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Suppose the Red Army had not stopped at Berlin? Would it change our world? Suppose the Manhattan Project never happened. Would it matter? What difference would it make, if perhaps Russia had reached the Moon first?  Then made it to Mars as well?

Let's take a step into an alternate reality. Consider for a moment what would happen if the first men on Mars returned home with something they hadn't bargained for: A microorganism that altered humans on the cellular level, and gave them the ability to produce, for all intents and purposes, magic.

This is the world of our great-great grandchildren - one step aside from our own path. For over two centuries their Earth has been torn with wars, fear and treachery.  From 1903 to 2103 AD various political factions came to power, only to be toppled by stronger regimes. For a long time, it did look as if Communist Russia would fulfill it's dream of world domination, and it ALMOST succeeded. The United States of America nearly fell during the American Socialist Revolution, which raged for 3 years. America was weakened by it, losing the East and West Coast, PLUS the western half of Alaska, to Socialist occupation. But the remaining section of the U.S. still managed to retain its capitalist Democratic ideals and became known as Free America.

By 2028 the Russians had successfully colonized the Moon, and the world governments became weaker against Soviet domination. A decade of space exploration opened more possibilities and with the introduction of magic, brought on by an alien organism, uncertainty and war escalated 

As fate would have it the magic is what saved the world from Soviet domination! Gulag prisoners, infused with these magical powers, overcame their guards, and toppled the mightiest governmental power of the world. The Soviet Revolution spread across the globe, and by 2076 the Soviet Union was broken. The people who had magic abilities became known as "Bloods".

During all the turmoil an idea, in the Unites States, was born. Various wealthy conglomerates wanted a way to protect their interests, and civilians, from Socialist control. Pooling their resources a vast organization came into being - the Free America Civil Militia (FAC). After much misunderstanding, and intense negotiations, the U.S. government and militaries came to an agreement with the FAC. Because of touchy political storms there were areas where the government’s hands were tied. But, since they had no official ties with the government, the FAC could intervene, and often did, on a regular basis. Not only were the FAC "soldiers" highly trained, some of them were also powerful "Bloods".

With headquarters, and substations, scattered strategically across Free America, the FAC helped keep the borders secure. Many brave men and women have dedicated their lives, and magic, to defend Free America - thanks to the FAC.

It is the eve of a new era and the world, our great-great grandchildren have known, is about to change once again. For beyond the atmosphere of Earth lurks the Soviet Colonies on the Moon and Mars. These colonies remained loyal to the old Soviet Communist ideas, and there is a rumor they have developed a new weapon....

It is New Years Day, 2103, and the blood hunt begins today.




Prologue:



31 December, 2102-Monday

Location:  FAC Way station.  Near Chicago, Illinois – Free America

Time:  1600 hours

Excerpt from Chief Warrant Officer Kele-de Ann McMahon’s private journal:

––––––––
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New Years Day is only 8 hours from now!  I have been so busy this past month there wasn’t time to register the fact that a new year was fast approaching.

Normally at this time of the year I am snuggled down under some blankets, in front of the roaring fireplace at the family manor house back on the Tzi Shu reservation, munching on popcorn and whatever else Cloris was urging me to eat because I needed meat on my bones. I also like, at this time of year, to go through some of my G-G Grandmother’s journals trying to understand my abilities a bit better.  I know I have touched upon this before, perhaps lightly, that I am the only known Millennium Blood who is an Earth Warrior. So, understanding my abilities is vital, even if they are rather elusive and pop up whenever they darn well want to. The Elders claim there is only one Earth Warrior at a time.  Admittedly I’m rather dubious about that honor, but my commanding officers in the FAC (Free America Civil Militia) seem delighted by it.

Instead of being at home, allowing Cloris to fuss over me (allow...that’s a priceless concept...as if she would let me boss *her* around), I find myself in a small way station sleeping berth, located 50 miles from Chicago.  (Give or take 20 miles or so...I’m too tired to ask Mother Earth for a pinpoint location.)

What’s so compelling to journey in the dead of winter, via horseback, instead of riding in the comfort of some vehicle?

The situation began one month ago...as you will note my last journal entry was just before I took a platoon out into the frigid wilderness, for the winter survival training.  From nearly the very beginning of this training session, I had one of those uncomfortable feelings which kept coming and going.  All I could ascertain was that all was not right with Kumde Kwe (Mother Earth).  For the life of me I simply couldn’t understand what exactly was wrong, other than there was something missing.  It really was most annoying, since I was trying to concentrate on my platoon.  After all, one wrong move could cost lives. (Like what happened during that one Mid Summer training course.)

All month long the ‘wrongness’ persisted and, by the 25th, it just wouldn’t leave me alone.  You can imagine my concern to be awakened in the middle of the night, by the sound of a woman crying!  Scrambling from my snow-covered sleeping bag, I did a thorough search...even waking up my Sergeant to help me find this apparently lost soul.  But there wasn’t anyone around...other than my platoon.  Now THAT got me spooked!

