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Chapter One: Wood
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Gray cloud cover dominated the sky above. There was a breeze, but it was fairly gentle, treating the light that filtered through it with care. The aroma of sand permeated the air like a musk. Sarah Kitchener’s eyes took a while to focus but once they did she could feel dampness and a hard surface underneath her. She ran her fingertips over the surface. There was a grain to it and it was covered in a fine grit. Feeling disconcertingly disoriented she sat up slowly and looked around at everything in her immediate vicinity. The area was extremely flat, almost unnaturally so. Dark saturated sand stretched out over the horizon in all directions. She looked down around at what she was sitting on. It was a large wooden platform rising around two feet up from the sand and was made large, thick, and weathered wooden planks sandwiched together. She pushed herself up further. The platform was solid and was the only feature she could see. She shifted her weight but felt a strong tug on her ankle. She looked down to see a stout metal shackle around it. It was connected to a girthy chain that led down to a round heavy metal eyelet anchored into the front of the wooden platform. 

“What? No,” she heard herself say as she took up the chain and pulled on it. It was not made of flimsy links and felt heavy in the hand. With some difficulty she sluggishly shuffled over to the side and stepped down onto the sand surface. It held her weight. She grimaced some as the shackle’s sharper edges chafed her skin. It was not flimsily built either. 

“Hello! Hello is there anyone?” she yelled as loudly as she could. The expanse, unimpressed with her distress, muffled her cry. It was startlingly hard for her to properly modulate the volume of her voice as well. There was no answer from the nothingness. She turned back and took hold of the chain and pulled on it. The stout eyelet didn’t budge. She tightened her grip and pulled harder. It clanked but didn’t flinch a bit. The scraping metal sounding like a callous rebuff. A real panic began to set in and she pulled at the chain again. The eyelet held just as fast. The links loudly clinked and clanked as she tried again, and again, and again. It still held fast. Panic set in more and she thrashed and pulled with all her strength until her arms grew tired and ached terribly. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she looked around again. Nothing but flat desolate sand. 

“Please! Somebody help me! Please!” she yelled again. Her ankle was sore and bleeding now as she sat back down on the wooden platform. The ache in her arms and shoulders stung as she looked around the very alien landscape. As the wind whistled around her she buried her face in her hands and sobbed. Her fingers gripped at the contours as if she was trying to hold together a disintegrating frame in an unforgiving wind. Tears forced her to keep adjusting her grip as their moisture trickled out between fingers, and down the backs of her hands. 

“¿Qué onda? I am certainly glad this place was just up the road chica. I don’t think you would have cared for what I’m like sometimes when I’m ‘Short Noticed.’ Though if I’m being honest you’d have most likely seen me just wander off. It doesn’t look like you’re going anywhere though,” a voice said to her left like she’d run into a fold in the page she was reading from, breaking the story. Sarah opened her eyes and saw an armed man dressed in what appeared to be a suit built out of yellow soft armor. It was far more advanced than anything she had ever seen. His face was covered with what looked like a rigid mask covered in the same yellow soft armor. His eyes were covered by round raniform lens eyepieces that rotated ever so as if they were telescoping underneath their veneer. At least she assumed that’s what was happening. She’d never seen anything like that. Before she could stop herself she heard herself screaming.

“Stay away! Don’t hurt me! Please just stay back! I don’t know what you want! I don’t know what I did!” she heard herself scream as she scrambled away to the far side of the platform until the chain went taut. The man didn’t appear phased much. He just shook his head.

“I want you to shut the fuck up so I can finish my monologue. You don’t know how a scene is supposed to be set up because you clearly have no sense of theatricality. I roll in, I say the smooth jazz I need to say, then you respond with what your problem is, and then we figure it out. Order of operations, time management, and efficiency of motion. Comprende?” he said. She could hear the irritation in his voice through the robotic filter that altered his voice. She took a few moments and then responded.

“I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know how I got here. I don’t know what this place is. I don’t care who you are. Please just let me go and I won’t say anything. Please, let me go,” she said. The man in the yellow suit tilted his head for a moment and then shook it.

