T.O.C.K... they found me literally dying in an alleyway, from a drug overdose. They resuscitated me and gave me two options. Option one; I could join a group making a difference, and feel some sense of purpose in life. Or, option two, they put me back where I was and let me die in that alley like I originally planned. I didn't want to die. I just wanted some escape from my meaningless existence, so I chose option one, and here I am. I've been in the organization since 1986.".

Agent Nightwatch turned toward the bedroom window and took a sip from his wine glass, "Many in M.A.T.T.O.C.K. consider themselves to be a family of people who, "give a shit", concerned beneficent citizens.".

Agent Nightwatch turned around to face Jonas again and said, "Since we are family, and I have confirmed your identity, I can trust you, and you may call me Connor if you like...Jonas. Friends call me Dead-Man. The reason that both your handler at the organization and I have contacted you, is that one of ours is in trouble. Members of the general's immediate, biological family are in danger, and the general is sparing no measures to get them back, but, we have to act with caution because the situation is precarious. This means that, despite the urgency of the situation, the response has to be kept minimal. For that reason, the general has hand-picked three agents to get this done.".

Connor walked over to the end table near the bed and retrieved a folder. He walked over to Jonas and handed it to him. Jonas took the folder, opened it, and started to read. 

Connor spoke again as Jonas read silently, "Meanwhile, you need to get into the White District to retrieve the third agent, who we are currently unable to make contact with. The normal procedure for making emergency contact has not produced any results, which means that the agent is either dead or otherwise unreachable. In either case, we need to know.".

Jonas finished reading the files over the next minute or so, pacing about the room as he did so, then tossed the folder into a metal bucket next to the nightstand. He reached into his pocket to fetch a lighter. Connor stared at the bucket intently for a few seconds, and just as Jonas got his hand onto the lighter, the papers inside the bucket caught on fire. Jonas stared for a second, as though asking himself what had just happened, then put the lighter back into his pocket. Just like Jacob's lighter, it had the letters M.A.T.T.O.C.K. inscribed into it.

"You will need identification to get into the White District.", Connor said,  while approaching Jonas. "Hold still, and do not blink.".

Jonas prepared to have his picture taken, but instead, Connor reached into a coat pocket, produced a clenched fist, and then opened his hand, as though presenting something. Jonas looked at the hand, then back at Connor's face. Connor said some unintelligible words, then blew onto his hand and some kind of dust went into Jonas' face. Jonas managed not to blink but made a face that suggested he had no idea what was going on. Connor then inhaled deeply, seemingly taking the dust into his mouth. He retrieved a blank piece of plastic from the end table. With a gentle exhale, he next blew the powder from his mouth, onto the plastic card. The blank, white card glowed blue for a few seconds, then an image started to appear. Connor handed a fresh White District ID card over to Jonas. 

Jonas inspected the new ID, raising an eyebrow. It appeared to be genuine and flawless, right down to the signatures. On the card was Jonas' confused-looking face, and a whole new identity.

"That incantation will last until this time tomorrow.", Connor said, in a more direct tone. "After that, it will be an ordinary, blank piece of material again.".

"I'll... keep that in mind...", Jonas replied, taking in all that had just happened.

Jonas knew of the existence of such powers but had never actually seen them used. Jonas gave Connor a nod, then started to turn around to leave the room. Before Jonas could get more than a few steps, Connor gave him some final bits of advice.

"Many must have seen you come this way. I would go out the back way if I were you.", Connor said in a low and clear tone. "In the rear courtyard are three statues. Turn them so that each faces the other, and a new way will open."

Jonas nodded again, then went into a fast walk as he exited the room. He rushed hurriedly down the hallway and the twisting stairs. He made his way through the living and dining room as he had done previously, then out the front door. Just as Jonas reached the outside steps, two externally mounted lamps lit up on either side of the stairs, illuminating the path to Jonas' car. 

Jonas made his way to the car and stopped to look into the driver's side window, to be sure that no person or thing was in it that didn't belong. After the quick inspection, Jonas reached for the door handle, but stopped, as he noticed some movement out of his peripheral vision. Looking up slowly, Jonas encountered the visage of four, hulking, shadowy, humanoid figures, obscured by shadow. Jonas could see their eyes as yellow pinpoints of light in the darkness.

"You've got to be fucking kidding me..", Jonas grumbled to himself.

One of the figures started to emerge from the shadows, revealing itself to be a lycanthrope of wolfish heritage. It was six feet tall and unnaturally muscular, with narrow hips and very broad shoulders, matted in silver and white fur, with a large wolf's head. Others also started to emerge from behind it.

Making a quick decision, Jonas reached for the two sawn-off shotguns in his holsters. Taking quick aim, he fired off both barrels of the right-side gun, spewing shots and flames on a trajectory for the lycan's chest. This was a very specially modified shotgun and had almost no kickback at all. The pyro-tech blast hit the lycan square in the center of its' chest, knocking it back some, also lighting it on fire. The lycan howled like a wounded animal and flailed around on the ground. A lycan could heal an injury from a brass bullet in mere seconds, but fire could cause damage that has to heal at a normal rate and was capable of killing a lycanthropic creature. Keeping the second shotgun trained in the general direction of the rest of the lycans, Jonas grabbed his car keys, opened the door, tossed the guns onto the seat, quickly slipped into the car, and closed the door.

No sooner than the key had been hurriedly put into the ignition, a large, hairy, clawed, hand smashed through the window and grabbed hold of Jonas' neck. Jonas grabbed the wrist and struggled in vain to release himself from his attacker's grasp. Seeing that he could gain no purchase on position, Jonas reached down to the seat and fumbled around, searching for the shotguns. He managed to touch one but accidentally knocked it down onto the floor. He then reached into his right side jacket to retrieve a pistol, but before he could get the pistol, a rush of wind went by with a whoosh. There was a growling yelp, and the hand on Jonas's neck lost its' grip. Removing the severed arm, tossing it out the window, and looking up, Jonas saw Connor just outside his car, looking in at him.

"GO! I will cover your escape.", he said, in a baritone kind of voice.

Jonas turned the key, started the car, threw the gear shift into "D", then mashed the gas pedal. Blue smoke and dirt poured out from behind the old car as the tires kicked up gravel. The engine roared and the tires spit dirt and gravel into the faces of the approaching lycanthropes as it sped off. Jonas rapidly turned the wheel this way and that, navigating the 300+ horsepower on a dirt surface while also maneuvering around the house to get to the rear courtyard.

The lycans shook off the dirt and made a dash for Connor and the escaping car. Connor held the now bloodied nodachi sword in front of himself and drew a line in the sand with the toe of his left shoe. He said some words and took three steps backward. The lycans rushed forward, only to slam into a forcefield of some kind, following the line made in the dirt. It flashed a pale blue with every impact, as the beastly creatures pounded their fists and rammed with their bodies.

Driving around the house, Jonas flipped on the headlights just in time to see a wrought iron gate, leading to the backyard. Without hesitation, Jonas reasserted pressure on the gas pedal, increased the car's speed, and rammed straight through the old, iron gate at about forty miles per hour, doing some mostly superficial damage to the old car. The left side headlights were smashed, but the right side continued to illuminate the way forward. Jonas brought the car to a skidding stop next to a fountain with three cherub statues around in a triangle formation. Each was on a pedestal and each faced outward from the center. The headlights lit the area so Jonas could see what he was doing.

Jonas hurried out of the car and ran towards the three statues. He approached the closest one and started to twist on the three-foot-tall cherub statue. It did rotate with a grinding sound and when faced towards the fountain in the center, made a sound like a sort of mechanical clunk. Jonas ran around doing the same to the other statues. Off in the distance, he could hear the howls and roars of the lycanthropic creatures. When all three statues had clicked into place, the top level of the three-tier fountain started to produce water. It quickly overflowed the top layer, then ran down to the second, taking a little longer. Once the water reached the third level down, the ground started to rumble a bit underfoot. Out of caution, Jonas stepped back several feet, still being vigilant of all his surroundings. 

The woods out back of the house started to separate, rumbling and cracking as wood, dirt, and stone rearranged themselves into a new pattern, forming a tunnel of trees, similar to the one Jonas had traversed to get where he was. Shocked at first, Jonas recollected himself, made haste towards the car, which was still running, got in, barely closed the door, slammed the transmission into "1", and mashed the throttle pedal, causing the tires to peel out against the cobble-stone tiling underneath them. The car sped off into the tunnel now forming in front of it as it traversed it. The engine revved high and the car made it up to fifty miles per hour, screaming down the dark tunnel the whole way. Jonas continued to drive, looking behind every few seconds. About a minute later, the tunnel suddenly ended as though it had vanished, and Jonas found his vehicle going down Temple Street, back towards the Orange District.

Jonas forgot that he had left the car in first gear, and under the strain of the rpm's, the engine started to knock and steam started pouring out of the radiator. Jonas put the car into "D" again, in hopes of letting the engine cool down. He took in a deep breath and let out a heavy sigh. He could now make his way to the White District, but no one would believe he belonged there if he arrived in a beat-up hooptie like the one he was driving. He would have to trade it in for something a bit more upscale if he were to infiltrate the richest part of the Heurtzville Metro Penal Colony. The White District was for capitalists and free-market anarchists. There, Jonas would need money, clothes, and clout. He drove the outer highway until he got close to the White District border. 

