Fair Game

By: Famine

Episode 1

May 23rd, 2009. Los Angeles, 1720 hours local time.

“*crrr* -hink we’ve g—something, *crackle* tstream”


The pilot of the menacing, silenced attack chopper grabbed some altitude to gain a slightly better line-of-sight on the transmitting MQ-9 Reaper drone drifting above the city. All comms were routed through the surveillance drone, using its encrypted military frequency to avoid detection from the populace below. 

The General Atomics drone was a huge feather in Cold Zero’s cap, acquired in a stealth raid on an Arizona customs and border control facility. At 10.5 million dollars each, that kind of a loss was a huge black eye for the border security forces, and hilarious to the pilot in the helicopter.

Rudy Benson, better known to his organization as Jetstream, listened intently to the relay of coordinates coming over his secure communications channel. Nodding thoughtfully, he banked hard to the right, taking his newest toy over a relatively flat section of Los Angeles. Through the bulkhead behind him, he heard the shifting of men and weapons as the strike team locked and loaded. 

Jetstream stretched his fingers to the drone controls modified into his panel. The signals went out, pulling the drone onto a new course. The Reaper’s standard sensor package had been ripped out, and a custom biochemical sniffer installed next to a sophisticated infrared and telescopic swiveling mechanical eye put in its place. Where the underwing fuel pods used to hang, two massive processors sorted through the wind currents being collected by the drone’s passing, and just moments ago they had signaled that the telltale chemical pattern Jetstream was tracking had been found. The reduced flight time was well worth the number-crunching power tradeoff.

“Reaper-one locked on new course, bro, please confirm flight pattern alpha,” Jetstream intoned in his California beach-bum drawl. The ace pilot relied on the man remotely monitoring the Reaper’s sensors to automate the flight pattern to avoid air traffic within the area.

“*crackle* subjec--een entering –ndoned building-seventeen latit—longitude”

Sighing, Jetstream flipped a switch and received the communications through a digital-to-text filter. Better than hearing the egghead’s whining drawl anyways. Stevens? Simons? Yeah, that guy was totally a wet blanket, man. 

The coordinates ticked across the HUD splayed across his helmet visor, changing slightly as their quarry and the wind currents moved. This would be like shooting fish in a barrel, the pilot smiled. The boys in back were good, and they had a 7-to-1 advantage as well as the element of surprise.

“Prepare to kick some backside, dudes,” Jetstream grinned, “almost on top of her.” Behind him, a cargo door swung open in the gathering darkness.

*   *   *   *   *

Episode 2


Juanita Yuarez wedged herself between the narrow walls of the air conditioning courtyard and brushed the sopping wet hair out of her eyes with one tightly-muscled arm. The trim, athletic woman looked down past her body and shivered. A drop from this height…but that was what it was all about. Urban exploration had become the thief’s favorite escape after the death of her brother years ago, a way to get away from the parasite that was her fellow man and be alone with her thoughts.


That was something that Agent Shiv desperately needed these days. More and more, the events of two weeks ago had been scrambling around in her head like a crack addict looking for cash. There wasn’t room for anything else, and the intruder knew she had to get somewhere and sort this out before it consumed her, or worse yet, got her killed in the field. 


Juanita felt the mutagen-filled blood pumping in her veins with every beat of her heart, heard the hissing of it in her ears. She was reminded of the viral infection barely being kept at bay every time she looked at her olive-tinged skin in the mirror. It sickened her, what she had become: a monster unable to touch another person without risk of infecting them, never able to know again what it felt like to be held in someone’s arms. She could never have a child, a little niña to hug and teach to speak and walk. She would always be alone and cut off from the rest of the world. 


When she had run from the creature, Juanita suddenly realized, she was really running from herself. The revelation weighed heavily on her shoulders with sudden intensity born of fear and unavoidable disgust. Brick dust sifted downward as her foot slipped a fraction of an inch, crushing into the wall. It had been scaled, and predatory, and she had smelled the fetid stench of rotting meat between its horrid, jumbled mouthful of teeth from yards away with her hyper-acute senses. 

She had run for the simple fact that throughout that long, tension-filled night, she had tried to keep her mind off of the fact that her friends Scorch and Stavros had smelled so damn tasty. Shiv had run because she was terrified of the luxurious coppery smell of blood and the whispering animalistic urges, and because she was irrevocably face to face with her future. 