“I guess we’re skipping the monologue and getting to the problem solving part. You’re boring. But fine, whatever. I can work with boring. I don’t give a shit who the fun police talks to or what she says when she does. I’m more curious about this setup. Apart from warning my daughter about partying in Tijuana, or Hyperborea, and her waking up in a bathtub full of ice missing body parts, this rig is pretty damn spooky. Chilling even. I do admire its simplicity. You look relatively intact, so this gag isn’t about organ harvesting,” he said and stood up to look around at the platform. Sarah took hold of the chain bound to her ankle and judged the distance between her and the yellow suited man. She didn’t have much strength now, but she would defend herself. The yellow suited man scanned the horizon then. Putting his hands on his hips he looked back at her.

“So what do you make of all this?” he said and waved his hand around gesturing to all that was here. The question wasn’t expected and it took a few moments for Sarah to gather herself. 

“What do you mean?” she said. The man tilted his head again and then shook it.

“It’s a fairly straight forward question. Separating yourself from wanting to hit me with that chain or scream at me more, what do you make of all this?” he said. There was some condescension in his voice that betrayed a growing frustration. Sarah looked around at things a moment and the responded.

“I don’t know what you want me to say,” she said. The man glared at her a moment and then sighed. 

“I want you to give me an assessment of this situation. It’s easy enough hearing it from me, but I’d like to hear it from you. It seems to me if you can get into a situation like this once, it’ll happen again. So I’m trying to gauge how much I’m actually going to care based on your situational awareness. I’m not a man who wastes time. I expect return on investments. You can be a lost cause, or you can sparkle,” he said. Sarah sat up some and looked around at the chain, the platform, and the where everything was.

“I woke up. No, I didn’t wake up. I don’t think I did. I wasn’t like that. I tried to move. I couldn’t. The chain. Looked around and called for help. Nothing around but sand. This wood thing too big to move. Tried pulling and twisting the chain out. I’m not strong enough. It didn’t move,” she said and then huddled back. The yellow suited man nodded. 

“Interesting. So you’re evidently coming down off of whatever let, whoever, put you here to do that on tutorial mode. I don’t have any water or Vitamin C, sorry. You’ll have to live with cotton mouth if you have it. In the meantime watch how the pros do it,” he said and cracked his knuckles. After taking a deep breath he continued. 

“You’re a buck ten soaking wet. At what, 5’6” or 5’7” so you have some reach and the legs to run, but that’s about it. Situational awareness is garbage, because you’re here. Never take a drink from a dude you don’t know. But whatever. Judgments notwithstanding, we’ll move on,” he said and walked out a bit and turned back to her. 

“I, what?” she could only say. The man in yellow put his hands on his hips again and then began gesturing to things again.

“Okay listen closely because I hate repeating myself. This thing you’re sitting on is most likely Burmese Teak. My uncle was into antique furniture so I have seen some of this before. It’s important to my second point, but I’ll get to that in a moment. What you’re looking at is only part of the structure which goes down another four feet into the sand. You’re looking at a few tons. This wasn’t cheap. Not like going down to Lowes or Home Depot and picking up some poplar to replace your cabinets on a budget. No, this was imported, and with the tariffs and taxes, someone shelled out something fierce just to build it. So just understanding that, they have both purpose, and funding, and that bodes poorly for you. Who’s corn flakes did you piss in?” he said and then Sarah watched as he folded his arms as he glanced back her. She shook her head.

“I don’t know. I don’t know how I got here,” she said. The yellow suited man grumbled some and continued.

“What do you notice about this place?” he said and gestured around. Sarah didn’t know how to answer that question and said nothing. The yellow suited man continued. 

“What you don’t see is likely more important than what you do. Wet sand tells me this is a tide plane that floods regularly. We’re on the coast somewhere. Far enough from the water it’s not so immediately apparent at this time of day, but that’s likely to change soon. I don’t know exactly where this tide plane is because the way I usually get places, doesn’t require bus fare. Topographically we’re probably only inches above sea level right now. It won’t stay that way. That’s why I think that’s Burmese Teak. It holds up well to sea water. This is a very nice stretch of beach. You’d expect to see people here on ATVs, those sail cart things, dog walkers, or people unironically playing reggaeton by a cooler full of White Claw, because that’s what the bitches like or whatever. Pinche White Claw,” he said and looked around more as did Sarah. He looked back at her and continued.

