
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Retaliation

Two Worlds Book #4

by Timothy L. Cerepaka

Published by Annulus Publishing

Copyright © Timothy L. Cerepaka 2015. All rights reserved.

Formatting by Timothy L. Cerepaka

Contact: timothy@timothylcerepaka.com

Cover design by Elaina Lee of For the Muse Design

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, send an email to the above contact.


Subscribe to my mailing list to get two FREE novels: The Mage’s Grave and Reunification

[image: image][image: image]

Subscribe to my mailing list HERE to have your free copies of The Mage’s Grave and Reunification emailed directly to your inbox.

I will only use your email address to send you announcements about my new releases, will never sell your information to anyone, and you are free to unsubscribe any time you like.


Chapter 1

Date: Loday, third day of the week, Gogoth 10th, 3050 XE, 3050 DE

Time: 7:32 PM XST (Xeeon Standard Time), 7:32 AM DST (Delanian Standard Time)

Location: Xeeon, one of the seven city states situated between the Dead Lands and the rest of Xeeo, and the most well-known and populous of them. Population: Three million. Current Mayor is Xacron-Ah, who has reigned over the city for six years. Protected by the J Series Law Enforcement Robots, which were designed and built by Annulus Robotics, Inc.

Objective: Kidnap Mayor Xacron-Ah and take him back to the Foundation's current temporary headquarters for further interrogation.

Status: Power level at 90%.

I stand on the top of one of Xeeon's massive skyscrapers. The sky is quite dark at the moment, but the city itself is alive with lights. Massive telescreens play ads for products such as the new Intelligent Arm Buddy, as well as news reports from the major Xeeonite news stations and even news from Dela. The streets are full of hundreds of people, who despite the time of night appear as lively and awake as ever.

I do not stand in the open, however; instead, I stand behind one of the electronic billboards built directly into the skyscraper's roof. I do this because I am trying to avoid the searching optics and sensors of my fellow J bots, who soar through the sky or stand watch on top of other buildings. There aren't many out at the moment—they probably do not expect any trouble tonight—but I must remain hidden nonetheless. I wish to join them, but I am aware that returning to my fellow officers would cause more harm than good at the moment, especially if they knew what I am about to do.

As for why they have not sensed me yet, that is because Konoa, one of the Foundation's agents, disabled my connections to the Database and my fellow J bots when he repaired me two and a half weeks ago. I cannot activate the communication channels between me and my fellow J bots or between me and the Database even if I want to.

But it is not merely my own tech preventing me from communicating with my fellow J bots. Leaning against the back of the electronic billboard, her arms crossed over her chest, is the female elf known as Lanresia. On the index finger of her right hand, she wears a black skyras ring that is cloaking us from the sensors of my fellow J bots. I know it works because when she tested it on herself back on Dela, I tried to scan for her presence but failed to find her, even though she had only been standing a few feet away from me at the time.

In contrast to my passive demeanor, Lanresia appears restless and afraid. She constantly rubs her skyras ring, every now and then peeking out from around the billboard to see if she can spot Konoa, although I doubt she can see much with those thick, dark goggles strapped over her eyes. She does not say anything, probably because her speaking snake is deactivated, curled around her waist like a belt, so she cannot speak to me at all.

Not that I am complaining. Our current mission requires as much silence as we are able to create. Speaking is unnecessary; after all, we already spent the past day going over every last detail of the plan. I can recite the entire plan by memory, although I suppose that isn't impressive, seeing as we J bots tend to have picture perfect memory in comparison to organics.

The only reason we have not yet moved from behind the large billboard is because we are awaiting the sign from Konoa. Back on Dela, during the planning stages of this kidnapping, we agreed on a signal for Konoa to give us when it is our turn to move. So far, Konoa has not given us the okay, although I am not disturbed, because we have received no sign so far that Konoa has run into any unexpected problems. He should be giving us the signal any minute now.