Jonas pulled the car over onto the side of the road and walked around to the trunk. Opening it, he procured two, large, black bags. One was full of guns and ammunition, and the other was full of cash and one set of upscale clothing, a fine, white suit of silk. Jonas went behind the car and changed his clothing. Getting back into the car, he pulled off-road and parked it behind some thick greenery. Wearing a fine suit and carrying bags of guns and cash, he made his way towards the White District.
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Chapter Three:

Into the Black


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


July 8th, Heurtzville Metro Penal Colony, 9:57 pm...

Jonas stashed his old Mounte' behind some bushes and a billboard, making sure to use the bushes to conceal the car from every viewing angle. No sooner than Jonas had stepped out of the darkness of the bushes, a pair of headlights could be seen coming up the road, and Jonas' cell phone received a text. Taking the phone out of his jacket pocket and looking at the number, Jonas recognized the number as that of Hank Roberts, the owner of the building in which Jonas was living. 

The text read, "Stay where you are. I've been asked to bring you something.".

The lights in the distance flashed in Morse code, "H. A. N. K.".

––––––––
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M.A.T.T.O.C.K. FILE

Henry(Hank) Bolland Roberts

Status: Active/Free Agent

Recruitment Date: 1-1-1975
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Physical Age: 65

MOS: Requisitions/Equipment Handler

Other Specialties: Car Racing, Boxing, Heavy Vehicle Operations,   Accounting, Small Buisiness Management, Contracting

Notable Mentions: After being arrested for a DUI while street racing, served a ten-year sentence in prison. In prison, was beaten into a coma for defending a targeted inmate. Relearned walking, talking, and everything else, and learned how to box. Once released from prison, turned professional boxer and was a three-time world heavyweight champion.   Also became the world's oldest heavyweight champion, at the age of 55. _______________________________________________________________________
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Jonas picked up his pace into a jog and ran towards the lights in the distance. His dark glasses allowed him to approach without squinting and allowed him to make out the outline of an old pick-up truck with a trailer attached. He recognized it as Hank's old, bright blue, 1962 F-Type 300 Series truck. 

Jonas slowed to a walk as he came up beside the truck which was slowing down to a stop. The driver rolled down their window, revealing the bearded, tank-top-wearing assemblage of calcium deposits and scar tissue that was Hank Roberts. Hank had been a three-time, world heavy-weight boxing champion, when not working as a science researcher. He now filled his time as a landlord and contracting for the M.A.T.T.O.C.K. organization.

"Hey, Jonas", Hank said as he rolled down the hand-crank-style window.

"What have you got for me, Hankster?", Jonas inquired.

Hank looked behind and to both sides first, to be sure that no one was watching, then spoke in his low, semi-raspy tone, "The organization didn't have time to source a vehicle, so this comes directly from my own collection. So, if you break this one, as you boys are so prone to do, it's going to be added to your rent.".

Jonas laughed lightly and said, "Ha! Nice to know who's got my back!".

"Keys are in it. You break it, you buy it.", Hank retorted with a slight chuckle.

With that exchange, Hank leaned back into his seat a bit with his hands on the steering wheel, yawning, while Jonas ran around to the back of the trailer to see what manner of the vehicle had been delivered to him. Once at the back of the trailer, he pulled the liftgate up, partially revealing the rear end of a car. He then knelt down, pulled out a retractable ramp, stood, and walked backward to fully extend it. With the ramps extended, Jonas was able to go into the trailer and shimmy his way up to the driver's door. The window was already down since there was not enough room to open the door. Being small and athletic as he was, Jonas hopped in through the window, good ole' boy style, and plopped down into the driver's seat.

With the single turn of a key, an old V-12 engine roared to life. A small, red, two-door sports car from the early sixties emerged from the back of the trailer. It was a rare sports coupe made by Prancing Horse, and in an open market, might be worth more than twenty million in modern currency. Only two hundred of this type of car had ever been made and they were highly desirable to many collectors. Jonas accidentally scraped the front bumper while backing out. Hank winced and took a deep breath. One might have been able to watch his blood pressure rise.

Jonas put the manual, four-speed into first gear and drove the front-engine, rear-drive sports coupe over the dirt to the tarmac road. Asserting some pressure on the gas once he reached the tar, he put all two hundred, seventy-six horses to work and laid a pair of black streaks onto the tar as the skinny, old-style, white-wall tires squealed. Jonas revved the car through its gears, gaining speed and making his way towards the border checkpoint for the White District. 

A few minutes and a few miles later, Jonas would have to slow down and then queue up at the border crossing. This meant that before a vehicle could enter the district, all identities must be confirmed by District Security police. One would also need to produce one thousand units of currency at the gate in order to gain entry. As the line of cars moved forward, one at a time, Jonas could see the lights and hear the sounds of the secured, free-market, anarchic region of ways and means, known as the White District. Security police were everywhere, in their white uniforms with black belts, boots, and hats.  

Here in the White District, one could theoretically buy or win anything, if one had the money or competitive capability to do so. The White district was also home to state-sanctioned competition for resources, to be won by representatives who have been chosen by the various districts, as well as interpersonal competitions. All such events are heavily wagered upon by the poor and rich alike. 

What happens in the White District, is broadcast on international television, and all viewers may cast bets as to the outcomes. Chosen competitors earn up to 1% of winning wagers and may earn up to a cap of one million units of currency per night, which is then taxed at a rate of 90%, allowing one to walk away with as much as one hundred thousand units of currency. In competition, depending upon the event, one may risk injury to the body or reputation or even death. The wager is yours to make. In the distance, a marquee sign in lights read, "Tonight's Gritty Racing Competition prize is CLEAN DRINKING WATER for the Orange District for one week. Sponsored by MegaCorp". "MegaCorp. Shop with us. We have eliminated all the competition. So you have no choice!".

As Jonas approached the security booth, District Security police walked around either side of the car, looking through the windows. Jonas popped the trunk open so that the agents could complete their search. Trying to smuggle people in was a serious offense that could result in expensive fines, or even being permanently banned from the district. Jonas held up his identification card and one of the guards gave it a quick scan. The identity was confirmed with a low beep from the scanning device. Once cleared in the security area, Jonas drove ahead to the payment booth. Reaching into the bag, he counted out a thousand units of currency. Jonas presented to the booth attendant one thousand units of Mega Notes, the only currency traded the world over, established by MegaCorp. 

This was considered a universal currency in most countries around the globe. Even individually owned businesses, of which very few were left, would pay operational fees to MegaCorp, for having taken business away from MegaCorp. No matter what the business, MegaCorp got a slice, so, most people who operate a business do so as a part of the MegaCorp franchise. Unless very profitable, the corporate fees were too much for most small businesses, which would not be able to make a profit unless becoming part of the MegaCorp franchise of businesses. The only way for most businesses to make a profit was to do business the MegaCorp way, and the margins were always thin. 

Those that refused to pay their fees would end up the subject of a scandalous news story, and would most likely lose all of their customer base. MegaCorp also owned the news companies, so most who crossed MegaCorp would suffer reputation destruction and then the very consequential result of losing all their business, as the news companies, all of which operate under the MegaCorp umbrella, would also slander the customers of defiant businesses. 

Once cleared, Jonas drove through the final gate and into the White District. A series of roundabouts, highways, tunnels, and bridges led to various zones within the district. One could choose options such as; Dining, Sports, Racing, Gambling, Bloodsport, and Pleasure, by choosing the corresponding road. Once on the central highway, Jonas waited for his chance to merge into the lane designated for "Racing". He drove swiftly, as his mission was urgent, but also with great care because this was his landlord's twenty-million Mega Note car.

After merging onto the "Racing Road TM. MegaCorp", Jonas found himself on a four-lane highway with four-speed categories; 50 - 75, 76 - 100, 101 - 150, and 151 +. He kept up a steady 90 + mph pace in the 76- 100 lane. There were all sorts of race tracks and various racing billboards on either side of the highway, all owned by MegaCorp. There was a rally course, oval circuit, grand touring track, stunt races, demolition derbies, monster trucks, drag racing, and more. 

Tonight's major event was being held at the Gritty Racing Road Challenge. This would be sanctioned road racing, which for this event would allow rubbing and ramming, but not weapons. Some categories did allow for vehicle-mounted weaponry. The agent that Jonas was assigned to locate was taking part in the sanctioned road race. A week of clean drinking water for the Orange District was at stake that night, but only for the Orange District. All of the other divisions were offering regional prizes as well. Four representatives would race for each district, for a different set of resources, and the team that won would win the resources offered them. The drivers were chosen by the districts, but the resources to be won were chosen at random by heads of MegaCorp, who would choose the resources based on what would make for the best viewership ratings.

