
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


I. The Four Sisters
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São Paulo City, Brazil. May 12th.

An uneasy silence loomed over the couple sat at that old café. 

Clara stared at Fernando with a heavy, annoyed, irritated expression, as she swirled a cup of tea between her fingers, head down, trying to resume the conversation interrupted by a flood of mutual rebukes.

“Don't act like that...” mumbled Fernando.

“And how should I act?” Clara replied, her voice cracking, in a mixture of fury and contained tears. “What did you expect throwing that bombshell at me?” 

A smile?!

“Of course, not...”

“Then what?”

“I just want you to understand.” None of this is my fault!” 

“Right,” the woman scoffed.

“Clara...”

“I get it, Fernando!”


The silence resumed even tenser.



Fernando nodded, incapable of dealing with Clara's bitterness.

“We'll talk later,” said the young woman, leaving the establishment in a hurry.

Tiredly, Fernando sighed; he went to the cashier to pay the bill and go home.

He walked down the sidewalk in the opposite direction to Clara's, disheartened by her dilemma and her reaction.

After all, how could he convince his fiancée that they needed to postpone the wedding indefinitely? To make things worse, the event was already announced to their families and friends, with several contracted services: buffet, decoration, DJ, cameraman, photographer, among others.

However, Fernando saw no option in the face of the imminent loss of his job. 

He had dedicated his professional life – about ten years – as a reporter for O Diário da Madrugada, whose circulation decreased every year, like so many other outlets of the so-called “old media”; printed journalism had weakened because of websites and news blogs.

At the end of the month, Fernando would be unemployed and, deep in his heart, he knew he was unable to start a family in such conditions.

Fernando had met with Clara to convince her to wait until he got a new job. However, confirming her fears, she had promptly rejected his arguments.

At first, she had been sympathetic, albeit determined to continue with the ceremony. A well-paid employee of the municipality, Clara offered to pay the couple's expenses, if Fernando accepted to study for a civil servant exam.


This matter always exasperated him.



Clara admired Fernando's intelligence. Occasionally, she pressed him to seek a stable 9-to-5 government job, ideal for setting up a life together in security.

Fernando, however, preferred the field work of a reporter, averse to the idea of being stuck to a dirty desk in some dull office. In addition to this, despite his modern and chilled attitude, he did not accept being bankrolled by a woman.

Clara correctly interpreted her stubbornness as machismo, starting to doubt Fernando's love.

Was the loss of a job an excuse? Was her fiancé unsure about the wedding? 

Fernando loved Clara, anguished at the young woman's insecurity.

He watched inertly as she untimely left the café, giving him time to digest the bad news, praying she would never force him to choose between their relationship and his profession.

Fernando turned the corner in a direction he knew, heading to a newsstand he used to visit on his way back from work.

Ironically, like many readers, Fernando had stopped buying printed newspapers, following the news on the Internet; he had his tiny share of contributing to the end of the paper press and, consequently, of his own unemployment.

However, he retained his appreciation for physical comics, fanatical even for the most obscure superheroes.

He pulled out his wallet to acquire some unassuming copy, blaming himself for spending money on the eve of his unemployed, instead of saving for the difficult days ahead, convinced, however, that that little magazine would help distract his thoughts from his argument with Clara.

He was handing the notes to newsstand man when his world literally turned upside down.

At first, he felt his fillings jolt in his teeth, as if they were going to jump out of his gums. Then, the prescription lenses of his glasses broke under an inclement buzz, which forced him and the other man to cover their ears. This one, a rough-bearded, hard-faced, experienced sexagenarian, accustomed to the dangers of the downtown area, cried out like a child; a prelude to the first shockwave.

It hit the streets, alleyways, and avenues with a violent bang, shattering the windows of the buildings around that region in a deadly rain of piercing shards, knocking over passers-by and throwing cars, trucks, buses and motorcycles against each other.


Its outsized strength tore the newsstand from its foundations.



The Journalist and man at the counter rolled through its metallic interior, amidst prints, cans of soda and juice, sweets, packets of cigarettes and snacks, as the structure slid over the sidewalk, stopping only when hitting a pole inclined at the end of the corner.

Fernando's glasses were gone. He and the sexagenarian were groggy, with abrasions and small cuts scattered on their faces, hands, and arms.

Just then, the second shockwave hit the city center. 