“It’s not fucking fair!” she screamed, punching the wall below her with the bottom of her fist. Juanita’s hand, caked in red dust, came back up to rub the sweat from her brow, and that was when it happened. Her left foot flexed, breaking off the lip of brick tenuously supporting her weight. The intruder felt a subtle, dangerous shift in her body distribution, and reflexively slapped her hands down against the wall behind her, but it was a split second too late. Her soft climbing shoes mashed up against the wall in front of her lost their grip, sliding down a few inches. Shiv’s thighs flexed, trying to wedge her in place, but the angle was all wrong. Her powerful legs straightened out as her feet slipped down, and suddenly she was in freefall. It was almost peaceful to let it all go and let gravity do the work for her, the Latina thought to herself with sudden calm. The walls of the AC chimney swallowed her up like the gullet of a great cinder and mortar beast, equal in her hunger for death.

*   *   *   *   *

Episode 3


The Cold Zero trooper named Peter Alekseev scratched at his stubble with one thin-gloved hand and looked with distaste at the perspiration he had attracted on the material. The grizzled, former Cold War Spetsnaz operative hated these warm, pollution-choked shores of America, the dog country. Its people were fat mongrels, never knowing who their ancestors were, never caring about any heritage as long as the almighty dollar was within their grasp.


These people made Alekseev sick, and there was only one way to cut that sickness out. Kill it before it could reproduce. The specimen he was watching through his 3.46x NSPU-3 night sight was even more than that, though. By all accounts, she was a monster, something less than human even. “Why do we need this ugly bitch again?” he asked into his throat mic once again. 


Up front, Jetstream keyed his own microphone on. “’Cause, bro, she’s important. I don’t know. You Russian dudes are supposed to be the quiet, broody type, right? Quit asking questions before you piss off the head cheese. Do your job so we can go grab some brewski’s, that’s all I’m sayin’.”


The sniper crouched and leaned out over the edge of the chopper’s open crew door, letting the safety harness carry his weight. The pilot was good, Peter marveled. The silenced chopper was rock solid, giving him an excellent platform that was well within the operational range of his VSS Vintorez sniper rifle. By reflex, he fingered the fire selector switch set inside the trigger guard, making sure it was set to single shot. About 350 meters below and to the west of him, his target could just be made out crabbing her way up the air conditioning chimney set within the dilapidated confines of what had once been the Linda Vista Hospital. The disgusting interior had been the locale for several annoyingly famous American horror movies and hospital shows, but it had fallen into disrepair. The abandoned or low-income homes around it meant it was the perfect place for an ambush. Local police response time was probably horrid in this neighborhood.


Peter sighted in for the easy shot, sucked in a small breath and held it, and pulled the trigger. The specially-designed round launched out of the suppressed muzzle at 950 feet per second, a winged messenger of silence. The sniper saw the target drop out of sight and smiled. He’d earned his paycheck for the day. 


“Let’s go get her, or whatever is left of her at the bottom of that hole,” he smiled, actually hoping she was dead. He couldn’t be faulted for doing his job, could he? And another dead American to Peter Alekseev’s credit was always a good thing. Let their shadowy ‘head cheese’, as the blonde surfer-boy pilot called him, come out of the shadows and tell Peter to his face that he had screwed up. It would be the last thing the mysterious Cypher would ever do. You don’t fuck with Mother Russia, Alekseev vowed.


“Dude,” the pilot said slowly, as if he was talking to an infant, “we wanted to take her alive if possible. Cypher’s gonna be pissed if you couldn’t wait three more seconds until she reached the roof.”


Peter muttered an insult in Russian over the open channel, causing his strike team to break into hysterical laughter. He joined them heartily, his deep laugh barking out like a wild animal. A predator’s laugh, he thought. “Just do your job, dude,” the commando mimicked, “and set us down so we can go collect the baggage.”


Up in the pilot seat, Slipstream did as he was told. If this vodka-slurping son of a bitch thought he could take on Cypher and live to tell the tale, well, it was his funeral. Better men than this merc had made the same mistake, and been snuffed out like a candle. 


The silenced Hind attack chopper’s landing gear ratcheted down just in time to settle almost soundlessly onto the abandoned hospital’s pitted, faded helicopter pad. Ten seconds later, the strike team was deployed and moving towards the intake doors to get down to street level. Slipstream settled back in the seat and kept the rotors at half-rev in case he needed to move, and flipped a green switch. The rockin’ tones of “Little Deuce Coupe” resonated through the speakers as the flyboy drummed his fingers on the console. 

*   *   *   *   *

Episode 4


The dreamy, weightless quality of the fall barely had time to register as Shiv heard the impact of the shot slap into the bricks a scant few inches above her. Rotating through air to look upward, the Latina felt time slow to a crawl as her senses opened up. The remains of a smashed ampoule were just beginning a descent after her, dripping a clearish liquid. Through the air, she smelled an acrid stench. Whatever it was, it wasn’t designed to make her feel better.