Driving down the road and glancing upward, one could not see the polluted sky or any stars. Above the whole metropolis, resting upon eight pillars, with a gigantic central spire, was an enormous ring that supported the framework of a massive city on an elevated plate. Gigantic monitors affixed to the bottom of the plate simulated day and night sky conditions. But, a ring of pure gold was always visible, reminding the people in each district just who exactly lived literally above them. Only the greatest of the financial elite lived above the eight districts, in a city with buildings plated in gold. The results of occasional plumbing malfunctions are known to land on the persons and properties of the lower districts. Those living on the Golden Plate above get to literally shit on the lower classes. 

Jonas merged right onto the exit for the "Gritty Racing" motor park, auto market, and observation areas. All around the massive race track, fields of market tents, and spectator arenas were lines of neon billboards and giant tv monitors that broadcast the event from every angle possible. The race had started at 10 pm and had several more laps to go until completion. Jonas would have time to locate his target but would have to wait until after the event had been completed to make contact and move forward.

Jonas made his way through the parkway and individual parking lots, looking for the best place to park, driving very cautiously in Hank's multi-million note car. He spied a parking spot between two, large trucks which would obscure the car from view. Jonas pulled up to the trucks and carefully backed the car into position between them. The parking position could keep the car hidden from view for so long as the trucks remained in place. The trucks were attached to race car trailers, which would be some of the last vehicles to leave. Jonas would now have to exit the vehicle and make for the racer's garages.

An excitable announcer spoke over the PA system, "This has been an amazing race so far! So many exchanges!".

The second announcer chimed in right on time, "We're not even half done and there have already been two driver deaths! The betting booths are swamped!"

The first announcer spoke again, "Yes, and Team Orange may not be far behind! Every team gets four cars but they're already down to just one!"

The second announcer piped up, "Yes! But you know WHO is in that last car doncha? THAT is Jynx, the UNLUCKIEST driver EVER! For the COMPETITION!".

10:22 pm. - Gritty Road Race, lap 7 of 20.....
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Notable Mentions: When asked about the best way to keep a location or person secure, answered by saying, "Well, the best way to keep someone or something thing safe is to eliminate the fuckers that threaten them.".
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An AAC Trident, modified for road course racing was trailing behind fifteen of twenty-one remaining cars, after having been forced off-road by a crash that happened out in front. Crashing through a chain-link fence and getting back onto the road with a thump, grind, and some sparks from the bottom, the car started to pick up speed again. This was the last of the Orange District cars still left on the road. Car paint colors were specified by teams, so each vehicle was required to have one, solid body color, or a prominent racing stripe matching the team color. This classic, black, two-door car had a wide, orange racing stripe painted on the hood, roof, and trunk, to represent the Orange District in racing. 

Going down a quarter-mile long straight which consisted of several city streets, the colorful cars whizzed and roared across the line, finishing the seventh of twenty laps around the three-mile long road course, which consisted of twenty-seven turns on mostly city streets and a couple of rural roads on the backstretch. Races that allow for rubbing tend to bring out the worst and best in drivers, and more often than not, more than half of the cars would crash out before the end of the race. If the Orange District were to win clean drinking water for a week, this car would have to make its way through the pack somehow.

Inside the AAC Trident, a tall, muscular, blond-haired man with vibrant, blue eyes sat at the wheel. He wore blue jeans, a Hawaiian shirt, an aviator's jacket, and combat boots. He looked to be in his mid-forties. With his left hand on the steering wheel and his right on the floor-mounted stick shift, his movements were smooth, quick, or precise, depending upon the needs presenting themselves. His steering and throttle inputs were very smooth, his shifting was fast, and his steering was quite precise. With every application of braking, steering, apex, and acceleration, he would regain a bit more ground.

As he approached cars from behind, they would try to block or would swerve randomly. By working the throttle and steering, he could avoid collisions. He kept his distance, waiting for his moment. As soon as that moment presented itself, he would slip in under the line or create his own line. He would outbrake an opponent on the way into a turn, get in the inside line, then exit ahead when accelerating out of the turn. He passed one car on the next lap after the long straight. Two turns later, he slipped past another car, moving his way up to thirteenth place. He passed another a lap later, just using the slipstream on the back straightaway down rural roads, at a little over one hundred-sixty miles per hour.

To the other racers, the gamblers, and the viewers, he was known as "Jynx". His name was Rolf Leuger, a member of M.A.T.T.O.C.K., specializing in the arts of performance driving, and in long-distance marksmanship. His concentration was solid as stone and his facial expression was stoic, if not a little bit tense. It would take him two more laps to catch up with the rest of the chaotic clusters of cars.

Gaining some ground on a group of three cars up ahead on the ninth lap, he found himself heading into a long, sweeping turn on which one might maintain about eighty miles per hour. The street-sport tires sang the whole way through the turn as Rolf kept his old, but highly modified front-engine, rear-drive car at the very limits of its performance potential. As Rolf came up the inside, one car stayed in its line, one car moved out a bit wider, but the third car dove right to the inside to block. Rolf used all his skill to avoid a crash as the car was both steering and braking at the same time, which is often called trail braking. After making his way through the apex, narrowly avoiding the car in front which had swerved right into his path, he followed up by accelerating right behind that car. 

Coming out of the turn, Rolf dropped back just enough to line up the side of his front bumper with the side of the rear bumper of the car in front. With a well-timed turn of the wheel, the front of the AAC made contact with the rear of the Oval Gallop in front, performing a p.i.t. maneuver. Upon contact, the Oval spun out from the rear and went sideways, screeching all four tires until the car skidded sideways into a light pole. Rolf didn't pass the other two cars as he fell behind, but one more car was eliminated. Rolf's teammates had all been knocked off the road. Now it was his turn. Ten opponent cars were left.

Lap after lap, Rolf made steady progress, slipping gracefully past cars that didn't attempt to get rough. Drivers of cars that did try to get rough with Rolf would find themselves getting hit right back, or even being knocked off the road themselves. By the time it was down to the last lap, Rolf found himself chasing just two more cars. Three more cars had been knocked off the road in devastating ways. Another car had to drop out due to engine issues. This left two cars ahead and three behind. A race that started with thirty-two cars now consisted of only six. Twenty-six cars had been smashed and three racers were dead. This was a fairly typical result and was very profitable for some.

Rolf decided to hang back a while, following the other two cars, one white and one blue, from a somewhat discrete distance. As anticipated, when the last lap came, the cars behind had gotten no closer to catching up again, and the two in front started to get more heated with each other. The two lead cars started to make exchanges of metal and paint more and more frequently. At first, they would rub some going into or coming out of turns, trading places all the while. Finally, about halfway through the last lap, they started to escalate dramatically. They started slamming into one another from the side, each trying to knock the other off the road sideways. After a particularly big hit from the white car, the blue one was sent careening into a guard rail. As the white car was making its recovery after the impact, Rolf made his move, accelerating straight for the car's rear bumper. With a precision hit from Rolf's AAC, the white Ghini Raptor sports car went into a skid and ended up catching its' front bumper on a piece of protruding K-rail, tearing off the bumper and a front fender, drastically reducing the car's speed. Rolf kept his pace until at last, he crossed the finish line, winning the race.

After driving around for one victory lap, Rolf drove the car back to his garage and pit area, to find the crew gone and a familiar face waiting for him. Rolf's facial expression went from one of gleeful victory to one of disgust. Parking the car in a bay at the trackside garage, Rolf turned off the engine and exited the car through the window, since the doors were welded shut. With a sneer, he approached Jonas.

"You got a fuckin' death wish, kid?", Rolf barked angrily.

"You know I would have done anything to save..", Jonas started to speak, only to be interrupted.

"Shut the fuck up! Why am I looking at a piece of shit like you right now?", Rolf growled, getting angrier every moment.

"We've been put on assignment together.", Jonas stated, calmly but firmly.

Rolf retorted, "I'd rather shove a cactus up my dick hole than work with you.".

Jonas replied, as calmly as he could, "I have orders from the general. We're to...".

Rolf laughed almost maniacally, "If that's true, the general's got a fuckin' twisted sense of humor.".

As Rolf talked, he made his way over to a locked drawer, entered the combination, opened it, and retrieved his cell phone. While doing that, he continued to rant.

"You fuckin' kill my baby, then come in here, and expect me to go on assignment with you, like some kind of...............".

Rolf paused while reading the text on his phone. It was from M.A.T.T.O.C.K.., a text from Warrant Officer Fledge. He read the message in its entirety and when finished, stopped to glare at Jonas. If looks could kill, Jonas would have been dead.

Jonas spoke more softly, in an attempt to diffuse the situation some, "Captain, I can't change what happened. It was one life or fifty, and I had no idea that she was...."

Rolf opened his mouth to speak but Jonas was quick to finish his thought and said to Rolf, "If I could change that, I would! This is family too, and that fifteen-year-old girl has been taken to an organ harvesting camp. Her mother is dead, and her father is with us, begging us to help. Stanley is the general's brother-in-law. That makes Emily his cousin, and by extension, our family too. Just like your daughter, Emily too will die if we don't intervene. It's too late for Sarah, but we CAN help Emily.".

Rolf's facial expression remained taught, and Jonas stared him down right back. They both stared intimidatingly at the other for several moments. The stare-down lasted nearly thirty seconds until Rolf let out a deep sigh.