Again, vehicles spurted through the streets, people flew in all directions and buildings shook, marquees and pieces of plaster collapsed on the sidewalks.

Luckily, the pole resisted, retaining the newsstand, albeit bending at an extreme angle, threatening to break itself.

A new moment of silence fell on Fernando and the newsstand man. They looked at each other, hopeful that that was the end of their nightmare.


Then, the last and most devastating shockwave hit them. 



It ripped the stall from the protection of the twisted pole, smashing it against the bucket of a garbage truck, lost in the frenzy of collisions of countless vehicles.


The fragile aluminum structure of the booth fell apart on impact.



Fernando found himself hurled over a crowd of dead and wounded people swirling around him in mid-air.


Then, as sudden as it had come, the wave ceased. 

Its victims plummeted onto the rough, hard asphalt. 

Fernando succumbed to the pain and exhaustion, fainting.



But it would be precisely the pain that would awaken him, amid a scenario of frightening devastation.

Fernando had lost track of the time he had been unconscious. His forehead bled. His left shoulder pulsed, dislocated. His knees were on fire. His scratches had multiplied across his back and limbs through the tears of his shirt and dress pants.

Stunned, he struggled to rise from the carpet of shrapnel from the shattered buildings and destroyed cars.

His legs, however, faltered, and he collapsed. 

His weight fell on his bruised shoulder in a burst of profuse, malignant agony that caused him to scream and almost lose consciousness.

While recovering from the pain, he spotted a piece of the newsstand lying on a corner: a leftover crumpled ceiling and torn wall. Afraid that the old newsstand man was bleeding under the fragment, Fernando forced himself to stand, staggering towards him. Every step, a torment to his hurt muscles and bones.

On his way, he shuddered at the corpses strewn across the street. Moans and whispers seized his ears, a macabre testimony to the affliction of the survivors.

Fernando, however, kept his resolute path through the metallic wreckage, only to come across thick stains of blood impregnated in it: the only trace he would find of the sexagenarian.

At that moment, the reporter heard the distant cry of a child.

Ignoring the calls for help around him, he hurried to that desperate cry.

A woman covered in blood from head to toe tried to grab the hem of his pants. He thought of helping her, but with tears in his eyes, he decided to pursue the child's cry.

Fernando entered an alley also devastated by the shock waves.

The cries came from one of the many shattered cars. This one had slammed head-on into the front end of a commercial building.

The driver laid leaning over the steering wheel; her head busted, and her brains exposed.

In the back seat, a baby was screaming at the top of its lungs, frightened, alone. The child had survived by a mixture of luck and the resistance from his seatbelt.

Fernando removed the boy from the car, cradling him in his arms.

Just then, a convoy of ambulances crossed the avenue ahead with their sirens turned on. The last of them braked sharply, taking the alleyway at the sight of Fernando and the child on his lap.

The rescuers got out of the vehicle in a hurry. The first one went straight to the victims fallen on the asphalt. The second focused on the baby.

"Is this your child?” Asked the professional, pulling out his emergency equipment.

Fernando shook his head, before pointing to the dead woman behind the wheel. “I think that was the mother,” the journalist said, handing the child over. “Stay here.” I'll help you too.

Fernando ignored the rescuer's request, walking away from him; he just wanted to get away from that horrific scenario. However, the further down the alleyway he went, the more slaughter and destruction piled up.

In shock, he wandered through the devastated downtown until he inadvertently ended up on São Paulo's most famous avenue: Paulista.

Not even the wildest imagination or the nightmares of a madman would have prepared him for what he saw.

At the end of Paulista Av., five hundred meters from Fernando, three portals of greenish light shone on the paving. 

Ten meters high by three meters wide, separated from each other by just over two meters apart, each rift poured a silent and continuous row of strange silhouettes into our world.

They arrived by the hundreds under the emerald glow of the portals; in such quantity that they already crowded the avenue, with their initial wings cramming into each other.

Shockwaves had broken out of the luminous crevices when they burst into the city, destroying everything in their path within a twenty-mile radius.

A military police helicopter circled above the buildings, attentive to the chaotic mass of outsiders.

Police vehicles appeared along the secondary roads, advancing through the wreckage of the Paulista, to disembark dozens of police officers, with weapons and batons in hand, in a makeshift cordon around the new arrivals.

However, if they decided to react, the security forces would be insufficient to contain them.