As I stand here, I go over the plan in my head, despite having gone over it several times with Lanresia, Konoa, and the Head. Still, we have nothing better to do at the moment, so I feel that it is wise to go over the plan in case there are any problems in it that we somehow missed in the planning stages. Then again, if there are any issues, it is almost certainly too late by now to go back and correct them.

Our ultimate goal is to defeat Reunification, that secretive organization which has the goal of 'reuniting' Dela and Xeeo. In order to learn more about how Reunification is progressing in their goal—which we know very little of due to having no spies within the organization to relay their plans to us—we have decided to kidnap the most well-known and high-profile member of Reunification: Mayor Xacron-Ah.

According to the Foundation, Xacron-Ah's primary job, from what they have gathered, is to keep non-members of Reunification from entering the Dead Lands and accidentally discovering Reunification's operations out there. He uses his authority as the Mayor to enforce laws preventing Xeeonite citizens and even foreigners from entering the Dead Lands.

Therefore, we believe that Xacron-Ah will be able to tell us quite a bit about Reunification. He has been seen in contact with the Leader of Reunification, a woman called Kiriah, which is a good sign that he will be able to offer us valuable intelligence if we can get him.

Our plan, then, is to break into the Mayor's Mansion—a building only a block away from our current position—kidnap Xacron-Ah, and then take him to our current base of operations, where we will then interrogate him for the information we need.

As for how we plan to do that, it is simple. Konoa will start a riot in the streets of Xeeon, which will force the majority of the J bots in the vicinity to try to contain it. While they are distracted by the rioting, Lanresia and I will go to the Mayor's Mansion and break through its security forces, kidnap Xacron-Ah himself, and then leave, hopefully before my fellow officers succeed in ending the riot and returning to check on the Mayor.

In fact, the whole reason I am even here is because I have detailed knowledge of the Mayor's Mansion. I have never served on Xacron-Ah's personal security force; however, the mobile Database stored in my memory contains a map of the Mayor's Mansion, as well as knowledge of the other security measures put in place to keep him safe. By using my knowledge, we should have little trouble breaking into the Mansion and kidnapping Xacron-Ah, assuming nothing goes wrong.

Even though I understand that this is all for the greater good, my programming makes me want to rebel against it. Defending Xacron-Ah's life is one of the few specific commands directly coded into our AI. We are not supposed to kidnap or hurt him in any way, because he is the Mayor, and the Mayor is considered an even higher authority than the Database among us J bots.

Furthermore, I find the idea of intentionally starting a riot to be legally questionable. As a J bot, it is my duty to stop or prevent riots from breaking out, not to be an accomplice to one. Under ordinary circumstances, I should arrest Konoa and Lanresia both and put them in the Xeeon City Prison, where they will await their trial in the courts.

But right now, I must put aside the law in order to protect it. Even I understand that it is more important to stop Reunification than it is to enforce the law. Besides, if I return to my fellow officers, I will likely be scrapped, as I was framed for the murders of several Knights, which makes me a liability for the J bots as a whole.

Yet when I look at the roof of the Mayor's Mansion—which peeks out over one of the nearby buildings—I find it hard to resist my programming, which tells me to defend the building from those who want to kidnap him. It is a strong ... not exactly a feeling, because we J bots do not have 'feelings' of any sort. It is a command, one that I find difficult to ignore, though I manage it nonetheless.

Lanresia, on the other hand, does not seem to be suffering from the internal strife I am. She only appears worried because she is afraid of my former fellow officers finding and arresting us. She has not told me that, but I can tell, because they are currently the only real threat to our plan.

I have no words of comfort for her, seeing as I do not know how to comfort someone. I consider telling another joke from Secrets of Humor, but then decide that it is better to keep silent and not accidentally draw the attention of the law enforcers to us with a joke that she will probably not even laugh at. That is the reason, as far as I can tell, why the Foundation agents I have met do not find my humor appealing; it is Xeeonite humor and they are Delanians, which means that their sense of humor is different from mine, although that does not help me find out exactly what they find humorous and what they don't.