Four days ago, I was wrapping up the training session when one of those “knock you down, take over your body” visions hit me.  I saw a female scientist out East in grave danger, and Mother Earth was insisting if we don’t rescue her, all the Bloods could likely die ...or worse.  I remember seeing, hearing and feeling explosions, people screaming and a great deal of pain.  Plus, that “wrongness” of something missing had grown stronger.  Whatever it is...it too is out East.

When I recovered from the strong visions, I found myself sitting with the Elders of the tribe.  After a great deal of discussion, they felt the visions, and strong impressions, were far too important to ignore.  So, they strongly suggested I physically report to FAC Central Headquarters, even though I’m not due there for almost three weeks.  I am not prone to ignoring what the Elders have to say, especially when it comes to something which does feel like an emergency. 

Unfortunately, the transport trucks were long gone by the time I got out of the Council Meeting.  My old Jeep refuses to work most of the time in winter, and the snow is too deep for regular vehicles to get in or out.  Which means I’m riding canny old Mutke, my stallion, since he’s the only other viable transportation that was immediately available.  The Elders have often wondered if perhaps he’s a mutant, mostly because of his size...and the fact he does not appear to have aged after all these years.  I wanted to leave Thunder behind, but HE had other ideas on that.  And one simply does not argue with Thunder!

It’s been a wild 4-day journey across Missouri then up through Illinois.  Throughout the entire trip I’ve been seeing various visions of the scientist; the poor girl sure does seem scared.  What’s worried me the most are the sounds of explosions, plus I keep seeing flames. Oh, and something new has been added to the visions...blood on the snow.  Whenever I’ve tried to see more the vision faded away.  This is very worrisome, as I’d like to know whose blood I’m seeing.  If it’s mine...having advanced warning would be nice, at least it could be prepared for, or a way found to avoid said spilling of blood!  You’d think after all these years; I’d have firmer control over the abilities Mother Earth gifted me with.

I’m also being plagued by a strange low-pitched humming noise.  Even Thunder hears it and is constantly shaking his head then sneezing.  He complains that it hurts his ears.  Mutke isn’t thrilled about it either, and I simply cannot pinpoint where the blasted noise is coming from!

By my rough reckoning we should arrive in Chicago, at HQ, around 0530-0600 tomorrow.  Hopefully Capt. Tilman will be able to make sense of all this.  Rumor has it he’s in charge of the field operatives, because of the flu epidemic running rampant through the city, and elsewhere. Tilman is the commander of my company, so I am familiar with the man.  Since he’s higher up in the chain of command, it is a rare moment to come face to face with him. 

Well, okay, there was that one incident a few years ago. That’s how Thunder became acquainted with the man, and he now goes running off to find him, whenever we’re at HQ.  They’re bosom buddies now, which does help having someone in the know about Thunder’s abilities

Normally Tilman leaves the management duties to Lieutenant Charles Jacobsen, who commands my unit, and another man I have never met. It will feel strange not reporting to the regular unit commander.  For some reason I had the impression Lieutenant Jacobsen never got sick!  Then again, I’m sure it will feel extremely odd for the captain to be in direct  charge of the units.  I think he has a second in command under him.  At least I’ve *seen* a man coming and going, who is rumored to be Tilman’s second.  A rather aloof sort of fellow, and his eyes...some people in HQ swear he's frozen people in their tracks with just a glance.  Uh huh...if so, this is a new Blood ability I’ve not heard about.  Ah well I should stop speculating on all this and just be satisfied there are still some people at HQ well enough to take my report!

I just peeked out the window, and the snow is falling, again, but we should be able to get through. Time to grab a short nap.

Happy New Year.


-end journal entry-
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Finding a parking spot, no closer than nearly a block away, was a bloody damned nuisance.  The snow had been heavy on his drive into Chicago, which didn't help Michael feel any better.  But as long as he was in the car everything was fine, thank goodness he kept such meticulous care of the vehicle.  After he parked and got out was another reminder of just how miserable he truly felt... it was just too damned cold and snowing and horrible and his coat wasn't warm enough etc.  But as soon as he walked into the FAC headquarters building it felt too hot for him, and he couldn't get out of his overcoat quickly enough!

By the time he got to Captain Tilman's offices, well technically their offices...since he was now Tilman's second in command, Michael was sweating slightly.  But anyone who might have paid close attention would naturally assume the slight dampness in the light hair at the back of his collar, the hair at his temples...would be from the snow outside.  Stepping into the outer room of the offices Michael peevishly felt it to be too warm in there as well  

Looking up from some work she had been doing, Marsha, the secretary they utilized, frowned in concern upon seeing how pale Michael was... but nevertheless smiled pleasantly at him.  He was rather handsome despite his pallor!  "Good morning, Lieutenant Yamoto, welcome back!  Captain Tilman is expecting you, go right on in."