Jonas nodded silently, understanding that Rolf was de-escalating and coming around to a point where they may be able to work together. 

Rolf took a deep breath, then spoke softly, "How are we to proceed?".

Jonas answered, "I am to escort you to a nav point on the Roundabout. From there, we are to join up with agent Nightwhatch, who has been given authority to lead this mission.".

Rolf nodded affirmatively, "I'll work with you. I'll follow orders. But, when this is done, you and me are gonna settle up.".

Rolf went over to his locker in the garage, unlocked it, and grabbed his go-bag.

"Settle up?", Jonas asked in a low but questioning tone.

Rolf's face remained angry as he lowered his tone to something lower but more ominous, "Yeah. We're gonna settle this matter, but not right now. So, lead the way, asshole.".

Jonas and Rolf made their way back out to the parking lot and to the little, red Prancing Pony Jonas had arrived in. Rolf eyeballed the car in ways that suggested that he liked it, but he said nothing.

Jonas reached into his pocket and produced the keys, then held out his hand to relinquish them to Rolf, "I need you to drive us to mile marker 87 on the Roundabout Road. There, we can give this car back to its' owner, and pick up my car for the rest of the trip, saving both our skins from the wrath of Hank. Rolf chuckled slightly, knowing that Hank was a nice guy, but to never piss him off.

They made their way back down the highways and out of the white district to the Roundabout Road. There they met up with Hank to make the exchange.

Getting out of the little, red car, Rolf spoke to Hank, who was leaning up against his F-type pickup truck, "Well, if it ain't ole' Iron Fist!!", Rolf exclaimed. 

Hank smiled and answered, "You big, dumb, bastard...you still owe me fifty notes from that last poker game!".

"So, where's our car?", Jonas inquired.

Hank answered, "It'll be here any..."...

A set of headlights and a rumbling engine could be seen and heard coming up the Roundabout Road.

Hank finished the sentence by saying, "About right now... I gotta say, y'all are a bunch of clockwork bastards.".

A 1955 Dimlar Black Star hearse rolled up, complete with curtains and casket. It was painted jet black and had a huge cowl-induction scoop poking out of the hood. The engine rumbled out of dual side pipes, and the belt-fed supercharger whined a bit even at low RPMs. The rear tires were massively fat, while the front retained the skinny, old white-wall design. The car skidded to a halt on the dirt and the headlights turned off. Connor Greenleaf leaned his head out the window and gestured to Jonas and Rolf to get in.

"Shotgun!", Rolf yelled and made for the front passenger door. There was no rear seat, so Jonas went to the rear, pulled down the clamshell-style liftgate, door, and hopped into the back, next to the casket. By lowering his head a little, he could sit up without bumping his head on the car's ceiling.

Connor looked over to Rolf and said, "Do you.. dig my wheels?".

He asked the question in such a way that one could tell that Connor was not that familiar with much of the "popular" cultural lingo.

Rolf nodded, "Pretty fly, for a dead guy.".

Connor raised an eyebrow, returned his attention to the task of driving, and took off, spitting up some dirt and then squealing the rear tires a bit as they went from dirt to tarmac. Once on the road, Connor pressed the gas, summoning up enough power from the supercharged V-8, that the front wheels lifted up a few inches for just a few seconds while approaching 90 miles per hour until Connor shifted the manual, three-on-the-tree, manual column shifter into the next gear. The engine roared and the rear tires let out a little puff of smoke as the car went into its third and final gear. The black hearse roared down the roundabout road at a little over 140 miles per hour, with the tachometer sitting comfortably at 5,000 out of 8,000 RPMs marked as being safe to rev to on the 10,000 rpm tachometer.

Connor spoke in a calm and even tone, "I am to take us to a specified location in the Black District. With fortune, you will not need the other kind of help I can offer.".

"Ha! When have we ever been fortunate?", Rolf said after a bit of a laughing cough.

Jonas kept watch out the rear window as Connor reached down to the old AM radio, tuning it into a station that played classical compositions. They were heading to the Black District, a lawless place of underground markets, rumored to be run by the sort of things that go bump in the night. No sane person would go into the Black District at night, but it was the only way to get where they needed to go. So, into the Black, they went.
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Chapter Four:

Darwinian Anarchy
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July 8th, Heurtzville Metro Penal Colony, 11:11 pm...

In the Dimlar Black Star hearse, Connor, Jonas, and Rolf were quiet as they left the Roundabout Road behind and started heading down Ebon Avenue towards the Black District. This was a place known for being very libertarian, in the Darwinian sense rather than in the peaceful anarchic sense. Here, one lived as one chose, regardless of any collateral outcomes. It was a place to indulge in illicit vices and behaviors at not only one's own risk, in a very, "easy come, easy go, life is cheap" kind of way. Those who found themselves on the bad side of politics of the other ideologically segregated districts would likely find themselves here. These would be the outcasts that even the other outcasts could not tolerate.

Along the road were no forms of checkpoint, barrier, or surveillance. There were only signs, written and painted in all manner of ways, from ordinary paint to blood, or even feces. Typical messages on signs might read something like, "Live by the sword, die by the sword", "Life sux, then u die", "Death to authority", "Anarchy", "Trust none, kill all", and the like. It was a true "dog eat dog" world.

Jonas spoke, looking at the GPS on his M.A.T.T.O.C.K. phone. "Officer Dredge has provided a map of the area, with location markers. Eight more miles until the nav point.". 

Entire blocks of buildings, owned by various factions or individuals, were cordoned off into zones with fences, gates, pikes, and pits. The car crept along at about thirty miles per hour with the lights off. Except for where there were fires or lanterns, the city was pitch black. Even the view screens on the plate ceiling had been destroyed and no longer broadcasted a day or night sky. During the day, one could see the smashed screens, but at night, there was only darkness. The Black District had been named after the profound lack of light, caused by tall buildings and the destruction of the electrical grid, leading to the blackest of nights, and very dismal-looking days. Even the middle of the sunniest day had no more light than typical late dusk elsewhere. Things typically bothered by sunlight need hardly ever worry about that sort of thing here. Where ever there were gaps between buildings, the denizens had erected great tarps to cover the gaps, disallowing direct sunlight from reaching most places.

Jonas and Rolf wore night-vision goggles, but Connor was able to drive in the complete darkness with his natural vision and hearing. Connor and Rolf were watching the front and sides while Jonas watched for rearward threats. It would take a little over sixteen minutes to reach their destination, and in that amount of time, anything could happen. Every now and again, Connor would take a turn onto another road, varying his approach to the target. His pointed ears were twitching and he took deep breaths through his nose, listening and smelling his way through the streets as a form of navigation.

Agent Leuger leaned a bit towards Connor, "How we doin' there, Dead-Man?".

Connor glanced over his shoulder for a moment then returned his gaze to the road, "I believe we should expect trouble when we get there.".

Jonas shimmied closer to the front seat, keeping his gaze still out the rear window, then inquired in a semi-whispering tone, "On the way, or at the pump-house?".

Connor squinted slightly, then answered, "Hemosapians control the pumping station and wield a significant advantage in doing so. The lycans would love nothing more than to nullify that advantage, and tonight is a full moon. An engagement is highly likely.".

Rolf sighed a bit, "Why are the bloodsuckers and beastie boys always fighting? Isn't there enough food for everyone?".

Connor raised an eyebrow and answered, "Did your species not also eliminate its own evolutionary rivals, when the Hominids were driven to extinction? It is no different for hemo... vampires and were beasts.".

Jonas did a half chuckle, half harrumph, "I appreciate you using your "dumb guy speak" for us.".

THUNK! Something slammed into the roof of the hearse, denting it significantly, and smashing out most of the car's side glass. Jonas was facing rearward, nearly pinned between the bench seat and the newly lowered roof. Rolf reached down to the go-bag he had grabbed before leaving the garage.

Before Rolf could open it, Connor said, "Glovebox!".

Rolf opened the glove box to see what Connor was pointing to. Meanwhile, Jonas had to wiggle his way out of the awkward spot he was in and get to his own weaponry. The sound of nails on metal screeched across the roof of the car. Rolf grabbed the sawn-off shotgun from the glove box and leaned out the passenger window. He peaked above the roof just enough to get a glimpse of a massive, hairy creature, then leaned back just as a clawed hand swiped at his face. He raised the shotgun in his left hand and fired off a shot in the direction that the clawed hand had come from. Blue flames burst from the barrel along with shot and spray. A great shriek came from the roof, followed by the creature rolling off the back and into the road. 

"What the fuck was that?!?", Rolf exclaimed.

Connor answered, "Dragon's breath, with Holy oil.".

Jonas was on the floor, getting his bag to retrieve his special ammo. 

He informed Connor with, "I think he meant the thing on the fuckin' roof!".

Connor kept his composure as calm as always and answered, "Lycan... Expect more... as well as their rivals. Both are likely to be hostile to us, especially outside of the pumping station itself.". 

They had scantly driven a few more seconds before Connor's ears twitched and his nose crinkled. 

"Get down!", he commanded, in a stern voice, ducking himself.