Juanita let herself continue to rotate on her axis until the deep shadows of the chimney were in front of her once more. Pain lanced through her shoulder as it made contact with the bricks through her thin cotton shirt, bouncing her roughly again and again from wall to wall. Ignoring the pain, the woman focused on the view ahead.  She marveled as memory and an incredible survival instinct pushed aside her earlier longing for death, nudging her on what to look for. Out of the deepening gloom, she saw the glint of metal and rust, and prepared herself for what was to come. She knew it wouldn’t be pleasant.


The two-inch iron conduit that ran the width of the chimney slapped into Juanita’s outstretched palms, ripping skin from where her fingerless gloves gave way to fleshy fingers. A guttural growl of fury was cut short as her legs swung down and slapped painfully against the wall. White fire erupted up her left leg, a blossom of pain centered on her kneecap. Nerve endings fired, and Shiv’s fingers lost their bloody, tenuous grip on the pipe. Green-tinged blood slithered down into her gloves like mountain streams pouring from an invisible source. She gave a cry, and found herself falling once again.


Sudden pain in her back and the sound of rending metal registered a split second before the back of Shiv’s head connected with something solid and unforgiving. The dim rectangle of light that was the fading sunset looked like a picture window high above her, a totally different world from where she was now. It seemed as if it was a place of dreams, a wide-open future that was forever out of reach for her down here in the shadows. The girl-become-woman knew in a corner of her mind that she was suffering from shock, and that she should try to move, but it felt so nice here in the dark. She closed her eyes, and slipped silently into unconsciousness.


Leonard Christopherson, AKA Agent Trigger, peered through the lens of the laboratory microscope, watching the twitching forms scouring their way hungrily through the plasma on the slide. The precious sample of the Ripper’s blood that Stavros’ team handed off to him was half-gone, used in far-ranging experiments within the lab. 

In the last two weeks, with the pure sample, Trigger had learned more about the mutating genes contained in the green blood than in the two-plus years he’d spent studying Juanita’s mixed-blood samples. It was an exhilarating feeling, to be absorbing all the knowledge, to be able to predict what the monster within the blood would do. Maybe, just possibly, he would be able to come up with something more than the arrestive shots that only slowed the mutagen, something that would stop it completely from moving forward. His patient was relying on him to save her life, and so far he was making some baby steps. The scientist just prayed that those steps would be enough.

A cell phone shattered the silence, causing Trigger to jolt upright. Quickly disposing of the sample in a biosafety container, Christopherson made his way to the only exit out of the level four biosafety lab, his enclosed suit hissing slowly as the contained oxygen filtered through the system. Sliding the airlock door closed behind him to start the process, he waited as the cool stream of ionized mixed chemicals rushed over him, cleansing any contagions particles from his suit. In his pocket beneath the scrubs, the phone continued to ring. But anyone that was calling this number would know that it could take some time to answer. 

The outer airlock door of the chemical shower opened, allowing Trigger to step through into the next section: the vacuum room. All air was sucked out around him in a rising hiss, where it would be sent directly to the massive incineration chamber in the sub-basement for cleansing at roughly 2200 degrees Fahrenheit. The door ahead of him slid open, and Trigger stepped through. 

The agent wasn’t due back for duty at the Agency for two more days, and he was rarely called in early unless there was an emergency. The ultraviolet room zapped him with enough rays to kill any mutagenic hitchhikers that could have possibly made it onto the suit, and finally released him into the frigid changing room. Wasting no time, Trigger unsnapped the suit and reached into his left pocket for the Agency phone. 

It wasn’t ringing. Odd. 

Reaching into his right pocket, the scientist looked in wonder at the encrypted cell phone that shouldn’t have been calling him for another four days. The man he would be speaking with never broke protocol. This was not a good sign.

Touching the green button to accept the call, Leo raised the phone to his ear and spoke. “Hello there, Skynet.”

“No time, Bones. I ran across some feeds in cyberspace. Someone is very interested in our mutual acquaintance under your care, a team is on the way to pick her up. I can’t expose myself now, and I’m too far away to help even if I could. I’m talking minutes here, so do what you have to. Cold Zero’s rejoined the party, and I think they’re a little pissed that your friends killed their dog.”

Trigger’s stomach dropped out from under him. If the Cold Zero Clan was here, in L.A., it might already be too late. “I’ll handle it, ‘Net. I have one slim option, and I know I can’t go straight to the Agency with this. I’m going to have to bring some people in.”