Once he vanished into the office, she called down to the infirmary looking for Dr. Tamalinda (Dr. Tama as she was fondly called) to inform her how pale the man was, and that he didn’t seem all that well to her.  Tama promised to be right up.  Good...couldn’t have her favorite blue eyes falling over while on a mission! 

———————————————-
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Captain Tilman returned Michael's salute then gestured towards one of the chairs as he handed his second in command the prepared mission profile.

“I think you might find this rather intriguing."

"Thank you, Sir.  What's the situation?"

Tilman rubbed one side of his jaw for a moment in deep thought and then grinned before launching into the briefing.  "We've wanted to get to the scientists at NYTI (New York Thaumatic Institute) for some time now, since there was talk they were onto something.  Well...this morning we got a break on that.  CTI (Chicago Thaumatic Institute) received a phone call from a Dr. Joseph Wilcox of NYTI.  He has a scientist there, Melissa McClain, who urgently needs to get out of Socialist Territory.  She has some information that's vital to not just Free America, but to Bloods as well...apparently her life is in danger. We need for you to get in there and get her out.”

Glancing up from the mission profile he'd been reading; Michael fixed his commanding officer with those icy blue eyes of his for a moment  "Is there any conclusion at this point whom the perpetrators are?"  Softly trying to clear his throat, he was relieved to find it was a barely noticeable sound.  (It was not in Michael’s nature to admit he was unwell...if he could get away with it.)   "Or why is McClain targeted?"

Shaking his head, Tilman wished he had an answer to that one.  "I'm sorry Lieutenant; we haven't the first clue as to who it is.  All they know is that there have been some spectacular attempts on her life.  At least they're pretty sure she's been targeted.  The young lady in question can repel psychic attacks, turning them back on the perpetrators, and she's quite strong at it.  But she needs training to focus it, and they don't have the knowledge to help Miss McClain.  Officially they want her to come to CTI for the training.  Dr. Wilcox coded the rest of the message.  According to the communication, McClain is carrying vital information, which CTI wants.”

Digesting the information, Michael mentally did a brief calculation of his team construction, deciding he wanted a team of five plus himself.  Two to handle Free side communications, four for the insertion team.  Two of the insertion team to set up outside NYTI, and one to walk in with him under some guise.  

“Innate meta-psychic shielding, that in itself is enough to intrigue CTI, I'm sure.”

Looking down at the personnel file in front of him, Tilman sighed and rubbed his forehead again. Knowing how his second in command could be, there was going to be hell to pay for this next bit of news.  Well...might as well get it over with and let the chips fall where they may.

"Lieutenant...as you know there's been a flu epidemic going on.  I'm afraid we've not been immune to its depredations.  We're short handed here at the moment, and... I can only give you one person.  She's good though...damn good, although how she’s pulled off some of her missions is a bit of a mystery, Chief Warrant Officer Kele-de McMahon,"  As he quietly handed her thick file over to Michael , Tilman had to smile "Kai is...unique."  "Oh here," belatedly he handed Kai's personal journal to the Lieutenant and nodded at the battered book "you'll need to read the entries that I earmarked.  It will give you a greater insight why I chose the Chief to go with you."

Weighing the heavy file and journal in his hand, Michael pinned his CO for another moment with his ice blue eyes.  He flat didn't like this at all and, even though he kept his emotions off his face, it was quite clear he wasn't exactly overjoyed at the implications of just the sheer size of the file in his hand.  Michael figured it meant either a psych case, or a discipline problem, that he was being saddled with.

Sitting back in his chair, Tilman returned that familiar gaze then grinned "Alright out with it, we've known each other for a long time so I know you have some comments you'd like to make on this situation."

Clearing his throat, Michael tried his best to hide the hoarseness by speaking as softly as he could.  Glancing at the file in his lap, he arranged his thoughts carefully "I find the situation deplorable, Sir.  I've been handed one file rather than the five I need.  And this one is as thick as five.  You know what that means, and if I may speak frankly, I would rather execute the mission as a solo than be saddled with a problem child, Sir.  A rescue mission into red territory is not a good place to take a psych case...or worse, a disciplinary problem.”

Raising an eyebrow at the comments, Tilman shook his head while thinking of the Chief and her determined cross-country dash, to deliver what she felt was urgent news of something coming.  "Lieutenant, you may think she's a psych case and I'll admit there's one small area where she is, but it has nothing to do with her job with us.  Despite her shortcomings in that area, she's never failed to come through for us. The first time I met her I wasn't sure she'd work out, but...well, read the files on her and you'll understand why I feel she's the one for the job.”

There was a distinctive ache starting up right around the center of Michael's forehead, rubbing it he decided perhaps a couple of backup plans were in order.  One he was already formulating, not knowing yet that this plan might be very difficult for his 'psych case partner' to manage.  If all else failed he could put a bullet in her head, if he had to get the client out to safety.  (After all the FAC had a codicil in their thick manual for if a mission was going South allowing for such a last-ditch remedy.) Stoically straightening his shoulders, putting the thick file and journal under one arm, he nodded to Tilman, signifying he'd accept the partner.  "I'll deal with it Sir, whatever happens.”  "Is there anything else Sir?"