Lanresia, peering around the side of the billboard again, suddenly gestures for me to look around with her. As silently as I can, I walk over to her side and peer around the billboard, though at first I do not understand what she wants me to look at.

Then I see Konoa standing on top of a parked hover vehicle. He is wearing a looser, hood-like skull mask to hide his identity, along with a pair of dark goggles over the eye holes, which I consider unnecessary because his face is not in the Database. Then again, I suppose Konoa probably wishes to stay out of the Database as much as he can, so wearing a mask to hide his identity makes sense.

None of the Xeeonians in the streets appear to take notice of him at first, likely because he has not drawn attention to himself yet, although a handful of human teenagers point and snicker at his mask (they probably think it looks ridiculous). Even my fellow J bots do not stop to demand he show his ID, although that may be because he is not behaving in any illegal manner yet.

Then Konoa raises a large, round object in his hand: a blind bomb. I recall Konoa saying that he is going to use a blind bomb to start the confusion, so I am not surprised to see it. I do wonder where he found such a large one, however, considering most blind bombs are only large enough to fit inside the average human fist.

Lanresia's speaking snake uncurls from around her waist and rises up by her head. Its glowing eyes are looking at Konoa as it says, “Ready, J997?”

I nod and whisper, “Affirmative.”

“All right,” says Lanresia, her voice as low as mine. “I am going to send Konoa a message telling him to throw the blind bomb now. Just be ready to run for the Mansion as soon as it goes off.”

“I am always ready,” I say. “And do not worry about getting past Xacron-Ah's security systems; I will handle that when we get there.”

“Good,” says Lanresia. “Now I am sending this message to Konoa. Once he gets it, he will—”

Lanresia is interrupted when Konoa hefts the large blind bomb and tosses it directly into the center of the loud, busy streets of Xeeon. As soon as the blind bomb lands in the streets, it explodes, creating a massive blinding light that is immediately followed by the terrified and confused screams of the people.

I, however, am not blinded by the light, because I activate the darkening filters on my optics to prevent the blind bomb from damaging them. This allows me to see the J bots soaring from all around the nearby skyscrapers, trying to restore peace and order to the now confused mass of citizens running around and screaming in the streets below. I spot Konoa making a break for it, going in the opposite direction of the Mayor's Mansion, causing several officers to fly after him immediately. Smart move. It means my former fellow officers will be less likely to notice Lanresia and I as we make our way to the Mayor's Mansion.

Lanresia grabs onto my shoulders and I fly us both down to the alleyway between the building we stood on and the one next to it. As we touch the streets, I find it hard to ignore the screams and sounds of rioting in the streets behind us, but I focus my attention solely on our mission, which will matter more in the long run than stopping this riot.

Once Lanresia lets go of my shoulders, the two of us run down the alley, which is completely abandoned. There are not even any beggars here, which is good, because the fewer people who see us, the better.

In less than a minute, we arrive at the area behind the Mayor's Mansion. It is a large building—not quite as large as the skyscrapers that tower it, but large enough—that looks antiquated compared to the rest of the city, which makes sense, seeing as the Mayor's Mansion is older than the rest of Xeeon, having been built by the first settlers of this region fifty years ago or so. Removing my darkening filter (which is no longer necessary, thanks to the light from the blind bomb having gone away) allows me to see that the Mansion has a large dome rising from the center, while four turrets rise from every corner.

The Mayor's Mansion is surrounded by an electric fence on all sides. The electric fence is strong enough to knock out anyone who tries to touch it and can shorten out any electrical gadgets used on it. Even we J bots are not entirely immune from its effects, which is why I am careful to keep my distance.

I see none of my fellow J bots around, but Lanresia and I keep to the shadows anyway. The Mayor's Mansion has security cameras affixed to the outside, which means that it is impossible to enter without being seen. Even simply walking by the Mansion's fence unseen is impossible, because the security cameras are always on and constantly filming everyone and everything that comes near the Mansion's vicinity. If the cameras see us as we try to break into the Mansion, they will send an automated alert to Database to send officers to arrest us, and our entire plan will fall apart.