There was silence on the line. Trigger could almost picture Skynet running the threat analysis through his mind, calculating the fallout if the scientist did what he was planning on doing. “Too risky. We can’t let anyone know I’m in contact with you, and that the Rogues are still in the game. We’ve kept off the grid this long through sheer damn good luck, and I’ve got a couple of irons in the fire that could go very wrong if you’re wrong.”

“I know them, Brent. They’re good people. They don’t know what we know, what the endgame of the Agency is. They could be powerful allies, and they have the skills that your team is going to need. Let’s face it; you can’t shoot a gun for shit.”

The hacker was silent again. Leonard waited patiently, knowing that the man would erect all kinds of fail-safes and barriers before he let new people in too deep. He was cautious, and detailed; traits that had kept him alive over the course of the last two years. 

At last Brent Styles sighed. “Bring them in slow, Bones. I mean it. If anything happens, you know Rodeo will come back to avenge my death. Hell hath no fury like a Rodeo scorned.”

“Looks like I have some work to do. Be safe.”

“You too, old man. I’ll talk to you in four days.”

Dead line hissed in Trigger’s ear. He thought long and hard, and knew what needed to be done. Switching to the Agency phone, he pecked out a number from memory. “Stavros, you and Scorch still in town? I need to talk to you…yes, it is that important. Right, see you in ten.”

*   *   *   *   *

Episode 5


“Alpha Team, on me. We’re moving in. Bravo, lock down the perimeter. We’ll hope that the chemical in the shell did the trick, but stay alert.” Hammer-7, also known as Peter Alekseev, listened to the chatter of his field commander, currently codenamed Hammer-1. The entire force, composed of ex-Soviet Union military of one sort or another, always liked to stress to the rest of their inferior Cold Zero compatriots that they were the true patriots of the beloved Motherland. Their codenames, taken from the hammer and sickle from their old flag, were just one way they showed it. 


As the three members of Alpha Team confidently zeroed in on the last known location of their quarry, Peter and the remaining three Hammers took positions at the main exits of the building. The blueprints of the old hospital were displayed on their visor HUDs, with light-blue circles tabbed to the helmet chips of the onboard tactical system. From up above, Jetstream was feeding the blueprints and other info down to them, acting as a mobile command center. The entire system was state-of-the-art, stolen from one company or another. The Hammers didn’t care who had provided the tech, as long as it worked.


“Thirty meters to last location, weapons-free.” There were six audible clicks over the secure commlinks as safeties were disengaged. 

“Hammer-3, were you already weapons-free?” the squad leader spat in frustration.

The man designated Hammer-3 chimed in after a moment of silence. “I’m sorry, sir. Just a bit anxious to shoot at something.” 

Hammer-1 spoke again, softly. “Single-shot only, comrades. We cannot risk overdosing the subject. Once she goes down, we are not to wound her again under any circumstances. Understand? The mixture is very precise for her observed body weight. The subject is very susceptible to the toxin.” After that, nothing registered in the ear mics except the soft clopping of combat boots on broken linoleum.

Ahead of the three men, the service door into the AC chimney gaped open onto a close and cloying darkness, the only sound the drip of moisture somewhere beyond their vision. There was no hum of power in the abandoned structure, no lights to chase away the flowing shadows. No place for their quarry to hide, if in fact she was conscious. The conium maculatum, or poison hemlock, in the sniper’s shell was calculated to start the girl’s blood raging in a chemical boil, overloading her nervous system and causing her body to shut down in self-defense. In theory this was supposed to be a textbook snatch and grab. 

The funny thing about theories: that is all they are until they are proven true.

Juanita woke to the feeling of someone punching her repeatedly in the kidneys. As her vision cleared, she realized she was lying on her back on top of cold metal, her legs hanging into space. The window of fading light above her let her know she’d only been knocked out for a few brief moments. She tried to sit up, and groaned in pain. Rolling onto her side, she fell off the air conditioning unit that had broken her fall, and hit the cold concrete with a thud. Pain seared up her leg as her injured left knee hit the unforgiving ground.

For a moment Shiv just stayed there, thinking how easy it would be to fall back asleep, to let the throbbing in her head pull her beneath the lapping waves of darkness. She smelled the slightly sweet smell of her green-tinged blood as it boiled away in the open air. It reminded her of when she was a little niña eating oranges with her brother in the summer heat. 

The injured agent knew she was drifting, that the blow to the back of her skull had scrambled her brains like a damned birthday piñata. Her brother had been dead for years. The last time she had talked to him had been on November 1st, All Saints’ Day. It was the first day of the Dia de Los Muertos festival, one of her favorite times of the year. She had made the trip to his humble grave outside of Austin, TX, tidying up the weeds sprouting around the elegant iron Catholic cross at its head. She’d left the milk chocolate skulls inscribed with his name on the crossbars, and opened the bottle of atole for his spirit to drink in. 