“My call is that this is a private beach. Big spender who had that built probably owns this pad and keeps out the riff-raff. Base budget increases then, and your situation looks worse. That chain doesn’t look off the shelf either. Nor is that bar it’s attached to with the three damn inch eyelet ring. It goes eight feet back into the wood if you were curious. No way in hell you were pulling that out. The best play you could have made would have been creating a galvanic reaction there where the wood meets the metal. I doubt you have to time for it to wear through even if you had some aluminum or magnesium handy,” he said. Sarah looked down at the chain again an appeared a little lost by what the yellow suited man just said. He clarified. 

“A galvanic reaction is what occurs in metals like steel, in contact with other metals like aluminum, experiencing rapid oxidation in the presence of sodium chloride and dihydrogen monoxide. Salt water. Unless a soft drink can or two float by when the tide is up, that won’t be your game plan,” he said. Sarah pointed to his guns.

“Can’t you just shoot off the chain?” she said. The yellow suited man looked down at his sidearms, and then back at Sarah, shaking his head.

“The first problem with that is spalling. That’s when the bullet fragments when it hits a hard object. Not altogether safe. Also the report from a .40 Smith & Wesson cartridge can carry around 1 to 2 miles. We don’t know if your friends are in the vicinity. I thought it was odd that I wasn’t picking up any electromagnetic imprints or optics glint. Even if their surveillance lenses had anti-glare coating I’d still pick up on a battery or cable. So if they’re around, they’ll be using analog optics to observe. Looking around I don’t see glint or am I picking up any heat signatures. Doesn’t mean they’re not out there. They’d damn sure be if they heard gunshots,” he said as he scanned the horizon again. Then he looked back at Sarah who didn’t look any less confused than she did before.

“How do you know any of that?” she said. The yellow suited man pointed to his head.

“My rig let’s me see in a number of different modes. Handy technology, but still a work in progress. I have a butter knife, but I’d really like scalpel. So I have a question. What are your thoughts about motive? Why you? Why this?” he said and gestured around. Sarah could only shake her head. The man in yellow took another deep breath. It was clear he was dealing with someone who’d need more than he’d like to expend, consideration-wise. Ascertaining he was getting nowhere fast, he adjusted his angle. 

“My name is Antonio Salazar. I used to be a professional technology thief. I didn’t steal for profit so much as I desired other people’s gear to advance my own aims. When the loot is cutting edge, sharing isn’t nearly very caring, so I took it. And I did, because I could. So I know why people would want to target me. Jealous fuckers who couldn’t handle my hotness and keep me from swiping their sweet tasty tech. Fuck ‘em. But you. I don’t see it. You look like a bartender for some douchey surf bar or a background actress in a commercial for multivitamins smiling as she picks up a basket of lemons,” he said and cocked his head to the side. Sarah looked down for a moment, and then answered.

“My name is Sarah Kitchener and I’m a wedding planner. I also moonlight as a caterer with some other people I know,” she said and withdrew some. Antonio just stared at her a few moments and then burst out laughing. It took him a few moments to compose himself.

“A wedding planner? Seriously? That’s hilarious. I felt that in my bones. Holy shit, my back teeth still hurt. So what, a client get pissed off they asked for no pineapple platter, and got a pineapple platter? Hijole madre,” he said. Sarah frowned and looked away. Then she looked back at Antonio.

“I’m happy you think I’m some kind of joke. I guess I’m too normal to matter to you. So you’re a thief? That means you know how to pick the locks on my ankle right? How about you do that and let me go?” she said. Antonio looked down at her shackle and put his hands on his hips again. 

“Sure I could. Easy peasy. Basket of lemons. What are you going to do when I do that?” he said. Sarah frowned again and looked around.

“I’m going to find someone who can help me. Someone who isn’t going to stand around and make fun of me,” she said. Antonio flipped her a thumb up. 