As Rolf and Jonas lowered their heads, a stream of bullets shattered what was left of the window glass and continued for several seconds. Rolf grabbed a modern-looking pistol out of his bag, slapped in a clip of ammo labeled, "Omni", took off his night vision glasses, leaned out his passenger window, and took aim rearward. The pupil of his right eye turned blue for a moment, then Rolf squeezed the trigger. In the distance, a car went off-road and crashed. There were no lights or shapes to see, but the cars could be heard. By this time, the hearse and its pursuers had gained significant speed as Connor leaned into the throttle. Jonas had by this time assembled a rifle from his bag and was set up to aim out the rear window. He fired a shot out into the dark. The shot rang and echoed through the buildings, followed by the sound of a car horn, then a crash a few seconds later. Another storm of bullets ripped through the windows but did not penetrate the heavily plated body panels of the car.

The hearse could gain ground on every straight road with its massive power but would lose ground on some turns, since it had narrow front tires and did not corner all that swiftly. 

Connor called out, "More lycans!".

Jonas asked a question between exchanges of gunfire, "How can you tell?".

Connor answered back, "Other than smell? Lycans want your flesh, not your blood. So they do not mind poking holes in you.".

Connor spoke again, "Agent Leuger, we should switch places.".

"Right!", Rolf responded.

With that, Connor swiftly became a cloud of mist while Rolf scooched over to the driver's side to take the wheel. Rolf could drive with more skill than Connor could muster, and Connor could produce more effective offensive power. Connor rematerialized a few seconds later, grabbing onto the passenger's side of the bar supporting the roof rack. He slinked up swiftly and crouched in the huge dent in the roof while Rolf took the controls. Rolf was able to squeeze a bit more speed out of the car, especially in braking and cornering.

With his natural vision, Connor could make out several cars following behind. After dodging a barrage of gunfire, and just as the next corner was being navigated, Connor stood and held out his hands in a strange posture while speaking words in a seemingly unintelligible language. After a couple of seconds, a bolt of lightning flew from one of Connor's fingertips, striking the closest car, then leaping to several others, frying the electrical systems in the cars struck. The hearse was now on a long stretch of twisting road, constantly squealing its' tires through each corner. A large, armored personnel carrier was creeping up from behind, as the hearse was actually slower through the turns. This large truck was full of lycans with guns as well and stood some chance of getting close enough to be within firing range.

Connor yelled down to Rolf, "Keep it steady as you can!".

"I'll try! These circumstances ain't ideal!", Rolf shouted back.

Connor stood up straight, digging his boots into the space under the luggage bars to secure himself. He put his arms out straight, made a pair of finger guns, pointed them down and together, then joined his thumbs together, making a diamond shape with his hands. He held this posture and chanted. A bullet ripped through his coat, but he didn't flinch, then another struck him in the left shoulder, but he still kept chanting and holding his position. The material of the jacket was not even pierced.

Just as he finished the much longer incantation, a bullet struck him square in the forehead, knocking him down into the big dent in the roof, but not penetrating his skull. At the same time, a number of faint red and orange lights appeared above and between the positions of the two vehicles. A shower of meteors came crashing down from above, pulverizing the truck and its riders from above as the truck crossed into the area of effect. At least fifty flaming meteors struck the truck, mangling it and setting it on fire. A few seconds later, the truck exploded as Connor looked to the sky, letting out a sigh of relief. He squinted in some pain as the welt on his forehead healed and returned to normal. Connor grabbed the roof rack again and swung himself back down into the front passenger seat. No more vehicles followed, though a few who were behind the truck did come screeching to a stop, turn around, and retreat. 

A few minutes later, just about a mile from their destination, they came upon a roadblock, consisting of trucks, with persons in the beds and standing around them. Their faces were pale, their eyes glowed red in the darkness, and they were armed, some with rifles, some with pistols, and others with close-quarters weaponry. They wore ordinary but shabby-looking clothing, with the exception of each wearing a black, leather jacket. The roadblock extended beyond the shoulders of the road in either direction. There was no other road to where the three were needing to get, so Rolf brought the car to a stop, about sixty feet from the roadblock. 

Connor spoke softly, "Disengage the ignition.".

Rolf chuckled nervously, "You sure about that?".

Connor nodded affirmatively. With a simultaneous nod, Rolf turned the engine off. Both Rolf and Connor slowly opened the car doors, and stepped out, making no sudden movements. Connor kept his hands up, and Rolf kept his weapon trained on the ground, while Jonas watched through the windshield area, and through the scope of a rifle from the back of the car.

"Connor spoke first, "We wish to negotiate passage.".

The cluster of twenty or so vampires all looked at each other, then started to laugh. They parted down the middle as a menacing figure approached from behind the group of vampires. He stood about half a foot taller than the rest of the group and wore all black clothing, with a purple stripe down the center of the jacket and along the pant legs. His hair was silver and went down to his waist. Unlike the other vampires, his eyes glowed purple.

The tall and imposing leader of the group spoke in a deep tone with a slight reverberation, "You don't seem to have much negotiating power, especially considering that there are only one of you. Or, are you so docile and weak that you have made friends with your food?".

Rolf Leuger muttered, "Holy shit...".

Rolf started tapping the side of his rifle with a finger, but Connor held his hand up in a manner to suggest waiting a moment. He took two steps forward, hands still in the air, then reached back to the epaulets on the shoulders of his long coat and lifted them slightly. Like a scrolling shade, the back of his coat grew out from the collar, longer and longer, forming a long, black cape with gold trim. It appeared as though stars and galaxies were contained within the cape itself, or at least it seemed to be a very convincing image of such. With a nearly imperceivable whisper, Connor reached down to the cape as the hilt of a sword emerged from inside it. From it, he slowly drew a nodachi style sword named "Starlight", black as night with a light blue hue, and a red, water-drop shaped gem in the hilt. He held it in front of himself in a ready position. As he drew the sword, the entire environment became illuminated as though under moonlight on a clear night, and the image of a night sly could be seen above, despite being under the plate. With narrow eyes and a stern look, Connor's pupils turned red and he bared his own fangs, then made a sound like that of a lion's roar. 

Connor Greenleaf spoke, "You WILL let us through! Whether you are able to see tomorrow or not, is up to you.".

The tall leader opposite him burst into maniacal laughter, "HAA ha, HA ha ha! I do not fear the clan of the Blood Tear. We, necrocideous, are the next evolutionary step, and the RIGHTFUL rulers of this pitiful chunk of rock. The humans are OURS to consume! Those not loyal to the new order are worthy only of extinction!".

One of the vampires, holding a machete ran from the back of the group, raising up his weapon, charging towards the three. A flash of fire came from the back of the hearse, immediately followed by a loud bang that echoed all throughout the area. As some of the large group flinched, the vampire with the machete gasped and spat up some blood, as an inch thick rod was now lodged into his heart with a specially designed set of protrusions to keep it from going all the way through. He dropped the machete, took one step, and fell onto his face. Jonas loaded a second rod as quickly as he could.

The necrocideous shouted, "GO!".

The remaining vampires sprung into action to take down the three. Rolf narrowly dodged as gunfire erupted in his direction. The hearse was parked at an angle, so the armor plating and engine block could provide protection. The necrocideous stayed in his position as the vampires advanced. 

Connor rushed forward with the nodachi, severing an approaching vampire in half at the waist, while simultaneously blocking a couple of incoming bullets with the flat of the blade. With a second motion, he planted the sword tip first into the chest of the vampire who had become half the man he used to be as it wailed in agony, then succumbed to the second, more lethal wound. Connor Greenleaf moved intermittently as though he were under a strobe light. His normal speed was incredibly fast, like that of an elite martial artist, but whenever he engaged his ability for surges of speed, one could see only the starting and ending points of his movement. Anything in between was a blur at best. One, two, and then three vampires who came into close quarters were cut down, one after the other, all beheaded swiftly with a flash of action. The beheaded vampires transformed into mist, unable to hold physical form until they could find a safe place to rest for a sufficient amount of time. The other vampires were incredibly fast too, but their speed paled in comparison to that of this nodachi wielder.

A second rod was fired from the back of the hearse, going straight into a vampire's forehead. Five were defeated and several others had turned into mist, possibly to gain better positioning. Suddenly, the clamshell rear door of the hearse was ripped open, and something grabbed Jonas' ankle before he could even react. 

Jonas lifted a leg to strike as he was yanked backward toward his attacker. With a swift kick to the face, the lady vampire that had grabbed his ankle was knocked back a bit, but did not lose her grip. She opened her mouth, revealing sharp fangs, and lunged forward to bite Jonas' neck. Jonas managed to block by jamming his forearm into her throat while at the same time reaching down to the knife in his boot. With a quick flick of the knife, he jammed it into the side of her neck, only to get smacked in the face by the back of her hand. The knife was coated in silver powder, but it would take a moment to get into her bloodstream.

Somewhat dazed, Jonas managed to retain the knife and some blood spurted out of the vampire's wound, but it quickly healed up within a few seconds. Jonas swiftly rolled out of the back of the car and took a combat-ready stance. Seeing the potential for a strike, he lunged forward with the knife, only to be deflected with a block, and was then struck in the face with a fist and knocked to the ground. Opening his eyes, Jonas found himself on his belly, just out of reach of his knife. He reached for it, only to have his hand stepped on by a high-heeled shoe. He yelled in pain, but got to his knees, then flicked out his foot with a sweeping motion, knocking the lady vampire off her feet and onto her side. 