“Juan, where are you, hermano?” she asked to the darkness, “I want to see you again. You said you’d always be there for me, big brother. But I am all alone. I can’t do this anymore.” It was hard to take a breath, and the girl in the shadows knew it wasn’t because of any injury to her lungs. She just didn’t have any more to give.

Shadows seemed to coalesce around her, and a voice in her head that she had not heard in years responded. “You don’t need ghosts to keep you company, chiquita. You have people there to help you now. They are your family. The past is gone. Now get up, you are a big girl.”

Juanita felt the tears coming to her eyes. She knew the voice was just her thoughts wrapped in the dusty memory of her brother’s adolescent voice. Somehow it stilled her mind, focused her for what was to come, just as Juan always could when he was alive. Rolling to her feet, she tested out the knee and winced in pain. It would be sore as hell tomorrow, but there didn’t seem to be any lasting damage. 

Through the open door, her hyper-acute hearing picked up the sound of boots on flooring, then radio chatter. “--subject is very susceptible to the toxin.” The Latina stooped over and picked up the smashed remains of the ampoule shell. Her eyes, glowing slightly with bioluminescence, found the imprinted text on the side, or what was left of it. Hemlock. So these fuckers had been prepared for her, which meant they had connections to Noray and that long-ago day in the mountains when she and Trigger had wiped out an entire security division. 

She was so done with needles, and tests, and sterile rooms that robbed her of her freedom. She put up with them for Trigger, because he cared about her almost as much as he was intrigued. She wouldn’t do the same for some psychotic, voodoo-practicing Haitian nutjob on a power trip. 

The two glinting blades that were Shiv’s namesake materialized in her seeping, bloody hands as if by magic, as if they had been conjured from the very air. These pendejos wanted her? Let them come, she thought, her smile a thin line etched across her face. Inside her, the beast began to growl softly and appreciatively. 

*   *   *   *   *

Episode 6


Alof Rodholm, better known as Agent Scorch, eased to the curb two blocks from the abandoned Linda Vista Hospital and looked at his companion. “What have you got for me?” he asked the positively scary man beside him. Agent Stavros’ eyes flashed in the dim light spilling from the instrument gauges on the 2006 police edition Dodge Charger as he slipped on the light-intensifying goggles and gazed down the decrepit street. 


“One moment. I have a visual on two targets, one on the east and one on the south entrances. It is probable that there are at least two others on the perimeter at the west and north locations. This is classic containment.”


The wheelman sat back and enjoyed the blasting air conditioning that turned the interior of the Charger into a frozen wasteland, waiting for the professional soldier to finish assessing the information. “Vehicles?”


Stavros panned around the area. “Nothing showing up, they could be in the parking garage or possibly on the other side of the hospital. Strange, since they would be that much farther from the interstate and an escape route. Something is not quite right here.” Stavros checked the upper levels for the remote possibility of snipers, and found nothing. Cutting up to the roofline, his gaze was arrested by an odd form against the skyline. “Could that be…”


“What have ya got, Armadillo?” Scorch asked, wishing he’d put on his goggles too. The agony of not seeing in the dark really sucked, he realized. 


“I think that is a helicopter on the roof. Switching to thermal.” Instantly the telltale heat signature of engine blowers lit up Stavros’ vision like a splash of fire against the normal cold blues and greens. “Rotors appear to be active, on standby. The team going after Shiv cannot be too big, unless they brought other transportation.”


“Can you make it out?” Scorch asked, visibly perking up at the sound of a helicopter in the vicinity. Not being able to see in the dark really, really sucked, he grumbled to himself.


Stavros switched modes on his goggles, going to starlight. As twilight descended fully, the enhanced view of the goggles brought the helicopter into sight as more than just a fuzzy heat signature. “Bubble canopy, step-up setup. It’s a Hind. I cannot see if it has the YakB or the twins, my friend. The roofline gets in my way.” 


Scorch railed through design setups in his mind. On the MI-24 Hind D, the YakB four-barreled machine gun would be in a rotating gun pod, excellent for the gunner to target in on infantry while the pilot circled. If it was the Hind F, outfitted with the larger twin 30mm cannons affixed to the fuselage, the pilot would go for more strafing runs. The Alaskan native filed it away, and hoped it wouldn’t come up. “Well, that would give us a troop component of seven plus the pilot and gunner. So are we done pussyfooting around? We’ve got a mutant to save.”