“That’s the spirit. There’s a town about five miles west of here. There’s also one around thirty miles down the coast. Which one you picking?’ he said and folded his arms again and waited for her to answer. She took a moment to process this and then pointed west. 

“The one five miles from here,” she said. Antonio chuckled some and shook his head.

“No you’re not. I know it seems like a great choice. In about an hour the sun will be down for enough for the lights in the distance to show up no matter what direction you set out to now, and you’d have something to go for. But you’re not going there. Curious why?” he said with some of the same condescension in his voice. Sarah made an effort to not frown again.

“Why wouldn’t I?” she said. Antonio waved a finger around.

“That’s a great question Sarah. So here’s how this plays out. You have a well funded op that plopped you down here leaving you with no memory of them doing so. Short-term memory loss this effective is usually the result of drugs that aren’t cheap. You’re sitting on a hump of Burmese Teak I would have trouble getting myself if I wanted it, and I drive a Lamborghini. Well, two Lamborghinis. But who keeps score? Anyway that’s already a lot of money behind it. Now you factor in the private stretch of beach ain’t a soul other than us are on, and you start getting into really scary territory. Why you ask? Well, I’ll tell you. I’d almost bet money you got snatched up in the town five miles away. It makes sense. If this is something that goes on with some regularity, having a nearby base of operations would he helpful. Even if you were taken elsewhere, it’s a good bet the people who took you have their clubhouse up yonder. You go stumbling into town all gacho looking for help and, ding ding  you’re on their radar pretty damn fast. You’ll be right back here with two shackles on you even more messed than you were before, if they let you live that is. If I were running this op, you’d be dead as soon as you talked to your first Barney Fife,” he said and watched as Sarah came to grips with he just explained. It was not taken well. Tears began rolling down her cheeks again and she broke down some. It took her a while to compose herself and she looked up at Antonio again.

“Why? Why is this happening?” she said. There was a slight disorientation then and she rubbed her forehead. It must be more of the drugs wearing off she thought. Antonio gestured around again then.

“My overactive imagination could speculate about all sorts of things. Looking at this practically, you’re chained to a big ass expensive wood thing on a private plot of land policed well enough we’re the only ones out here. The tide is coming in, and based on the rate it is, this area is only going to get about three feet of coverage. The goal doesn’t seem to be drowning. Exposure maybe. Or sea predators. Barracudas or small species of sharks. Ankle biters, but effective enough. Whatever it is, you’re going to need to follow the shore down to the other town,” he said. Sarah wiped the tears from her face and looked back up at Antonio.

“What makes you think there will be any better? How do you even know there is another town? Why should I trust anything you have to say?” she said. Antonio reached into one of his pockets and pulled out a notebook and a pen. Then he started to write some things down. Then he looked up at Sarah.

“Picking up its EM imprint. Much bigger city. Population in probably 500k or more. Pollution profile would suggest it. As for everything else, I’m kind of a shithead but you do what you want. If you take my advice I’m writing down a complete set of instructions. Follow them to the letter,” he said and then continued to write. Sarah watched him as he did. Then she spoke up.

“Instructions? You’re not coming with me?” she said. Antonio continued to write some more and then tore the page from his notebook, and handed it to Sarah. 

“No. I’m not coming with you,” he said and then sat down on the platform. He reached down and unclasped a boot and pulled if off, stepping gingerly in the sand. Then he took off his other boot. Sarah unfolded the paper and looked it over. At the bottom of the page were a few addresses and a phone number. She looked up at Antonio with a raised brow.

“What are these addresses? What’s this phone number?” she said. Antonio stood up and pointed down the beach.

“Just like the instructions say. Wait until the water comes in more after I unlock your thing. When it does walk along the water line just past the where the water comes up to and keep doing that. I’m going cut across that dune in the direction of the other town. The surf will erase your footprints. If they discover you’ve flown the coop, they’ll follow my footprints instead. Get to at least one of those addresses. They’re particular foreign embassies. Just those. They’ll all have security that will fuck the least around should your friends come sniffing. Sergei Korolev comes through again, but only so much. Corn flakes were pissed in. Neither of us seem to know why. So we go with a simple veer formation,” he said and then pulled out a folding knife, and handed it to her. 