The lady vampire was slowing down under the influence of the silver poison in her blood. She started to move to get up, but before she could, Jonas had reclaimed the knife and had grabbed hold of her from behind. Holding her by the hair, from behind, he jabbed the knife into her neck again, then started sawing away vigorously. The silver powder had poisoned her blood sufficiently so that she could no longer transform, regenerate, or use any other powers. Blood sprayed everywhere as she howled until finally, her head was off her shoulders. The sounds of gunfire and clashing weaponry continued as Jonas momentarily regained his composure, taking a few frantic breaths, covered in vampire blood from the shoulders to the waist. 

Connor was at the forefront of the encounter and was able to deflect most of what was thrown at him. Rolf continued to take pot-shots from behind the car with the shotgun, which had the dragon's breath and Holy oil ammunition. Seemingly from out of nowhere, the shotgun was grabbed away, just in time for Rolf to look up and see it get broken in half in the hands of a, particularly bulky vampire. Tossing the broken gun aside, the vampire lashed out, just grazing Rolf's jacket and armored vest with his sharp claws. Rolf, taking a few steps back, and going into an evasive roll out of reach of another swipe, reached into his belt holster and pulled out what looked to be a long knife. With the flick of a mechanical switch, it telescoped out into a three-foot sword. The vampire seemed to be either amazed or amused with what was happening, up until the point where the tip and half the length of the blade produced reciprocating bladelettes like that of a meat carving knife. The vampire's face went from an expression of curiosity to something more closely resembling shock and awe.

Rolf smiled sadistically and grunted out the words, "Turkey time!".

The target vampire was armed with a metallic baseball bat and once over the shock of seeing his opponent produce a giant meat knife, ran straight in to engage the fight. As Rolf blocked the first blow, a second vampire came in from his right flank, wielding a metal pole that struck Rolf in his armored chest. It stunned him for a split second and sent him staggering back. After that, Rolf held the meat sword up, smiled, and made the "come hither" gesture as he squared himself against the now, two opponents. They traded vicious blows, dodging and blocking, as Rolf held his own against two vampires. The first vampire to make a mistake would get carved up like a holiday roast.

Meanwhile, two more vampires were split in half by Connor's nodachi, one vertically, and the other horizontally, both of whom became mist, unable to take other forms without being completely vulnerable until rested. 

Seeing that his forces were fairly outmatched, the necrocideous reached into the back of a nearby pickup truck and grabbed a heavy, iron crowbar, of the large sort used to pry up heavy rocks. He flailed it around fancifully, with great skill. Seeing nothing else between himself and Connor, he engaged in the battle.

Holding the iron bar from the center at first, the necrocideous flicked the weapon outward, extending its range in a wide, swooping arc. The sweeping blow made a whooshing sound like wind blowing across the top of a bottle. Connor narrowly ducked the blow and countered with his nodachi, only to be blocked in return. A blow would be deflected, then one of them would step back, then charge back in, both with immense bursts of speed that could hardly be perceived by a human eye, each trying to get the drop on the other. Clangs, bashes, and whooshes went along with the frantic pace of two, supernaturally strong martial masters trying to kill the other with close-quarters combat tactics straight out of a medieval combat textbook. The style of the necrocideous was brutish but accurate, while that of his opponent was graceful and swift, but no less deadly.

A wild blow from the necrocideous' pole-arm struck Connor in the temple, knocking him violently through the windshield of a nearby vehicle. The necrocideous laughed to himself, closing in to make the killing blow when his back was pierced and a blade protruded from his chest. The necrocideous found himself confused, to see Connor's legs sticking out of a windshield, while simultaneously seeing Connor's face out of the corner of his eye. 

Pushing the blade in all the way to the hilt, Connor whispered into the necrocideous' ear, "All of those evolutionarily advanced senses, and you still cannot see through a simple illusion....". 

With a violent yank, Connor pulled the sword from his opponent's back, spilling purple blood and some flesh, grabbed him by the shoulder, spun him in place, then rammed the sword in through his chest, into his heart. Connor lifted the necrocideous above his head, then thrust the blade into the bed of the nearby truck, pinning the creature to the truck bed, still "alive", but very much paralyzed. Connor reached into his jacket pocket as Rolf and Jonas finished the other foes. He retrieved a bottle of liquid with a Holy symbol on it, popped the cork, and dumped the liquid all over the necrocideous' chest and into his open mouth. With a few words and a pointing finger, a gout of flame erupted from Connor's hand, causing his Holy oil covered foe to burst into flames. It twitched for several seconds, then evaporated into dust and ash, letting out a horrific scream.

The three had a quick look around to make sure everyone else was okay. 

"That shit was crazy.." Jonas said in a half mumble.

Rolf looked over his shoulder to Jonas, "Eh, beats watchin' football.".

Connor retrieved Starlight from the bed of the truck, then hopped out. He put the sword back into the cloak, and with a touch of one finger, caused the Starlight cloak to recede back into the jacket.  He knelt down slightly at the rear bumper, picked it up, and pivoted it enough to move it out of the way, using only one arm, then did the same for the big, old car on the opposite side. Before they left, Connor got into the back of his car and braced his back against the dented-in roof. With a mighty heave, he popped most of the dent back out by exerting pressure with his legs just above the car's two, thick frame rails. With the roadblock cleared, they got back into the vehicle and continued down the road towards the water pumping station, with Connor driving again, Rolf in the passenger side of the front seat, and Jonas laying down in the back, with his eyes keeping watch out the back window. 

Rolf seemed to be in his thoughts for a moment, as were the others, but then he asked, "Why aren't we using our agency passes, or any of the usual channels?".

Jonas glanced backward for a couple seconds, then returned his eyes to the rear of the vehicle, "The agency has a mole, and no one is sure who it is. Until they figure that out, we use only back-water and more covert channels, so as to avoid the prying eyes of those who might try to interfere or otherwise compromise our mission.".

Rolf nodded at that and replied, "Whatever you say, asshole.".

Connor looked perturbed, squinted some, and said, "Do not make me turn this car around and give you both a spanking.".

Both Jonas and Rolf burst out laughing at such commentary coming from one who seemed so stodgy so much of the time. Under other circumstances, most members of M.A.T.T.O.C.K. would be able to use fake credentials to navigate the various warring factions. With the presence of an internal risk, they would instead be forced to break out of the Heurtzville Metro Penal Colony the most dangerous way, through force. M.A.T.T.O.C.K. agents normally traveled to and from the Penal colony, and some even made it their residence while not on duty. This was a new threat to them and their mission. 

Their charter was to protect the planet against threats it could not handle otherwise. This used to be done, though in secret, with cooperation with several governments. But, ever since the arrival of the necrocideous, and the resulting chaos of propaganda and war that was tearing the planet apart, M.A.T.T.O.C.K. had to go completely underground. There was, as of yet, no answer to the global threat of the necrocideous, who manipulate and set people against each other from behind the shadows, all for the cause of securing a new planetary source of food.

The necrocideous were related to vampires, genetically, but shared very few of the same values, looking down on ordinary vampires as a genus worthy only of passing from existence. Unlike vampires, who drink blood, the necrocideous instead drain neural energy through simple contact, causing cellular necrosis. With the humans so distracted by ideology and politics, the necrocideous could move behind the scenes without risking exposure to a united front, secretly controlling all information from the shadows, creating a world of ideological slavery, in which one can fully expect to either die in war, in a gulag, in a prison, or to just disappear, never to be seen again, likely as food for a necrocideous.

The best way to escape the penal colony would be through the old tunnels, underneath the water pumping station. Whoever controls the penal colony's water supply could exert a great amount of power and influence from within. Naturally, any faction within the penal colony would love to get control of this valuable asset. For now, an independent faction of vampires was in control of the pumping station, and the three would have to go through them to escape.
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Chapter Five:

The Spectrum of Sacrifice
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July 8th, Heurtzville Metro Penal Colony, 11:47 pm...

After traveling for several more minutes on the beat-up road leading to the old pumping station, the car slowed down and came to a gradual stop, about thirty feet in front of some freshly erected security gates. Towers were situated on either side of a thirty foot tall gate and walls. The walls and gates were of stone and iron and were outfitted with metal pikes, coated in silver. Eight towers lined each wall around the pumping station, totaling thirty-two altogether.

Connor turned the car engine off but left the headlights on.

Turning to the right some, to talk to Rolf and Jonas, Connor spoke in a low and calm tone, "I believe these people will be more amenable to negotiation.".

Rolf slightly contorted his face in some confusion, "What makes you think that after that last group of 'prics tried to stop us?'.

"Pricks?", Jonas inquired.

Rolf answered in a tone that suggested he resented having to explain himself, "Vampirics, 'prics, asshole, bloodsuckin' motherfuckers.".

Connor raised both eyebrows some and answered with, "I believe these ones are terrified and are more likely to accept our assistance. Allow me.".