Other security hazards include motion sensors in the garden around the Mansion, as well as an electric grid running underneath the ground to electrocute any trespassers who somehow make it past the fence. It is quite the well-defended area.

But we are not going to climb or even fly over the fence. That will be too obvious and will ruin the plan before it even passes phase one.

Instead, I bend over and remove the manhole cover on the street near us. Lanresia wrinkles her nose when she looks down it, likely smelling the waste below (which I am unable to, as J bots are not designed with noses or the ability to smell anything). Still, she climbs down the ladder anyway, and I follow suit, pulling the cover over our heads as soon as we are both inside.

We are going down into the sewers because the Mayor's Mansion has a secret escape route connected to them. No one knows about this secret escape route outside of the Mayor himself and us J bots; in fact, even many of us J bots are ignorant of its existence. I only know of it because I was once chosen to protect the Mayor and given this information, but then it was decided that someone else would do a better job as a bodyguard than I would. I was allowed to keep the information in case of an emergency, although I am not quite sure that this is what the Database was thinking of when it told me that.

The files state that this secret escape route is only to be used if Xeeon is under attack and it is unsafe for the Mayor to escape above ground. If the Mansion's teleporters are broken, the secret escape route leads to a teleporter that will take the Mayor out of Xeeon and to wherever he needs to go in order to be safe.

Lanresia reaches the bottom first. A couple of seconds later, I am standing by her and using my built-in night vision to look at our surroundings.

I have only been down in the sewers of Xeeon a handful of times, so I am not as familiar with their layout as I should have been. They are dark, with dirty water and waste flowing down the center from wherever they come from. I see turned-off lights on the walls, but I have no way to activate them. Lanresia and I stand on the raised edges of the sewers, which appear to go down quite a ways, although the exact length is irrelevant to the plan, so I don't think about it.

Lanresia looks quite sick, because her face is turning green and she has her hands over her stomach. Still, she is not complaining, although I wonder if her sickness might harm us. I hope not, but it is too late to send her back now and I do not have any medicine to help calm her stomach.

According to the mobile Database, we need to walk straight ahead. I lead this time, because I am the only one of us who has an idea of what to expect ahead. Lanresia follows me, but she is so light on her feet that even my advanced audio receptors do not always pick up the sounds of her footsteps.

I walk forward without any reservation, despite the darkness of the sewers. I do this because I know that the secret escape route has no security in it at all—no cameras, no J bots, nothing; this is due to its secrecy. Because no one knows about it, the Mayor thought it is unnecessary to add extra security measures. That is why it will be easy for Lanresia and me to use this route. Assuming all goes well, we should have the Mayor out of here with little trouble.

“J997?” says Lanresia behind me, her voice a whisper. “Did you hear that?”

I stop and look over my shoulder at Lanresia. Her pointed elvish ears are twitching, a sign that she is trying to hone in on a particular sound that she hears. Her facial expression is still quite sick, although she looks like she is trying to concentrate hard on whatever it is she is listening for.

“Hear what, Lanresia?” I ask. “My audio receptors do not pick up anything down here.”

Lanresia frowns. “It sounded like claws scraping against brick. And ... something swimming in the waste water.”

I increase the volume of my audio receptors to see if I can hear that same sound. My audio receptors pick up nothing at first, but then I hear something swimming in the dirty water flowing through the center of the sewers. I peer at the water, but it is so thick with waste that I cannot see through it at all.

“What is it?” Lanresia asks, her voice more than a little worried.

“I cannot see it,” I say. “It may simply be a sewer dweller, which is a type of lizard that exists in the sewers of Xeeon and other cities. They are usually harmless, content to swim in the dirty water and waste that flows down here, and do not care to attack anything that does not pose an immediate threat to them.”

Lanresia sighs. “Oh, that's good. I thought it might be something worse.”