“Use the blade for protection. It has a light built into it. Use it sparingly. Ditch it before you get to where you end up at. Or keep it. Maybe they won’t care you have it,” he said and then pulled something else out of his pocket. When he held it up she saw it was a paperclip. He bent it out some and then set to opening the shackle. Sarah watched him work. He swiftly beat one lock after the other like a practiced professional. She asked again.

“And the phone number?” she said. Antonio looked up.

“It’s my cell number. In case after all this you want to kick it. Or to curse me out. Whatever floats your boat,” he said. She smiled some and watched him open the last lock. The shackle popped off and Sarah pulled it free of her ankle which she rubbed. Antonio jammed the paperclip into the lock and set it down before standing. Then he pointed to her.

“I’m going to need your undershirt,” he said. Sarah raised a brow and looked up at him. 

“Why?” she said. Antonio spun his finger around in the air before pointing out past the horizon.

“I need something strong with your scent in case they bring out dogs to track you. I’ll have it on me when I go up those dunes out that way and into the grass so they’ll think I’m you,” he said and then turned his back. Sarah smiled a bit again and then did what he asked. As soon as she buttoned up her over shirt again she cleared her throat making Antonio turn.

“I’m not sure I should be thanking you yet Salazar. You could be setting me up and I’ll be a dummy for listening to you. If that’s not the case, thank you. What happens if they find you?” she said. There was a hint of genuine concern in her eyes when she did. Antonio smiled, even though she couldn’t see it. 

“They’ll wish they hadn’t. I’ll be fine. You get safe, and don’t do anything stupid. Keep it by the book and everything should be fine. Just keep moving,” he said and held out his hand. Sarah handed over her shirt. Antonio took it and then began walking away. Sarah almost said goodbye, but didn’t. She did as she was asked and left when she needed to. The last she saw of Salazar was when he vanished on the horizon on the way to the dunes. Sarah took another look at the instruction paper before folding it up and placing it and the knife into her front shirt pocket. Now she waited for the sea to walk up and greet her.
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Chapter Two: Okujō  
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Nocivo stepped out onto the grass that was growing well despite where it had been planted. Oyabun Futo sat on a mat drinking tea as he watched him. A pair of archers with quivers full of blunted arrows stood next to each other, with only six feet of distance between them, nocked and waited for Futo to give the word. A Thick blindfold covered Nocivo’s eyes. He took another step forward as snow fluttered down past the thick ballistic windows that lined the top of the Futo Building in downtown Kobe. It was the 23rd of December and it had been a few weeks since the attack on Futo’s mountain estate. A list of both men and women was compiled during research into the post-war development in Toyama. Those men and women were being moved regularly to buy the Gurōbaru-Gumi time to uncover the motive of their attackers. It was a slow process. In the interim Oyabun Futo focused on Nocivo. A hand went up and then an index finger was raised a few moments later. The left archer drew and fired, narrowly missing Nocivo. He reacted late. Futo smiled and then spoke.

“You can stand unaided now. Our herbs have helped your pills return much of your strength, but your reflexes are still as the arrow that flew past you. Blunt. This can be retrained,” he said and the nodded. Another bow was drawn and another shot sailed by Nocivo. He reacted a bit quicker this time. Futo smiled and took a sip of tea before setting the cup down. A third shot missed Nocivo by inches. This time he pivoted some before the shot was taken.

“After three shots you have learned much. What have you learned Nocivo-san?” Futo said and picked up his cup again and a fourth shot flew past Nocivo close enough he could almost feel the fletching graze him. He took a step forward and set his foot down onto the grass.

“Your archers are standing thirty feet away from where I’m standing now. They’re about seven feet apart. One nocks his arrows louder than the other. The one to my right. He’s taking a breath before he fires and exhales loudly after,” he said. Futo nodded and another arrow sailed by Nocivo who shifted his torso out of its path. Futo spoke again.

“What else Doctor?” he said. Nocivo ran many things through his mind for a moment and then answered.