Connor stepped out of the car and closed the door slowly. He kept his hands up slightly, to keep his body posture non-threatening. He made his way, stepping slowly in the direction of the gate.

A voice came out of the darkness behind the gate, "Come no closer!".

Connor came to a stop and replied, "I am afraid we must, but we wish to aid you in the process. As you well know, many lycans will be on their way very soon.".

A second, more authoritative voice sounded from behind the gate, saying with both depth and clarity, "We've no quarrel with the son of Vladmirros. Why is it you have come to us?".

Connor answered in a more regal tone, "Many lycans are coming here to bring you death. It is our hope, that in exchange for our aid, my band and I may be allowed passage, so that we may traverse the old tunnels underneath the station. For this, we would fight as one of your own.".

A cloud of mist poured through the gaps in the metal gate and took on humanoid form, some fifteen feet in front of the gate, and about equal distance from Connor's position. Two others poured out on either side, all becoming humanoid as well. They all had pale skin and wore metallic armor, covered in cloth with a blue sheen, and accented with boots and cloaks of white. Their clothing bore symbols of sword crossed over hammer, with a gold Corneas leaf on either side, all against a white circle on deep, blue clothing.

Connor found himself amazed to be greeted by vampiric members of the Order of Volari, a division of Terrothar's extra-terrestrial order of priests and monster hunters, who in most cases, would seldom be found on Earth. 

Looking on in astonishment, Connor inquired, "The Order of Volari? How has this come to be?".

The central figure answered, "Our, "betters" didn't approve of our questioning their methods, and so, as punishment, they saw fit to find a way to make us as the sort of things we used to hunt, using the very necromantic methods they claim to disapprove of so vehemently.".

Connor inquired further, "How is it then that you are here, and so adorned, as being such outcasts?".

The central figure, a rather tall human, spoke while those to either side nodded affirmingly, "We tried at first to resume our felt cause and to publicly protest our fate, but those in power managed to easily turn both the rest of the order and most of the populous against us. In desperation, we saught the gate under the old Barrenian temple, in Nebreham forest.".

The figure to the right of the central one spoke in English, with an elven accent, which to an Earther, might sound French, "We still believe in our cause, even if we are betrayed by our elders.".

Connor raised an eyebrow, inquiring, "Your cause?".

The figure on the left, an elvish woman spoke up, "To protect the innocent from those who would play predator.".

The central figure spoke again, "Enough, then. If you will assist us in repelling our invaders, we will make sure you acquire the passage you seek. Our only interest is in keeping the tyrannical from occupying this structure.".

With that commentary having been exchanged, Rolf and Jonas exited the car, making themselves seen. Along the way, Rolf had changed from his leather jacket to his old, tan, trench coat. It had been modified to sheath and holster multiple weapons and was made of special, highly damage-resistant materials. It was practical and functional, but time had left it stained with the fallout of battle, as well as the aromas of beer, cigarettes, and cheap cologne.

As the men got out of the car, the female, elven, Volari crinkled her nose some, mumbling to herself, "Won't one of you teach the tall one with the mechanical eye to wear a bit less incense?".

Rolf overheard and protested, "It's called English Leather, sweetheart!".

Connor, realizing they had struck a deal, slowly lowered his hands and gave a respectful nod and bow.

Looking back and over his shoulders in Rolf's direction, Connor said, "It does smell a bit like buffalo urine.".

For a few seconds, Rolf continued a look of sheer disbelief.

After a moment, he just shook his head and let out a sigh, "First it's evolved social Darwinist vampires from space, then it's snooty, elvish vampires with a religious complex. Whatever happened to boobs and hairspray? Wh...W...What're y'all lookin' at?".

After the leering faces of disapproval had lasted for but a few seconds, the blue-clad leader of this unit of Volari introduced himself to Connor, pulling down his hood, showing his face and medium length, black hair, "I am Aouwren. We will gladly accept any assistance you can offer.".

"It is agreed, then. ", Connor replied.

Jonas, walking by Connor and Rolf, looked Rolf in the eyes just long enough to say, "Asshole!".

The two figures to either side lowered their hoods and revealed their faces. Aouwren was human, but his two aids were elves, not native to this Earth. 

The gate was lifted, allowing the party to seek refuge within the structure. Connor found a discrete place to park the hearse within the gates. 

Once inside, Connor inquired, "What sort of armaments have you prepared for such an instance?".

Aouwren turned about, held out his hands with the palms facing upward, then conjured, three, white orbs of bright light, then closed his hands to snuff them out, and answered, "We shall use the very power that the Divines themselves have given us. We shall use the Light, and anything else we choose, whether forbidden or not!".

Astonished again, Connor inquired, though still in a low voice, "How is this possible?".

Aouwren responed, "Simple. The Order lied. Vampires CAN be imbued with, or may even retain powers from the practice of the Holy Tenets. I personally suspect that the Divines are no respecters of external elements of personhood. My self and all my disciples became vampires, who found that they could still wield Divine powers. The very existence of vampires who could wield Divine power had shed light on some of the propaganda that had taken over the Order of Volari, propaganda that claimed vampires to be so un-Holy, that none could ever take up the priesthood or wield Divine power. We exposed their lies, and as a consequence, they sought to silence us. So we fled here, only to find a much worse sort of trouble, what you call, necrocideous. I believe...".

Aouwren was suddenly interrupted by the sight of Connor taking in a deep breath through this nose while looking about suspiciously. 

After a twitch of his left ear, he cried out, "They come!".

A few seconds later, the others could faintly hear the sound of many engines off in the distance. 

"Taking in the situation, Jonas inquired, "What's happening here?".

Connor listened intently for a few seconds, then spoke, "Over a hundred trucks, each carrying at least a dozen or more.".

As the gate opened to allow passage and various members of the order took up positions, Rolf started the hearse and drove it to a location near the back of the compound.

The second aid, Tolvin inquired, "Twelve hundred, against sixty?".

Aouwren paused for a moment, as the sounds got closer, let out a breath then spoke to the lady, who was his wife, "Eilsai, instruct the page to bring the forbidden book.".

Eilsai seemed to struggle internally for a moment, then shot a glance over to Tolvin on her husband's right side. With a nod, the aid went running deeper into the complex, consisting of many smaller buildings of brick and clay.

Rolf looked at each person for a second, then focused his attention on Connor, "Do we got a plan, boss?".

Aouwren answered, "We do have a plan, but it will take twenty minutes to implement.".

Jonas interjected, "The lycans will be here in less than five.".

Connor nodded, "Then we hold our ground, and safeguard the lives of those who will be conducting the rites.".

Aouwren turned to Connor, "Rites? This is no convocation. This will be a summoning, which will be performed by my wife.".

Jonas looked about, both confused and wary, "A...summoning? Wh..what are we summoning?".

Connor answered, studying the marks on the ground, "By the runes on the ground... Tiamat..".

All remained silent for several seconds. Several of the order went about, drawing runic shapes into the ground, creating six circles around a thirteen-pointed star, encircled by eighty-eight rings. About that time, the aid returned with a thick, black book, and handed it to Aouwren, who then handed it to Eilsai.

Connor knew much of this ritual and thought to inquire, "Where are we to attain six, virgin blood sacrifices to complete this ritual?".

Aouwren looked over his shoulders and snapped his fingers, saying, "We just so happen to have several prisoners of war.".

Six lycans, bound up in silver-coated chains, with muzzled mouths, were brought out of one of the buildings.

Aouwren, looking back to the party, spoke again, "They may be lycan, but they are virgin, so they should suffice.".

Aouwren, sensing that the time for fighting was drawing near, spoke with charisma and power, "We need last only twenty minutes! It is imperative that the ritual not be interrupted! Our success depends wholly upon this! I want thirty-two of you working in pairs at the top of every other tower, each with a close-quarters weapon and a ranged. Those of you with pikes and shields, to the casting circle. These three and I will provide aid as we are able. Get to your positions! And stand ready!".

As various soldiers of the order scrambled to make things ready, the sound of a blaring truck horn could be heard outside. Several people looked at each other, trying to discern the meaning of the noise when suddenly, a voice came from the other side of the gate;

"It's me, ya tools! Open the damn gate!", Hank yelled through the gate.

Connor nodded at Aouwren, signaling that the request to open the gate could be trusted. Members of the order opened the heavy, metallic gate just enough so that Hank could drive a heavy-duty utility truck under it. Hank stopped the truck at a halfway point between the front gate and the newly forming summoning circle. Hank hopped out of the truck and ran around to the back to open a panel with lots of switches, levers, and buttons.

"I swear you boys would be lost without me!", Hank barked as he set up the equipment emerging from the large, metallic box on the end of the truck. 

Four metallic arms came down to support the load as a caged, twin pair of chain-fed guns emerged from the cargo area, being slowly jacked up by hydraulic lifts supporting metal cross-members. The silver sheen of "Omni" ammunition could be seen through the long belts of five thousand rounds each. 

Each round of Omni Ammo is coated in silver, laced with salt and iron, contains a few drops of Holy oil, and is designed to shatter just a few milliseconds after penetration of a target or impact with a surface. Such ammunition would be devastating, even against most types of supernatural creatures.