“We have nothing to fear down here,” I say, shaking my head and turning away from the waste water. “Nothing at all. The sewers are abandoned even by the city's homeless. No one ever comes down here, aside from sewage workers and maintenance crews, so I believe we will be just fine. We must continue going forward until we find the secret entrance to the Mayor's Mansion.”

Lanresia nods, but then she looks at the wall to our right and jumps. “What is that?”

I look at what she has seen. The wall at first looks as slimy and greenish as the rest of the tunnel does, but upon further inspection, I see a dried coating of blood on the wall. Sensors indicate that it is human blood, although when I run a sample through the mobile Database, it does not match any known Xeeonian citizen's blood. This is probably due to the blood's age, as well as the bacteria of the sewer that has no doubt mixed with it.

But it is not just a little blood; it is a lot of blood. It is almost like a second coat of paint. That is indeed strange, but when I look around, I do not see any bodies that the blood could have come from, which makes me wonder where it came from.

“Why is there blood on the wall?” asks Lanresia. She looks like she wants to run, but to her credit, she does not. “What is going on down here?”

“I do not know for certain,” I say. “There should not be any blood down here at all. To my knowledge, the only organic beings to have ever been down here were the original workers who built this sewer, but the Database does not record any of them dying.”

“I don't like this,” says Lanresia. “Let's just hurry on and find the—”

Lanresia is interrupted by the sound of water splashing behind us. I whirl around in time to see a large, humanoid-like lizard creature bursting from the waste water, its open maw revealing row upon row of deadly teeth, its sharp claws extended out before it.

Before I can react, the lizard humanoid grabs me and pulls me back into the waste water with it. I hear Lanresia scream behind me as that happens, but I am unable to respond and her scream is cut off the moment my head goes beneath the surface of the water.

In the waste water, I am unable to see anything due to the thick sewage and waste in my optics. Sensors indicate, however, that the lizard humanoid—which must be one of the same creatures that attacked the Foundation's Delanian and Xeeonite branches two and a half weeks ago—is holding me tight and biting at every part of my body it can reach.

I try to fight back by punching and kicking at the creature, but my body is not designed to fight underwater; therefore, my attacks are weak and ineffective. The lizard humanoid, however, must have been designed to fight here, because it has no trouble at all attacking me through the thick sludge and waste all around us.

Its attacks do not hurt, but I doubt it will be long before it tears through my armor and succeeds in damaging my internals. Therefore, I must end this fight quickly and reunite with Lanresia; although my resolve to end this fight quickly does not make the lizard humanoid fight any less viciously.

But then I remember my electrical barrier, which, if I choose to activate it, will electrocute the lizard humanoid and probably kill it. But I hesitate to do us underwater, because it might end up short-circuiting me as well.

Instead, I activate my laser vision, firing twin beams at the lizard humanoid biting at me. My lasers strike it in the neck, causing the lizard humanoid to let go of me in response. I then kick at it as hard as I can, making contact with its chest, and then activate my boosters to allow me to rocket out of the water quickly.

Bursting through the surface of the waste water, I almost fly into the low ceiling of the escape tunnel before I succeed in stopping myself. Then I hear Lanresia's cry and look to my right to see what is happening to her.

She is surrounded on both sides by a couple of lizard humanoids, although the creatures are keeping their distance from her because she is firing her laser gun at them. She does not hit them, probably because her fear is affecting her aim, but so far she does not appear wounded by them, which is good.

I aim my eye lasers at them, but before I can fire, there is a splash below and the lizard humanoid I fought in the waste water bursts out and grabs onto my ankles. The sudden change in weight throws off my balance and almost causes me to be dragged down back into the water.

But then I put more power into my boosters, sending out large flames that burn the lizard humanoid's hands. It roars in pain and lets go, falling back into the water with a splash, while I regain my balance and look at Lanresia's situation again.

She fires her laser gun at the lizard humanoids, but her aim is poor, likely due to her fear and the darkness overriding her rational senses. The lizard humanoids have no trouble dodging her blasts and are about to attack her, prompting me to fly down toward her as fast as I can.