“The archers are reacting to non-verbal cues. The left archer has a distinctive draw. The grain in his bow sounds different than the one held by the right archer. There’s something more. The muscles in his arms and shoulders tense more before he looses. Like a rope being twisted. Under all the noise it’s there. I didn’t pick up on it after the first two shots. The third? It was more pronounced,” he said. Almost before he finished speaking both archers fired at once. In a split second Nocivo computed the incoming stimuli and twisted and turned to avoid the shots. Two more immediately followed which he dodged as well. One archer then side stepped wide and fired as the other one did. His arrow grazed Nocivo’s shoulder. Futo pointed to the archers who lowered their bows.

“Your physical senses are great. You may not be using them to their full potential. We will fix that. Your reflexes need rebuilding as well. As well a your balance. Grass is soft. Footing not as sure. You will re-learn. Tell me Doctor how did you recover from your first exposure to exotic radiation?” he said. Nocivo stood to attention and answered.

“I hadn’t fully recovered before duty called me back into the field. More was required from my team than myself. They understood what I couldn’t do. Still, I did what I could. Our mission was completed. That’s what matters most to me. I did enjoy the desert air more than I thought I would. I prefer beaches otherwise. That aside, I don’t fully understand how I was able resist the scoron the second time around the way that I did. Perhaps my body had adjusted somewhat. It would not have ultimately saved me, but I stayed conscious longer than those being exposed for the first time. I must confess I feel better with your herbs now than I did with medication alone. I would like take samples with me for study if you would allow it,” he said. Oyabun Futo smiled, then an archer nocked, drew, loosed. In a motion Nocivo slapped the arrow out of the air. Futo laughed.

“Good. Very good Nocivo-san. Please remove your blindfold and join me for a cup of tea, and we will discuss our herbs,” he said. Nocivo did so and then looked to the archers. After a respectful nod to them he joined Futo at his table. He poured a cup and Nocivo nodded before taking it. Futo continued.

“These herbs were first observed being used by villagers downwind of Nagasaki in the weeks after the atomic device was detonated there. Percentages of radiation sickness expected by experts was a mere fraction of what was predicted. Most in villages near the contamination zone never developed symptoms at all. Sadly at the time it was not understood what allowed this discrepancy. If it had, perhaps many more lives could have been saved. Notes were taken for diet and other environmental factors. The wrong conclusion was ultimately drawn favoring the high mineral content of their well water as responsible for their resistance and recovery. It wasn’t until a decade later the findings were revisited that a new connection was made to the wild herbs they cooked into their food. Little progress has been made in the study of their properties since, alas. We know the herbs work. We just don’t know fully why,” he said. Nocivo took a sip of tea and looked over at Futo.

“It might be advantageous to have someone already experienced in recovery from exotic radiation exposure to have a look at their notes, and perhaps add to them,” he said. Futo smiled again and nodded.

“That would be advantageous,” he said and took a sip of tea. Then he continued. 

“I am curious though. How good would you say my English is now?” he said. Nocivo heard a bit a humor in Futos voice and he smiled.

“I’d say your English is good enough for me to start teaching you Spanish,” he said. Futo glanced over at him and laughed some. 

“I’ve heard of something called bibloteca, which is a place everyone seems to ask about. We could start there,” he said. A few floors down JP looked back at his partially regenerated finger. It had grown out to a full length already in the last couple of weeks but was far paler, thinner, and more frail than the other fingers on his hand. Regaining all his lost finger’s muscle mass, dexterity, and strength would take some more time. Harris, who had taken a leave of absence from his insurance firm to concentrate on research pertaining to the Toyama development, glanced over at JP frowning at his new finger. 

“Some would rather consider re-growing a lost appendage something of a blessing mate. You on the other hand appear perturbed at the inconvenience,” he said. JP glanced over at him and moment and then resumed looking over his new finger.

“I don’t like being slowed down. I lose one every now and again. Never a fun couple of months for it to get back into fighting shape. Lost a foot once a while back. I wasn’t sure it would grow back so I spent a small fortune commissioning a cybernetic replacement. Damn thing ended up growing back. It took 18 months, but it did. I still have my robot left foot in a display case in my unit back home. My kid wants to put wheels on it and paint a number 5 on the side,” he said. Harris turned to him with a look of curiosity.