"Yes, as a matter of fact there is, hold one moment please."  Picking up his phone, Tilman activated a buzzer on Marsha's desk.  When she answered all he said was "Send her in now please."  Returning the phone to its cradle he waited for the fireworks.

Initially annoyed that his CO did not allow him the dignity of interviewing his 'problem child' in his own office, Michael got up to greet her anyway, only to note that it was not his new subordinate that walked in the door.  But instead, it was Dr. Tama, who gave him her usual cheerful greeting.  Sinking down on his chair, he stared at her for a stunned moment then turned a hard accusing stare at Tilman with compressed lips...now he was very annoyed.  

Trying not to chuckle at the way Michael was looking at him, Tilman smoothly rose from his chair to make his escape. "Michael there's been a flu epidemic...we can't take chances.  Good luck on your mission, and I'll see you both for debriefing upon your return.  Dr. Tama I leave him in your capable hands."  
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Inside Tilman's office, Dr. Tama leaned against the desk regarding Michael with a quiet expression on her face.  "Blue eyes...you don't look good. Be up front with me here...how are you doing?”

"Thanks.... I’m fine Tama....it's nothing.  I'm certain it sounds much worse than it is." 

Trying to clear his throat Michael didn’t help convince her, as it only made him sound worse.  He really wished Tilman would have at least warned him and left him alone for a minute so he could have had another swig of that nasty stomach churning cough medicine, that Nelly had put in his pocket this morning.  Wished once again that it wasn't so warm in the office and that he was in his own office, where he could nudge the heat down and not have anyone say anything, that he had time to take a nap.

"Hmmhm," Tama was not convinced and crossed her arms to fix Michael with that firm 'not going to budge an inch' doctor stare.  "I'll be the judge of that.  Now you can either be straight with me blue eyes, or we'll do it the long drawn-out way....starting by asking how long you've been sick."

"I'm not sure,” Michael tried to word his response as neutrally as possible "I guess a couple of days before Christmas, hey?  But it's all right, I'm much better now...I just can't quite get my voice clear.  I've got my strength back now."  He knew immediately that he shouldn’t have said that, now she knew the flu had hit him hard enough to take his strength.  Michael strove to avoid the good doctor's gaze because he knew he was being evasive, and because once again he was embarrassed that she liked his blue eyes...he felt his eyes were quite unattractive.

Still standing with her arms crossed, Dr. Tama's expression was about as neutral as a person could get, if he had chosen to meet her gaze he would have known she wasn’t believing he was alright even for a second.  

"Yes of course,” he finally capitulated, “it’s the flu, hey?  But I'm all right, I'm almost never ill anyway, so,” a sudden hard cough seized him "I don't," more coughing "Ugh,” Finally he gave up talking to get the coughing to stop, Michael wished she hadn't heard all that.

Shaking her head, Tama calmly moved to his side, taking out her stethoscope and began listening to his lungs.  Each coughing attack gave her a clearer picture in how congested his lungs still were.  A digital probe in the ear canal was all that was needed to find out there was a fever present.  "Mmm...Michael how long have you been running a fever?  It's not bad, mind you... just a low grade one, but has it been constant?  And have you been able to eat anything at all?"  His glassy eyes rather bothered her...normally those ice blue eyes were so nice to look at, but in this condition.... blood pressure was low as well, and he was sweating.

"I didn't know I had a pretty strong fever for a couple of days. BUT... I was normal this morning."  Frankly Michael couldn't remember if he had eaten that morning or not, so left the question unanswered hoping she wouldn't ask again.

Pulling a chair over, so she was sitting in front of him and able to look him in the eyes, Tama sighed and shook her head.  "Michael, you have to be completely honest with me here.  Answer all my questions.  Have you been able to eat anything at all, and has it stayed down?  Have you had any nausea?"  Tama was inclined, at that moment, to just tell the good Captain Tilman that this man wasn't going anywhere, except straight to a hospital bed, but...well...Michael was a favorite of hers.

Michael tried one of his nonchalant shrugs as he replied "Look, I haven't been sick all day Tama," 

Raising an eyebrow at him, Tama lightly tapped one of his knees as she reiterated the last question asked.  "I asked you, have you been able to eat anything at all, and has it stayed down?  Thank you for informing me you haven't been sick today...I appreciate it as I would have eventually gotten around to asking.”

"I'm sorry Tama...I don't remember...I suppose I've eaten something this morning. So, it stayed down, didn't it?”

Tama reached over to feel his skin...and gave it a light pinch.  "Good you're not terribly dehydrated, just a tiny bit. So, you're drinking lots of fluids, eh?  What I'm finding is basically you are still trying to get over the last vestiges of the flu.  But I want to give you an injection, which will help you get over it and feeling better.  Going on a mission while feeling this way isn't good, that and with the injection you won't be passing it along to your partner."