I land on the concrete floor and then lash out with a kick aimed at one of the lizard humanoids. My foot connects with its jaw, sending it staggering backward from the impact, and then I follow it up with a laser blast from my eyes, striking it in the heart. My lasers cut a black, bloody hole in its chest, causing the lizard humanoid to collapse onto the floor instantly.

Then I turn my attention to the second one, which is standing back as if to analyze me. Lanresia, who is behind me, points her laser gun at it, but before she can pull the trigger and shoot, the lizard humanoid opens its mouth and unleashes a stream of fire at us.

I knock Lanresia down and then step forward to take the brunt of the blast. The flames bathe over me, but I do not feel the heat. However, my internal thermometer says that my temperature is rapidly rising, even with my external cooling shields activating to prevent my exterior from being melted. Even so, the flames are hot enough that I know I must end this quickly before they break through my cooling shields and cause serious damage to my exterior.

The flames obscure my optics, but I can easily guess where the lizard humanoid is. I fire twin lasers at it, hear the lasers sizzle against its skin, and then the flames abruptly cut off. At the same time, my exterior temperature rapidly returns to normal, while the lizard humanoid that had been trying to kill me falls dead on the floor. My lasers appear to have gone through its open mouth, which likely means that they hit its brain.

In any case, these two lizard humanoids are dead, but I still sense the third one in the waste water below. I hesitate to go after it, however, because I know how deadly that creature can fight in the water.

Just as I think that, the lizard humanoid splashes out from the water again, roaring like a Great Lizard as it lunges toward me. Without hesitation, I raise my hand and fire a single finger lightning bolt at the creature.

The finger lightning bolt strikes it in the chest, causing it to roar in pain as it is electrocuted. It falls back into the water, splashing up more waste as it does so, but this time, my sensors pick up no signs of life below. That final lightning bolt likely did the trick.

I turn to Lanresia. She is panting hard and looking sicker and more frightened than ever, even though all signs indicate that we are currently safe from any other unexpected threats.

“Those monsters are down here?” says Lanresia, still holding her gun as if the battle is not over. “You said that there weren't any guards down here. Why—”

“I admit to being wrong about that, but the explanation is quite logical,” I say. “The lizard humanoids work for Reunification. Most likely, Xacron-Ah placed them down here in order to more effectively protect himself from possible intruders. I doubt he thought anyone would actually come this way, but he obviously wanted to be safer than sorry.”

Lanresia's eyes flick to the blood-stained wall. “What about the blood, then?”

“I do not know,” I say. “Perhaps someone else came down here—likely a sewer worker, seeing as this is still part of the sewers and no one else knows about this place—and the lizard humanoids attacked and killed him under the mistaken belief that he was a threat to Xacron-Ah's life.”

As I say that, a hat floats by us on the waste water. It appears to me to be the cap usually worn by Xeeon sewer workers, although it is so covered in grime and waste that I cannot tell for sure.

Lanresia shivers. “Those things are so horrible. Just awful.”

I nod. “They are indeed quite terrifying, but there is no reason for us to be afraid. They are all dead, and it is unlikely that there are any more down here, because I doubt Xacron-Ah thought he needed more than that.”

Lanresia holds her gun close to her chest, however. “Maybe, but I'm going to keep my gun out anyway.”

Because I do not expect us to get into any more fights, I find her desire to keep her gun un-holstered rather odd.

I am about to comment on it before I remember that Lanresia has already had terrible experiences with these creatures. She is one of the few survivors of Reunification's assault on the Foundation's Xeeonite branch and is also a survivor of Reunification's attack on the Foundation's Delanian branch. She may even be suffering from some kind of stress disorder, although I again say nothing about it, because aside from this odd (yet understandable) action of hers, she seems to be functioning as normally as ever. Still, I resolve to keep a closer eye on her in case the stress of the situation causes her to break down, however unlikely that may seem at the moment.
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