“I can’t say I would be any sort of expert on your physiognomy. Not my field mate. But I think most people would disagree with your viewpoint,” he said. JP looked over at him and grinned some. 

“As I discussed with Oyabun earlier, you feel it. Every step of the way. That same pin prickling and crawling feeling you get from a fat lip your buddy gave you for talking trash about Manchester United. Every new nerve ending. Every new muscle group. Every new millimeter of bone. Electrical impulses firing like their burning new paths with blow torches. And if you’re like me, no kind of painkiller can cover that up. I could say the process takes some getting used to, but it doesn’t. It’s unpleasant enough though that you don’t get too cavalier about letting it happen again. But shit happens. Get used to it that it does. You train your mind to convince itself that pain is something other than what it is, until that day it stops trying to get your attention. I’m not there yet.” he said and looked back at his frail finger. Harris nodded and turned back some. 

“I would never trash talk the boys. Tradition. Honor. Pride. Glory Glory Man United. You’d do well in goal. Size and lightning fast I’ve heard,” he said. JP chuckled a bit and shook his head.

“To be perfectly honest, I was never very athletic. Even when I was in the Army, I was just a long lanky beanpole of a kid. It hasn’t changed much even now. I know, it looks like I pump iron morning, noon, and night every day. But that ain’t the case. Whatever was done to me, I just put it on without really doing anything. I work out because it puts me in a better mood, and dudes need a spotter. But aside from that, nothing. I’m really not trying to brag here, but I’m just a physics nerd that can bend rebar with his bare hands after pizza, a box of Twinkies, and binge watching Carl Sagan’s Cosmos,” he said. Harris tilted his head and turned back to his work.

“I can’t say I’m familiar with that program. But I did read his book Intelligent Life in The Universe he co-authored with Iosif Shklovsky. I enjoyed it rather thoroughly. A very gifted and thought provoking man. I suppose at least some of his conclusions were right given that you’re here,” he said. JP glanced up at him again.

“You’re more right than you think. I joined the Army because I wanted money to get a degree in astrophysics. I wanted to join NASA, thanks in large part to Sagan’s work. He’s probably the biggest reason I am here. I don’t think he’d have much appreciation for my crushing ninja skulls, but all the other stuff I think he’d be jazzed about. Keep an eye out for Cosmos. That’ll be a spoiler between you and me,” he said and winked. A world away Antonio stepped out of the shower in his unit. It wasn’t as large as the shower in his place topside but it could handle the amount of grime and grit he just washed off himself better. Up in the fabrication room by his lab the Valiant was being laundered and data downloaded to look for areas that needed improvement. There were some, but only minor ones. He dried off and threw on a bathrobe before brushing his teeth. His phone rang then and he glanced out of his bathroom to the nightstand where it sat. 

“Go ahead,” he said. There was a pause but then he heard a voice.

“Hey Tony. You may want to get down to the records room. We found a whole heap of new data. Not just from your suit but everything else,” he heard Terry say. He frowned some and groaned. 

“Y’all are kidding me. I just got out of the shower. I want to watch Huckleberry Hound and take a nap,” he said. There was another voice then.

“Sorry hon but your dash window thing just got mad again and reposted a new time that we didn’t ask for, for some reason,” he heard E.V.E. say. Antonio rolled his eyes and groaned again. Tapping away at something in mid-air near him he studied something for a few moments and scowled.

“A la verga güey!” he grumbled and then looked back toward his phone.

“Okay fine, I’ll be down in a minute,” he said stomped into his bedroom toward a chest of drawers. A short while later he stood in the records room pointing to things, but saying nothing despite his deep expression of frustration. Terry raised his hand.

“On the bright side I checked the diagnostics, so we know it’s not a problem with the map table. Everything else though I can’t speak on,” he said still somewhat cheerfully despite not wanting to be needlessly agitating. Antonio rubbed his face and looked up at E.V.E. who was glancing from one screen to the other looking for something helpful. 

“Well you have about half an hour to get prepped,” she said. Antonio folded his arms and narrowed his eyes some.

“Oh joy. Half an hour? What am I going to do with all that time?” he said. E.V.E. could only shrug her shoulders as she floated up above him.