Fortunately, the strangers behaved serenely under the tutelage of their leaders, staying organized in the restricted space of the avenue.

There were three distinct races, each coming out of a particular crevice, presenting its own style of clothes, utensils, weapons and armor.


In the coming days, humanity would come to know their names.



The noble and wise elves, pale and beautiful, with long white hair, red eyes and pointed ears, wore fine and elegant fabrics, embroidered in silver and gold thread with the runes of their melodic and indecipherable tongue. Hunters, blacksmiths, and wizards for the most part, their warriors were skilled at handling long swords and refined bows and arrows.

The brave and temperamental dwarves, similar in their short stature to their Earth namesakes, were distinguished by their large torso, more than twice the width of an adult male. Their long beards reached to their heels, in stark contrast to their bald heads. Their women wore plump, greasy, long braids. Talented merchants, fishermen, and miners, his soldiers carried heavy, rough war hammers and oblique shields of steel-clad wood.

The Favorite Sons were the humans who inhabited the lands beyond the portals. Blondes, brunettes, blacks, yellows and redheads, they were all tall and muscular. Their nobles formed a caste of knights adept at short swords, enameled helmets, thick chain mail, and sharp spears. 

A people of farmers, mystics, horse breeders, and navigators.

As soon as the three long columns of refugees closed, depositing thousands of old people, adults, and children of the three races over Paulista Av., four little girls of human appearance emerged from the central rift, the same one employed by the elves. At that moment, the portals closed, in a unison blast, muffled, harmless.

However, despite their appearance, these girls had nothing innocent or human.

Up close, you could see their watery white eyes, capable of superhuman sight, their fluttering hairs marked by countless shades of pink, and delicate clawed hands with long nails. Each of them wore a little dress of her own color, of austere cut, made of modest linen. 

Known as Ada, Eda, Ida and Uda, they wore purple, green, yellow, and blue, respectively.

And these were the Four Sisters, who stepped forward to deal with the military police officers in charge of the siege on the newcomers.

They displayed an unsettling self-confidence, the fruit of their innate authority.

In fact, they were among the most powerful creatures in their reality.

Only another type of creature surpassed them, the so-called Peoples of Light; they hoped, even at that uncertain moment, surrounded by the immense and bizarre city, that they'd never face such a dire situation again.
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II. The Dark Lord
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New York City, USA. May 12th.

Teeth and blood flew from the prisoner's mouth.

Every punch from those thick hands – lined with Cyrillic letters and tattooed black crosses – had the force of a mighty hammer.

The dimly lit storeroom at the back of the bar held a pile of moldy boxes, filled with bottles of booze and piles of canned food. Its grimy walls concealed a reinforced structure that guaranteed acoustic insulation from the outside world, covering the screams and groans of its victims.

Handcuffed to a chair, Phil Harper, a flimsy accountant, wept with his nose and lips broken by the punches delivered by Ivan ‘The Bear’ Chevelev, the biggest thug in the city's Russian mob.

His boss, Valentin Novikov, smiled from one corner of the room, flanked by two bodyguards, a ginger with an ugly scar on his neck and a droopy-eyed blond.

Ivan had become accustomed to Valentin's whims, bent on ordering torture and death on impulse. Nothing to bother the Bear, a terrifying figure six feet tall, shoulders as broad as a wall, massive arms, a square chin, and a thin-lipped, taut mouth.

His physique offered a striking contrast to that of the poor accountant, a small, puny man, accustomed to numbers rather than bloodshed.

Since the beginning of the year, business had been bad for the Novikov family.

In addition to losing a significant chunk of their territory to the Aryan Brotherhood, the FBI[1] and DEA[2] had blown up, in a joint operation, their main drug route, originating in Mexico. Valentin chose a scapegoat to blame for the disaster, in order to preserve his authority before the gang.

Since there was no shortage of greedy accountants in New York willing to launder dirty money for a good commission, Phil became the ideal candidate.

“Please, boss...” pleaded the accountant, sniffling and gasping. “I didn't do anything... I'm innocent. I swear...”

Valentin signaled to Ivan, who stopped the beatings for a moment. The boss approached Phil with a smirk.

“I know that, you idiot,” he whispered into his victim's ear.” But nothing will save you.”

Phil despaired, urinating in his pants whatever he had left in his bladder.