Anatoli Kozlov shouldered his AK-74 and kept to the shadows at the main south entrance to the building. They would be gone before anyone was the wiser, but it paid to keep a low profile in suburban areas. The Russian merc wished hungrily for the harsh tobacco cigarettes in his pouch, but refrained. Even the lit cherry of a cigarette could give away his position to anyone stepping outside of their home.


“Coming up on the access door,” Hammer-1 intoned on the mic, “watch your corners, comrades.” 

Anatoli listened in with one ear, the other alert for anything out of the ordinary in the neighborhood. Down the block, headlights appeared and moved down the road at what the merc believed was a normal speed. Still, best to call it in. “This is Hammer-6. Movement on the south side, looks like civilian traffic. I will keep an eye on it.”

“Understood, Hammer-6. Hammer-3, you first.” More shuffling of feet could be heard as the tactical squad advanced. “I’ve got no visual. She must have fallen into the corner. Go to thermal.”

There was the sound of metal slicing across flesh, a resonating slither that set Anatoli’s nerves jangling. A moment later, the screaming started. Hammer-2 began screaming a phrase over and over as the sound of gunfire exploded across the comms. The merc finally made out what it was. “Ni khuya sebe!” No fucking way, over and over and over. Hammer-6 had never heard the grizzled veteran panic on all the missions they’d been on together. This was bad. He turned towards the doorway, ready to go assist if Hammer-1 made the call. 

BUMP! 

Anatoli spun and fired in reflex, his senses registering the bright headlights of the car jumping the curb and bearing down on him, tires shrieking like a demon from hell. His AK-74 rattled fire at the windshield, and as the firing pin clicked on empty, he realized his mistake. The ampoule rounds shattered against the windshield without piercing through, meant only to pierce and deliver their toxin into unarmored flesh. He reached into his side bag for a clip of jacketed ammo, but never got the chance to produce it.

“DASVIDANIA!” Scorch chortled, smashing his foot down on the accelerator. His vision distorted as the rounds pinged against the windshield, shattering in a spray of glass and fluid. At the last moment, he yanked on the emergency brake, slewing the performance vehicle around in a tight turn that slapped the merc into the side of the building. In a heartbeat, Stavros was unbuckled and on top of him. 

As the wheelman grabbed his AA12 auto shotgun and slid out of the driver’s seat, he heard a sharp crack and smiled. This night, he was very glad the Ukrainian was on his side. 

On the other side of the car, Stavros unbuckled the man’s tac vest and shrugged it on, then relieved the dead body of the AK-74 and all the spare ammo he could find. “This armor is too small,” the soldier complained, loosening the straps.

“Not my fault you don’t pack anything in your go-bag,” the Alaskan shrugged, thumping his duty vest. “I’m always prepared.”

*   *   *   *   *

Episode 7


“Hammer-6, come in! What is your situation?” The man at the eastern entrance, Hammer-5, had heard the commotion around the corner at the south face of the building and switched to the secondary channel reserved only for the outer perimeter force. He heard the screams from the interior group, and knew he couldn’t distract them from whatever the little hellcat was doing to them. There was no answer, and the blinking red circle showed that Kozlov’s helmet wasn’t seated properly. “Hammer-6, answer now!”


On Hammer-5’s HUD, the blip that showed the helmet’s position changed back to blue, recognizing that the merc had put his helmet back on. “Anatoli? Report, 6! What is going on over there?”


A heavily accented voice whispered over the commlink, sending a chill down Hammer-5’s spine. “Anatoli? He is very dead, comrade. You are next, I am thinking.” 


“Who is this? Identify yourself!” An open hiss sounded on the microphone, then a light chuckle sounded. After that was silence. The blip flashed back to red for a  few seconds, then again to blue. What the hell? 


The voice of Hammer-4, situated on the west side of the building, chimed in. “Moving to engage hostiles on the perimeter. Secure comms requested.”


Hammer-5 tapped channels until he got Hammer-4 on the secure channel between just the two of them. “Good idea, the bastards have one of our helmets. Flank from your side, and make sure not to catch me in the crossfire, comrade. Convert to live ammo.”


The two mercs moved to opposite corners of the south face, reloading as they walked. The blip stayed a steady blue at the south entrance between them. Was the intruder waiting, hoping to catch more of their communications? If so, the pig would be caught unawares. 


Easing around the corner, Hammer-5 caught the full brunt of the AK-74’s stock right in the face. It shattered his helmet visor as Stavros pulled back and gave him another strike, this time to the throat. After that, it was a simple matter for the Ukrainian to hook the banana clip behind the man’s knee and give him a push. The merc fell heavily, air whooshing out of his lungs and tortured throat as he hit the concrete walkway under him. 