“Sorry hon. We got another locus on the list heating up and you’re the only ISO operative field-ready we have right now,” she said. Antonio shook his head and turned.

“Whatever. Get the rig all spruced up for me. I’m on my way up to the fab room,” he said as he walked out the door. Several minutes later he strolled into the fabrication room making everyone turn to look at him. It was the same group that was there before. James waved.

“Hey Tony what’s up?” he said cheerfully. Antonio cracked open bottle of chocolate milk and chugged a lot of it down and then belched loudly. 

“Livin’ the dream. This thing still smells like the beach’s buttcrack,” he said as he picked up a section of his suit. Hudgens chuckled a bit and sat forward.

“Life’s a beach right Tony?” he said. Antonio rolled his eyes. 

“I’ve seen more sand today than Hayden Christiansen did in all three prequel movies, and the animated spinoffs. So yeah, guess so,” he said and started to put his slightly upgraded suit back on. He glanced over at Hudgens and Dougie as he did.

“So all that shit I said before, but again and whatever. Remember to sweep up the place before you go, and give my regards to The Bard,” he said, before picking up his helmet and walking out of the room. He found himself back in his lab a few minutes later. Looking to his right, he saw no one at the lift. He sighed some and snapped his fingers.

“Lab, do the thing,” he said and the doors closed, and the windows frosted. A world away Nocivo stepped out of a car along with several Kumi-in and Kanbu. He still held his cane but was only using it as a walking stick now. Oyabun Futo complimented the carved bronze crown in the shape of a scorpion. It was stylish in his mind and said it made Nocivo look ‘professional.’ A few cars behind his JP opened his door and stepped out. The suspension rose considerably when he did. Nicely dressed like Nocivo, he wore a glove over his regenerating hand. The large group of men headed into the Turbo Turbo Go-Go dance club. Before they even entered Nocivo and JP could hear a live band that reminded them both of Pizzicato Five. They were playing an energetic group sounds version of Jingle Bell Rock. It was Christmas Eve, and though it was not a major cultural event, there were still people out having fun shopping and eating chanmery, which scores of street vendors and eateries seem to be offering variations of. Nocivo enjoyed it very much when he first tried it after being stationed in Yokosuka. He, his brothers, and future brother-in-law would try as many places offering it as they could track down. It was the last quiet days before they deployed to the icy mountains of Wenshu. The day wasn’t quiet here. A female singer and her band were up stage playing while dancers up in giant golden birdcages set up on pedestals stood on either side. From what Nocivo and JP understood it was the Oyabun’s niece’s band Happy Big Note performing. Both of them were impressed with the performance. As they were seated the band started playing Run Run Rudolph in their style. Much of the audience was Yakuza it appeared to Nocivo and JP. They applauded when they heard the opening chords. This outing was like many in the last couple of weeks. Futo, despite all his troubles, still made appearances in public. It was a show of strength. A statement to all who may know of things that Gurōbaru-Gumi was unperturbed and unshaken. To casual observers this would be the perception being ignorant of the motive for the attack on the Oyabun’s estate. In the press it was called a landslide brought on by heavy rain, and this is what the public understood. Both Nocivo and JP understood well though that the clan responsible for the attack, and the murders all over Japan, were at work figuring out the new system of safe houses hiding their targets. They knew it was only a matter of time before their quest for information would lead to another violent confrontation. Both men would do all they could to be ready, and focus on uncovering the reason the clan sought blood in the first place. For now though the focus was elsewhere. Nocivo’s nose caught an aroma, which made him smile widely. JP noticed this and nudged him.

“What man?” he said. Nocivo glanced at him and then pointed in the direction the aroma was coming from, which led out the door.

“An evening like this I’m reminded of Luke chapter 2. When the air is crisp like this. When welcoming life lives on the street and even around the corners you can’t see. ‘And the angel said unto them, Fear not. For, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, which is Christ the Lord. And this shall be a sign unto you. Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger. And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God, and saying, Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.’ Also they’re bringing in The Colonel. And yes, they have the gravy,” he said. JP’s expression perked up. 
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