“Please... I'll do anything for you. I'll say anything...”

The Bear resumed the beating with a right hook that shattered Phil's jaw, leaving him groggy. Just then, Valentin's phone rang. His morbid satisfaction dissipated.

“Fuck!” the boss barked at the number that was calling. “Finish without me.”


The Bear nodded.



Valentin left the room, accompanied by his red-haired henchman, answering his phone with a grimace.

Ivan didn't wait for the door to close to ravage Phil's pancreas with a powerful punch.


Valentin came out on the sidewalk, cursing his wife on his cell phone. 



His bodyguard stood beside him discreetly, feigning indifference to yet another of the couple's frequent altercations.

Nor did they notice the surveillance mounted on the building on the opposite side of the street.

From an elevated floor, Special Agent Jack Bronson watched the mob boss through the viewfinder of his digital camera, positioned at the living room window, savoring Valentin's irritation in front of Catarina, the Novikovs' main bar and the Russian mafia's largest den in New York.

Despite the difficulty of gathering evidence to incarcerate Valentin, at least Jack was amused by the jealousy of the boss’ wife.

“This book is getting good, Jack”, Special Agent Roger Mendoza said as he typed on his laptop at the apartment's kitchen table.

“I'll take a look on my break,” Jack replied.

Jack and Roger joined the New York FBI Field Office on the same year. They became friends right away.

Jack was best man at Roger's wedding, and Roger supported him through him painful divorce.

They developed such a fraternal bond that they decided to write a book on astrology, Roger's old passion, a man of fertile, albeit chaotic, imagination. He used Jack's analytical mind to establish a coherent narrative.

The choice of theme had amused his colleagues at the Agency, despite Roger refuting the label of exoteric they attributed to him.

Roger understood astrology as a primitive science of ancestral peoples, notably Babylonians, Egyptians and Mayans, and studied their contribution to Philosophy, Theology, Mathematics, among other fields of human knowledge. 

Even so, the pair had become a laughing stock in the office. They called us Mulder and Scully, characters from that classic TV series, famous for its supernatural themes.

Jack joked that he had no problem being Mulder as long as Roger was Scully.

Discounting the jokes, it had been six months since the FBI had rented the apartment from which the Novikov headquarters had been besieged.

The Russian mafia was in crisis, and the feds sniffed their blood like sharks.

The patriarch of the Novikov clan, one of the oldest and most violent in his native country, had been killed in a police raid in Moscow.

This loss had forced his older sons, Valentin and Anatoli, to relocate the family's base of operations to New York, continuing drug trafficking, arms smuggling, illegal gambling, and prostitution, which had sharpened the FBI's attention.

Jack and Roger had gotten used to the routine in the rented apartment. The pair took turns, on twenty-four-hour shifts, with other agents, in a work that, until now, had been proven fruitless.

Catarina had listening device blockers, and the gangsters used cell phones with scramblers. Their conversations remained impenetrable.

Thus, the feds were limited to registering the entry and exit of people from the bar.

With the help of an additional team, positioned in a second apartment at the end of the corner, the FBI also recorded the delivery of supplies through the service access at the back of the establishment. In addition, cars with civilian plates followed the movements of the Novikovs around the city.

However, despite their brutal methods, the brothers were not stupid, conducting their business cleverly enough to avoid arrest, at least until now.

“Take over for a minute,” Jack said. “I need to go to the bathroom.”

Roger left his laptop, taking Jack's place behind the digital camera.

He followed to the bathroom, a room squeezed between the living room and the bedroom.

Jack was done urinating when he found himself tossed to the floor, grazing his head on the toilet, while the entire building shook under a hail of tremors. Its foundations creaked. Tiles loosened from the walls of the enclosure. Toothbrushes and rolls of toilet paper jumped out of the cabinet. The sink unbuckled, sending a torrent of tap water towards Jack's suit.

Then, the bumps ceased.

Its passage had been quick, but enough to level the room.

Jack struggled to get up, battling the dizziness and damp heat coming down his face.

In the cracked bathroom mirror, he stared at the damage from the blow on the toilet. An ugly bleeding on the supercilium. Painful, but nothing serious.

Jack fetched the first aid kit from the broken cabinet, applying a bandage over the wound.

He left the room only to come across the ruined apartment.

A myriad of shards of glass from the windows lay strewn across the floor and the furniture, turned over.
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