Michael shot her one of his winning smiles, less some of its usual sparkle.  "Someone's got to ride in and save the day Tama.  I'll be fine...Look I've got my ginger ale..."  Pulling out the bottle he had in his pocket, still sealed, he showed it to her as if to back up his words.  

Shaking her head, Tama's eyes twinkled with mirth at his attempts to get her to believe he was almost all better.  "Nice to see you’re still using Ginger Ale, as your standard cure all. Sorry Blue Eyes, but I'm afraid I won't let you go on this mission without some Ribovarin in your system, and a Vitamin B-12 shot."

“If you think it will keep me on my feet, then you better do whatever it takes doc."

Thinking this was far too easy, but then again rather unfair to compare Michael's willingness to a certain Chief Warrant Officer’s near paranoia (and rather physical reaction), Tama smiled and held out her hand “Your weapon first please."

"What?  NO!"  Michael cried out hoarsely, his hand hovered protectively over the slight bulge of his Colt, in the shoulder holster under his service jacket.  "You don't need my sidearm.  What do you want it for?"

Taking a deep breath and shaking her head, Tama's eyes looked rather sad for a moment then hardened back to the cool professional doctor arguing with a sick man who was also armed. "I'm not going to lie to you Michael.  The medicine is strong enough to feel like it's burning, and if that's not unpleasant enough there have been a few rare occasions where it caused seizures.  There is no way I want a weapon anywhere near you, much less a sidearm be on your person.  Now...give me your firearm, Michael."

Michael gave her a look that always worked on his subordinates, but it didn't seem to have any effect on her.  Sighing softly, he acquiesced, reaching under his jacket for the pistol.  "I don't hand this to just anyone," he said, checking the safety on the old Colt 1991 before carefully placing it in her hand.  "I've never had a seizure before; so, I don't see why I should start now."

Gently taking the weapon, Tama carefully placed it in plain sight on the other side of the desk...just out of reach.  "Thank you, Michael," she softly replied "I know it's difficult to relinquish a precious weapon as that.  It's quite beautiful...you've taken excellent care of it.  Now...we can proceed."  Standing and pushing the chair away from her, Tama reached into one of her ever-deep lab coat pockets and brought out a device that held a bottle of Ribovarin in it.  Snapping it together she straddled one of Michael's legs and held his head back slightly.  Slipping the ends of the device slightly into his nostrils, she paused to smile down at him.  Waiting.... waiting....

His eyes widened in some trepidation for a moment as he looked at her over this "thing" she was pressing against his already sore nose.  "Tama," Michael began "I don't think I like the looks of this...people will get ideas you know."

Gently shushing him, and closing his mouth with her free hand, Tama waited until she thought he'd run out of air from talking, then yelled "NOW!"  

Michael drew his breath in sharply through his nose, startled by her shout, giving Tama the moment she needed to shoot the medication into him, then stepping back away from him before he could react ...quickly placing the device on the desk she paused with hands poised just in case she had to catch him.

Two quick hard sniffs and the burn hit his sinuses!  "Jesus" he panted trying to soothe it, but now the burn was hitting his lungs and Michael could not keep his breath...coughing violently doubled with eyes streaming, he felt like he was drowning in cayenne sauce.  It was all Michael could do to draw his breath in before it exploded from his lungs in yet another fit of violent coughing.

"See...it does have an unpleasant sensation." Kneeling next to Michael, Dr. Tama gently massaged his upper back, to try and help him relax enough to give the medicine a chance "Trust me I hated the first time they gave it to me.  And here...this will help."  Returning to her feet, Tama poured some cool water from Tilman's water pitcher then knelt to hand Michael the filled glass.  "Here sip on this...no gulps...just some sips."

In all honesty, Michael was too busy trying to get his breath to try to drink water.  What he really wanted was to blow his nose.  Not meaning to, he moaned softly with his face still buried in his hands and bent to his knees.  "Oh my God...” he couldn't believe how much this shit burned!  The coughing subsided, but his breath still came in rough gasps for air, his lungs were on fire and his eyes streamed from the burning sensation.

Replacing the water glass with a tissue box, Tama pulled out a few of them "Raise your face, Michael; it has to drain the other way in order to work.  Here...you are allowed to blow your nose now though.  Would you believe me when I say it hurts far more to have it injected into your arm or buttocks?"  

"Mmmm..."  Michael felt half faint, half nauseated, hot and cold all at the same time.  "C'n I have my gun back now?" he asked, slurring his words slightly “I've changed my mind...I think I would like to shoot you after all."  He swallowed hard, using the levity to take his attention off his other problems.

Chuckling at his remark, Tama shook her head "No I think I'll keep it just a little bit longer.  Shooting your doctor is bad form, although there are a few officers that have wished they could. Your new partner reacted to the Ribovarin in her usual charming manner.  Chief McMahon actually punched out my assistant...the poor man, he just couldn’t move out of her way fast enough."