Stavros stepped on the man’s AK-74, pinning it to the ground and out of play. The barrel of his looted assault rifle poked the man’s forehead in warning. “I am thinking you’ll be quiet, yes? We have a surprise for your little friend.” Hammer-5 gasped as he tried to force air back into his bruised esophagus. Focusing on the black hole that was the barrel staring down at him, he nodded weakly.


Hammer-4 noticed the blip at the opposite corner stop moving. Was Hammer-5 covering him from there? It was too dark to see that far away, but he cautiously kept on task, moving in on the glowing circle on the HUD between them. The silhouette of a man was leaning against the car ahead, past the corona of the headlights. The Russian mercenary targeted in and pulled the trigger, sending a clean two-round burst into his target. Without a sound, the man dropped. The circle changed to blinking red again as the helmet flew off, rolling in a tight circle on the asphalt. 


“Target down, we can move in,” Hammer-4 reported. Staying alert, he stepped quietly down the walkway in case the man had others with him. Stepping past the headlights, he blinked to let his eyes adjust before bending over the body. 


It was Anatoli. 


The man he had shared vodka with over many missions lay dead at his feet, two neat holes punched through his throat and what was left of his cheekbone. Hammer-4 took in the sharp bend to the neck, the missing gear, the lack of fresh blood around the bullet holes. As the Americans would say, he’d been had. 


A cheerful voice sounded behind him. “Wow, what a rookie. My buddy Stavros needs your ammo.” There was an explosion, then darkness.


Shiv stood with her back to the wall inside the AC chimney, stilling her mind with the promise of action, just as a predator would. There was anticipation, but it was tempered with enjoyment of the moment. The Beast taking up residence inside her, strangely enough, began to purr like a great cat. The slim predator’s sensitive hearing picked up the men speaking as they advanced.


“Understood, Hammer-6. Hammer-3, you first.” 

“I’ve got no visual. She must have fallen into the corner. Go to thermal.” The barrel of an assault rifle poked in through the doorway, swinging quickly back and forth. Shiv made her move, letting her muscles uncoil like a spring. Her right arm, poised across her chest, fired out as she stepped into the doorway.  Her left arm reached over and clamped the body of the AK-74 between her armpit and bicep, pulling it and her target into the killing blow. 

“Hurk--!” Shiv’s blade slashed across the man’s neck, zinging along the crease between his helmet and armor. Warm arterial spray drenched the side of her face, sending the coppery taste of blood into the tight hallway. The assault rifle slipped from nerveless fingers as Hammer-3’s hands rose to his throat in a futile gesture of self-preservation. Shiv released her hold on the rifle and shoved. 

Hammer-2, caught behind the pointman, widened his eyes in surprise as his dying teammate pitched back and bore him to the ground in a jangling crash of webbing, armor, and bloody meat. His elbow cracked hard on the floor, sending his weapon spinning away. In his field of vision, the person standing over him was an impossibly hot blur of thermals, far warmer than a normal human. The right side of her face was blazing almost white where the fresh blood coated it, giving her profile an unholy look. As he watched, a tongue darted out to taste the blood, and just as quickly retreated. 

This…thing…before him, it was no girl. It was a demon, like the ones in the stories his mother had tormented him with as a child. Hammer-2 was taken back to those cold nights when she drank too much vodka and told him he was nothing to her. The man closed his eyes and began to cry, trying not to believe that what faced him was death. “Ni khuya sebe! Ni khuya sebe!”Trying…and failing.


From above him, he heard a growl of anticipation.

*   *   *   *   *

Episode 8


Scorch looked up and wiped sweat off his brow, the barrel of his auto-12 still smoking in the cooling evening air. Still too warm for his taste, though. Give me a blizzard any day, the Alaskan thought morosely, feeling the sweat gathering under his armored vest. From the corner of the building, a double-tap of gunfire sounded, the echoes rolling away amongst the crowded homes across the street.


Stavros materialized out of the gloom like a ghost. The grizzled veteran of war had his AK-74 slung over one arm, and was proceeding to rip the embedded sensor out of the top of the helmet so their positions wouldn’t show up on the other mercs’ HUDs. Scorch reached down and pulled the other dead soldier’s helmet off, following the Ukrainian’s example.


“Shall we?” Alof asked, donning the helmet.


Agent Stavros flipped the night-vision goggles down and powered them on. “It is now the time for rock and roll,” he said gravely, and strode into the building.


Scorch flipped his goggles down and shouldered the AA-12. “You’re supposed to say, ‘Let’s rock and roll’, and you need to smile like a maniac. That will give it a much better effect.”