Once the gun cage emerged fully, Hank climbed up into it, locking it shut with a series of latches, then took over the controls from the inside, resuming its upward ascent to gain an angle of fire from above the walls. Sitting in the deeply grooved chair, he reached up, pulled restraining belts down and across, and secured his grip on the two handles with triggers. 

By pulling or pushing the handles and using foot controls, one would be able to swivel the cage from one angle to another or rotate it in place, giving it near complete maneuverability, and access to several lines of attack from multiple angles. Additionally, it had a HUD with a touch screen that allowed for automatic aiming by touching the target displayed on the image. All mechanical actions were servo-assisted. The cage was equipped with the ability for one hundred sixty degrees of articulation in any possible direction.

Hank shouted down as the pod went up, "High capacity rifles are in the back, guys!".

"Ole' Iron Fists always pulls through", Rolf said to himself in a low voice.

Jonas nodded in the affirmative saying. "A good musician never misses a beat.".

Rolf and Jonas both grabbed a rifle and several boxes of ammunition. Each box contained one hundred rounds of Omni ammo that could be swapped out like a typical machine gun box cartridge. These rifles could be fired as single shot semi-auto, four-round burst, or as fully automatic. Rolf went up to assist one of the forward towers, while Jonas went to one in the rear. Connor stayed near the group performing the ritual and kept watch at the ground level while keeping his ears focused on things in every direction.

A cold breeze picked up as members of the order stirred, the gun cage found its positioning, and Eilsai started to chant for the summoning. The pacing of the chant and the ritual actions had to be kept in a timely way. There was no way to speed up the process, as changing the speed of the ceremony would nullify its effects. The sounds of whirring diesel engines, wind blowing, multiple persons chanting, scuffling feet, and the howls of lycans filled the air with a foreboding sense of dread and impending danger. Everyone, save for those participating in the ritual, remained still and quiet. A bit of thunder rumbled off in the distance. 

Only those with certain types of vision could see beyond the darkness of the night. While the interior of the structure was illuminated by oil lamps, anything on the outside could only be seen through night-vision goggles or the eyes of vampires and lycans. They kept watch, listened, and waited. 

Connor looked up to Aouwren and spoke in a low and deep voice, "They are here.".

A train of large trucks started appearing from around the distant bend in the road. Each truck had a dozen or so lycans on or in the bed or cargo container. Their types were primarily wolf and bear, with several other types such as wolverine and fox. They ranged from over six feet tall to just under four feet tall. But any of them would be strong, fast, and deadly. The sounds of gunfire, chanting, and cross-bow weapons erupted from the forward towers.

One, two, and then three of the trucks crept to a halt as their windshields were pelted with fire, incapacitating or killing the lycan drivers. Another lycan would manage to toss out the old driver and take the wheel themselves. Other trucks stopped just shy of the gate and walls, for their occupants to be torn to shreds by Omni fire and blasts from Divine prayers causing damage and destruction by Light and fire. Many of the lycans would gather around a truck and attempt to lift it, then place it on top of another truck, in an attempt to build a three-tiered set of steps that could reach the top of the walls. One lycan would be blown away screaching in flames, but another would fill the gap to take its place. Others were strong or agile enough to leap up most of the way and then start climbing to the top. 

Meanwhile, Hank moved the gun cage into place and started tearing both lycans and trucks into shreds, with two chain-fed turret guns capable of spitting out fifteen rounds per second each. Hank acted fairly conservative with the ammo, knowing he could quickly exhaust the supply if he was not careful. With clenched teeth and one squinted eye, he would aim at a target and fire, in short, controlled bursts. It was almost a rhythm of two seconds of fire, followed by two seconds of reconstituting accuracy, then firing in another burst. Hank and the forward towers were doing a decent job of creating a pile of shredded lycan flesh and flaming truck metal in front of the gate.

Suddenly, the sounds of hundreds of flapping wings could be heard, seemingly from all directions. Bat-type lycans, about half the size of a human, fluttered in from every direction, covering the black sky, going over the walls, and swooping in from above. Hank and the others with ranged weapons did their best to thin out the hoards of incoming winged lycans. Three or four would converge at a time, lift up a Volari member, and try to remove them from inside the walls. Some would be dropped outside and torn to shreds by the lycans all around the wall, but most managed to mist away and return to their position. Every delay could cost a life.

Hank was kept occupied by hundreds of flying targets running interference. On the ground level, Connor and some heavily armored and armed members of the order did their best to keep enemies away from those performing the ritual. They were just a couple of minutes into a fifteen-minute ritual summoning. At the very least, Eilsai and the six sacrifices would have to be safeguarded until the conclusion of the summoning. The rear wall and the left wall were being overrun by sheer numbers. Hank changed the focus of his attention to those walls for long enough to bring some relief, for another wall to be overrun as soon as his attention was diverted for a few seconds. Those in the towers worked frantically to stem the flow of so many hostile beasts. 

When it came to martial weaponry, most members of the Order of Volari were as skilled as any member of M.A.T.T.O.C.K.. Still, Connor GreenLeaf did the bulk of the work, zipping from one place to another, taking advantage of his extreme age as one who was half vampire and half Etherian, being of Celestial descent on his father's side. For lack of a better description, he was a demi-god of vampiric lineage, and it showed in his combat abilities, being stronger, faster, and more resilient than an ordinary aged vampire.

Hank suddenly found the gun cage swarmed by dozens of winged lycans, obscuring his vision and the camera connected to the combat HUD system. Hank had to take his best guess as to where to fire, and was far less accurate. Leaning down, he engaged a switch that caused a powerful electrical current to course through the cage, causing several to tense up, howl, and eventually let go. Electricity, being a form of energy is capable of killing a lycan, temporarily. Some who dropped did not get back up, and would not unless directly exposed to moonlight within three nights. Hank would fire several more shots, become obstructed again, send another jolt, wiggle the cage about, clear it, then shoot some more. At the ground level, lycans would try to get near the truck at the base to upset it, but so far, the Volari were able to keep the lycans from getting too close to the gun truck.

At the ground level, lycans would occasionally get over the wall but would have to contend with members of the order once on the ground. The exceptional training and coordination of the Volari order training made their small numbers still a formidable force to be reckoned with. Thus far, only a few Volari had fallen. Those that did had been dragged into the fray and absolutely ripped to shreds before they could react. When confronting a vampire, many lycans understood that removing the head would defeat a vampire temporarily, staking it would stop it cold, but tearing out its' heart and eating it meant that the vampire could never be recovered. Some Volari would find themselves getting their rib cage torn apart while still conscious, followed by their heart being eaten right out of their chest. Thus far, five minutes in, eleven Volari had fallen. At this rate, they would not last long enough to finish the ritual.

Seeing that the flying lycans were causing most of the chaos, Connor took action to even the odds. Looking to the sky, he took a dark-looking crystal out of a coat pocket, held it high, and started to chant while dropping small pebbles from his right hand. As he chanted, the pebbles stopped mid drop and started to rise instead. They flew upward and converged together at a point above all the flying lyncans. An aura of glowing, purple light gave way to a dark sphere which acted to reverse and multiply gravity within a cylindrical area just above the gun cage. Winged lycans would attempt to dive toward the cage, only to be thrust upward no sooner than entering the area of effect. Many of them beat their wings against the air, in an attempt to fly through the effect, but, they were repeatedly thrown upward en masse. 

One particularly strong and large specimen managed to break through the effect and land on top of the cage with a crash. In the process, the impact destroyed the cage's ability to send current as a deterrent. Holding on to the cage with its clawed feet, it used one clawed hand to make a fist and beat upon one of the guns, whilst the other hand attempted to reach into the cage and grab Hank. On the ground level, Connor worked to distract the others with shuriken and magic.

Hank, reasoning that he should respond sooner rather than later, reached into a satchel on his belt and retrieved a pair of blunted cestus, in between dodging swipes from a clawed hand by keeping his head as low as possible. Once the two cesti' were in his hands, he stayed low but reached out to unlock the cage door. Hank put up a booted foot, then the other, and tapped them together hard. As soon as he did, both boots became magnetized. With both cesti' on and magnet boots activated, he proceeded to step out of the cage and walked up the side to its dome-shaped top, with awkward, thumping steps.

Once approaching the top, the nearly six-foot-tall, winged, bat-type lycan was alerted and became more hostile as Hank approached. With a loud screech, it lunged towards Hank, biting and swiping at the air. Hank managed to slip, weave, and dodge his way out of being hit. The lycan reached out with a clawed hand to make a vicious slashing attack, but Hank swiftly ducked underneath and then countered with a powerful, inside, left hook to the creature's belly. The cestus was silver coated, and the impact was enough to hurt, meaning that the damage caused could not be regenerated the same as other types of wounds. Infuriated, the lycan lunged forward again, swiping with both sets of claws. One attack missed entirely while the other got a few of the hairs on Hank's graying head. Weaving and dodging again, this time Hank knelt down low to rise with a powerful, right uppercut straight to the beast's jaw, staggering it some. Seeing his opportunity, Hank came in swinging, hitting the lycan with one powerful blow after another, beating it furiously. 
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