Swallowing again, and opening his eyes, Michael sat up a little more in the chair.  The shaky feeling was subsiding a little now...taking a tiny sip from the bottle he held the liquid in his mouth for a long moment before swallowing it. Still feeling slightly dizzy, he began sweating more than he was before, the low level come and go nausea increased to a more problematic level.  

Noticing the increased pallor and sweating, Tama reached out to once again squeeze one of his hands.  "Hey Blue Eyes, how is it starting to feel now?  No more nausea or is it getting worse?"

Michael opened his eyes again at the caring touch "Eh...” he spoke the vague affirmative softly, his voice still wrecked by the medicine, "It's a bit uncomfortable now..." He didn't look directly at her, but kept his gaze fixed on some point across the room.  His head was swimming less, hopefully his stomach would settle back in a moment too, but now he was a bit worried.

"Uncomfortable?"  Tama frowned and reached for his wrist to check the pulse...on the alert now.  The Lieutenant tended to understate things when it came to his physical comfort, not wishing to draw attention to himself...so for him to say this...."How uncomfortable?"

Shrugging his shoulders listlessly, Michael sighed softly "Bit sicker to my stomach." then absently rubbed his stomach to soothe the 'discomfort' there.  "It'll settle in a minute."

"Settle in...a...minute...oh boy."  Hastily looking about the room, Tama spied a small wastepaper basket and quickly moved it around to rest in front of Michael...easy hurl distance.  "If it happens try to aim for it okay?  I can give you something to settle the stomach if you like. It won't burn, I promise!"

"Do I have to swallow it?"

Chuckling and shaking her head, Tama reached yet again into a pocket, this time an inner one, and pulled out a small vial and equally small syringe. "Compazine...slight injection and pretty quick the stomach settles down."  Noting his cautious nod, she decided an alternate injection site was in order.  Not one she normally liked to do, as it wasn't a sterile environment...but drastic problems called for creative solutions.  "Okay we're gonna do this a bit differently here Michael.  Through your pant leg...just hope you're not wearing long johns, makes it harder to do."  Grinning at her little joke, Tama loaded the syringe up with the anti-nausea medicine then carefully slipped the small needle through his pant leg and into the thigh.  She plunged it all the way in, then pulled the needle out and massaged his thigh for a moment.  "There now...you tell me when it starts to work."

Within seconds Michael went from feeling certain he would vomit at any moment, to feeling equally certain that he wouldn't.  Drawing in an experimental breath, he realized it didn’t bring the nausea back and gratefully drew in another breath. "Better," he said hoarsely and took a sip from his bottle of Ginger Ale.  "Yes, that's much better Tama, thank you."  His head was no longer swimming either, though he had to admit he felt a little inclined to take a nap.

––––––––
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Standing to take the Colt back from her, and tucking it back in the holster, Michael knew he was actually very lucky to have a doctor who understood how he felt about medicine in general.  "Are we finished?  I'm afraid I've got a job to get to Tama. Oh...and I’ll speak with my partner about hitting your slow-moving assistant.”

"Yes Michael, we're finished...for now.  But if you start feeling bad again, you're to report into the nearest FAC installation or hospital.  This is no joking matter.  You just take care of yourself; Blue Eyes..." gathering up her things, putting them in various pockets, draping her stethoscope around her neck, Tama paused at the outer door "Can't have my favorite Lieutenant getting sick on us you know. Please don’t be hard on the Chief, she hates established medicine...plus my assistant, once I revived him, did forgive the spitfire.  Good luck with her...you’re going to need it!" 

Sighing heavily, Michael went through side door, which led from Tilman's office into his own office.  

First things first.... that morning had been the beginning of a new year and he’d yet to make a journal entry marking it.  Glancing at his watch, Michael noted there still plenty of time before the arrival of his problem child...journal, then look over her disturbingly thick file. 
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Chapter 3
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Excerpt from 1st Lieutenant Michael Yamoto’s personal journal

Date: 2103, January 01, Tuesday

Time:  1400 hrs CST

Location: Chicago, Illinois....FAC Headquarters

Being as it is the first day of the New Year, it is a time for beginnings. Take for example, my beginning a new journal.  I usually do one every year, and start with something along these lines:

“My name is Yamoto Mikirou noh Yakima.  That is my Japanese name, but being as I was born in Tendring England, and grew up as a British National, I go by Michael Yamoto.  That is the way my name appears on my citizenship papers, here in Free America.  My military identification cites both.”

“I served in the United States Air Force for nearly four years piloting fighter jets such as the F26 and the M24B.  I left the Air Force and took a position by direct transfer in the Free America Civil Militia as a reservist agent of the Specials department, where I have served another four years.  My rank went from Captain to Lieutenant, but the rank is roughly equivalent between the two services. I have more responsibilities as a Lieutenant in the FAC than I did as a Captain in the Air Force.”

For the last year, until the present, I was on the inactive roster, just reporting every two weeks for situational updates from my CO, and a little firearms practice.  I broke my leg last year and have been inactive since then while I mended fully.  It's been a strange year to say the least though.  I had planned to return to full time duty in Mid January this year to make up for being completely useless for a year. Nels has known since November.  My leg is healed, though it aches when it's cold or damp. I still limp a bit then, or when I'm tired or I’ve been on it too long. Just the same, my physical that month rated my leg sound and I am fit for active duty. 

When I was given a clean bill of health, we agreed that it would be a bad idea to try to maintain the kind of relationship that we have currently.  Danyelle (Nels) is not the kind of girl that can be left waiting for her man to come home, and I am not so arrogant as to think that I could change that.  Nor do I feel that it would be fair to her for me to expect it.  She and I have become fine friends, but we are not in love.  She deserves better.  

My plan to return to full duty has been marred by a particularly nasty bout with the flu.  In the hospital, out of the hospital...back in again.  The nurses joked about permanently giving me my own room!  But thankfully, by New Years Day I felt stable enough to sit up and watch the Rose Bowl Parade with Nels.  

––––––––
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The Rose Bowl Parade was, of course, as boring as ever, I was only half watching it as I sat on the couch, my long legs sprawled in front of me, one foot on the coffee table and one on the floor, my eyes half closed.  Nels was curled up next to me. I'm taller than her.  I'm quite tall, especially for a man with as much Japanese blood as I have.  I have my mother's side of the family with all of its Cherokee and Blackfoot influence to thank for that I think, though my father was taller than most Japanese men.  Nels is quite petite; only about five feet tall, so curled up as she was, she fit under my arm quite neatly as it lay rather negligently around her shoulders.

Just when I felt I simply couldn’t take another moment of float after parade float, a special bulletin flashed across the screen. Sometime around midnight, eleven last night by our time here in Illinois, the world had watched the skies in shock as an explosive device of some unbelievable magnitude had been detonated in the edge of the atmosphere.  The brilliant flash could only have been a thermonuclear blast; a demonstration of power that could have come from nowhere other than the ancient Red Army, at the command of New Moscow on the lunar surface.

Naturally I grabbed my cell phone and called into headquarters, holding up one hand to still Nel’s protests that I was still too sick to report in.  I was placed on hold instantly after being informed that Tilman had been trying to reach me and was expecting my call.  Tilman came on the line almost too quickly.  The conversation was brief, since I was not on a secure line in the least.  The gist of it was that I was to get my ass back to Chicago as fast as I could and report in person.  He didn't say it directly, but it was apparent that he had a job for me, and oddly enough, it didn’t appear to have anything to do with the nuke overhead.

Nel’s was crying a bit when I jumped into my car... but I couldn't dwell on it... I plugged my key crystal into the ignition and thumbed the button.  She was more than welcome to stay at the house, until her brother came to help her lock things up.

The car is over a hundred years old.  It had belonged to my great-great grandmother long before I was born. It was a 1981 Datsun 280-ZX.  She had named it Zzot... of all things.  Almost none of the parts were original now. I’d rebuilt the car from the frame up and did a lot of framework too for that matter.  It had been a project started out of curiosity about the old car.  I wanted to know how it worked. I even rebuilt the engine and by god I kept the name. It seemed to fit the car’s personality.

The drive into Chicago was frustrating, for one thing I had the flu.... still, and it was snowing...a lot.

Reporting for duty was an exercise in patience, and acute pain!  Tilman has given me one team member for the upcoming mission.  And from the thickness of her file I can only surmise she is a problem child for the FAC militia.  I’ve been assured the Chief, short for Chief Warrant Officer, isn’t a huge problem just ...different.  That does not reassure me in the slightest.  They’ve given me a person that may, or may not, be a psych case, and we’re going into a dangerous, potentially fatal, situation.  And considering a CWO isn’t exactly enlisted or an officer, they are somewhere in between, I have to take whatever she may say or do into consideration...as a CWO can, and often has, overridden what an officer has ordered without repercussions.  Great I’ve been assigned a psych case CWO!  To add insult to injury Dr. Tama gave me a shot of something right up my nose.  Thought I was going to die, and afraid I wasn’t!  Frankly I’d rather have the flu!  Then the doctor sweetly informed me that my partner, Chief Warrant Officer Kele-de Ann McMahon, reacted to the same medicine in a far more violent manner.  Enough whining, the Chief is due in just about an hour and I need to weed through this file ...see if there’s a way I can salvage this mess.


-end journal entry-



––––––––
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The deeper into his partner’s file Michael read, the more certain he was that this woman was a walking enigma.  First of all, Kai was half Osage Indian and half Irish, which seemed to give her some unsettling Blood abilities. According to the training files she could talk with the planet, and pretty much every animal that walked, crawled, slithered, etc. upon face of said planet. An honest to gods Earth Warrior?  Michael thought they were merely just a legend, but there it was in bold lettering notation...FAC had their very own Earth Warrior!  If that wasn’t enough, Kai was more than just a Survival Expert, she could also blend into the world around her, even to the point of seemingly vanishing, and was documented doing so on many occasions.  Sometimes even completely unnerving anyone that was unfortunately startled by her sudden re-appearance, generally accomplished right in front of them.  Kai could be argumentative, belligerent, headstrong and liked to work alone.  According to the mission briefs all hell was liable to break loose, if the Chief worked with others (and sometimes even on her solo missions.)  From accidentally blowing up a dam, participating in mutant monster hunts...one of which landed her in critical care after it nearly killed her, to blithely choosing a new escape route with the target she’d gone in to rescue (without letting HQ know what she was doing)...the woman was, without a doubt, a modern day Amazon clad in old fashioned moccasins.  No theorizing about the moccasins as there was also a notation about her adamant refusal to wear combat boots, or even dress shoes.

Her medical records worried Michael even more!  Horrific scars crisscrossed her back, and arms...yet never a word about who had done this barbaric thing to her.  Only one way a person got scars like that...a whip.  Kai hated, nearly feared, the medical world and had even put one doctor into intensive care when he’d dared to touch her without first asking.  But god help any fool who refused to give assistance to someone she called friend.

There was a special note, near the end of Kai’s file, which caught Michael’s concerned attention:

––––––––
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Note:



“Eleven days after one of McMahon’s missions, on 2094 March 4, the father, of said operative mysteriously vanished.  McMahon proposed using her recent platoon of trainees in a search mission, request granted.  It is with deep regret that we report the man’s body was found; evidence indicates he was murdered.

Operative was given a 1-year break, from any missions or training classes, to give her time to grieve.  Special Field Agent Sergeant Franklin sent to Eagle Rock training facility, to deal with any situation that might arise.  He reports that McMahon was denied participation in her father’s funeral.  Plus, the Sergeant noted the fact she chose to contact her father’s employers and has accepted several bounty hunting cases.  

It appears that when not fulfilling her FAC assignments she has now taken on her father’s job of bounty hunting.  Sources report that McMahon is highly successful in said endeavor and doesn’t hesitate to bring in her quarry dead or alive.  Preference, however, seems to be dead.  Psych Officer states McMahon has put her grieving on hold and is possibly searching for her father’s assailant(s).”

––––––––
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“Oh my God,” Michael exclaimed as he neared the end of Kai’s extensive file “Tilman gave me a Wild Blood as a partner!  What did I ever do to him?”
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Chapter 4
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Marsha looked up as Kai came into the outer office, and her face broke into a welcoming smile... she was quite happy to see the Chief Warrant Officer again, just something about the girl made her want to mother the officer.  Waving towards the 1st Lieutenants office, she told her "Go on in, Lieutenant Yamoto is expecting you Chief.”  Nodding in acknowledgment, Kai made it clear to Thunder he was to mind his manners "Thunder you behave...no morphing.”  Walking into the indicated office, Kai stood at attention in front of the desk saluting.  "Chief Warrant Officer McMahon reporting as ordered, Sir."

Sitting behind the desk, with his head bowed over a personnel folder jet black bangs obscuring his face, was 1st Lieutenant Michael Yamoto.  As Kai continued to hold the salute, she noticed he was holding up the top layers of what appeared to be mission briefs, while reading the rest of the personnel file underneath them. Thunder, in his small canine form, sat up on his haunches...his own version of a salute.  Michael still hadn't acknowledged Kai's presence, so she continued to hold the salute.  She was quite used to his apparent attitude; there had once been an officer who had made her hold a salute for five minutes.

Privately Kai felt that officer had been a sadistic bastard, especially when the man had taken one look at Thunder, in his Terrier form, and yelled for his aide to take the "scroungy mutt" out back and shoot it. Upon hearing the yelled order, Thunder had immediately morphed to full size; completely disobeying Kai's unspoken command of 'stay'.  From what she heard, through the grapevine, that officer was still being treated for a nervous breakdown.  No one believed him that the innocent little dog, cowering behind the Chief, was responsible for the raving idiot screaming his head off about gigantic animals.  However, Kai DID inform Captain Tilman as to the particulars of what had gone down.  Since he knew about Thunder's unique genetic structure he found the entire incident hysterical and had actually given the animal some extra treats.

Satisfied for the moment, with her discipline, Michael glanced up at her through his bangs without really raising his head much.  Loosely he returned Kai's salute before returning to her file.  "Please have a seat, Chief."  "Yes Sir."  Dropping the salute, Kai settled onto one of the chairs, in front of the desk.  Thunder leapt up into the other chair, as she threw him a warning glance **'Don’t morph unless I ask. **

While his glance had appeared to be rather brief, Michael had noted quite a bit about the officer he’d been given for the assignment.  She was tall, too damned thin, thick flame red hair, and shocking bright blue eyes set in a slightly tanned olive complexioned face with high cheekbones.  Quite a stunning combination...if the woman wasn’t so bloody skinny!  Maybe this would work in their favor, despite the obvious problems spelled out in the papers before him.
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