Stavros’ deep voice echoed out of the linoleum labyrinth inside the door, questioning, “Let’s rock and roll…comrade?”


“That works too.”


Feliks Popov clenched his teeth in anger and pulled the stock of the AK-74 tightly into his shoulder. He didn’t gain the trust and unquestioning loyalty of his men by panicking, like his second-in-command lying helpless as a baby seal beneath Hammer-3’s carcass. The smoldering blur of thermals that was their target rose up on tiptoes, arms above her head. At her feet, Hammer-2 was struggling to keep the dead body between his vital organs and the knives, screaming and crying. 

Disgraceful.

Hammer-1 pulled the trigger once, sending a hemlock shell speeding on its way. The techs said this would work, and he was relying on their expertise. The bang of the report in the enclosed space made his ears ring, and he saw the target go down, thrashing in pain. Her knives flew backwards, lost in the shadows. Reaching a hand up, he switched back to night vision so he could see what he was doing more easily, and rolled the dead body off his teammate. “Get your weapon and help me restrain the prisoner, comrade. And shut that mouth of yours.”

Hammer-2, realizing he wasn’t going to die, hiccupped and pulled up his goggles to rub the tears out of his eyes. He didn’t say a word as he retrieved his assault rifle and turned back around, the last few moments of his terror still fresh in his mind. He would be cast out of the unit after this, maybe even liquidated. The mercenary knew he was finished.

Feliks stood over the Latina and prodded her with the barrel of his rifle. “Doesn’t feel so good, does it, girl? You kill my man and think you will get away? Were you planning on killing all of us with those little pig-stickers?” Reaching into his hip pouch, Hammer-1 pulled out a handful of zip ties and leaned down.

The girl stopped her wild thrashing and flashed a quick wicked grin, her teeth winking in the light enhancement. “Immunity to your little toys,” she snarled. Feliks felt his bowels loosen in an instant.

The next few moments were a blur, but when Popov had the sense to move again, he found himself sitting on his ass against the wall, unable to breathe, as a pool of blood began to creep towards him from Hammer-2’s mutilated face. The man was screaming again.

The tactical squad leader pulled his SR-1 Gyurza pistol from his thigh holster and pointed it at his commando’s blood-drenched body. “Oh, shut up, you coward!” The 9x21 AP steel core bullet, capable of penetrating 30 layers of Kevlar at 100 meters, easily punched through Hammer-2’s body armor and silenced the man’s cries once and for all. 

Pulling himself to his feet, Feliks caught his breath and grabbed his AK-74 by the sling. “All units,” he panted into his tactical headset, “set weapons to semi-auto. Hammers 2 and 3 are down, fire for effect. Target is loose, and the shells are having a minimal impact. Let’s see if a burst will bring her down.”

The voice of Peter Alekseev filtered through his comms. “One, we have a situation. You and I are the only ones left. We’re getting our backsides handed to us by an unknown force.”

The Russian commando thought briefly. “Make your way to the central stairway and get up to the roof. Cover our exit. If my signature goes red, get on the chopper and get out. Are you reading me, Helo?”

The sound of Jetstream’s California beach-bum drawl came back. “Yep, I’ve been following everything, bud. Engines are warmed up in case we need to jet.”

Hammer-7 chimed in. “What are you going to do, comrade? Search the entire building by yourself? She’s probably already gone. We need more men, sir!”

“Just get to the chopper and wait. I’m going hunting, Peter, and you know how that always turns out.” Hammer-1 snapped his goggles back down and tightened the tactical sling, then followed after his quarry.

Alekseev shuddered. He’d heard stories of Popov’s assassination mission two years ago. The man was a brilliant tracker, determined and resourceful. After being ambushed because of a bad contact in-country, he evaded capture, then came back to retrieve his spotter’s body. Patiently he waited in the African savannah, sniping every guard around his target’s villa. 

Devoid of men and with outside communications cut, the drug lord in question made a break for it in a Land Rover. Popov disabled the vehicle and herded the man into the wilderness. He then took pictures of what was left after the lion attack, and collected the bounty. Cold Zero hired him immediately for more wetworks.


The sniper counted himself lucky that he wasn’t the one being hunted. Heading back into the building, Peter began to run for the relative safety of the roof.

*   *   *   *   *

Episode 9


Juanita paused in her flight, leaning heavily against a rotting, paper-dry plaster wall. Though she’d told the man that his shells hadn’t worked on her, it wasn’t precisely the case. Since the day she and Trigger had escaped the mountains where the strike team had tried to kill them, the secretive scientist had been injecting her regularly with increasing dosages of poison hemlock. While she had built up a greater tolerance to the toxin, the slim Latina knew she wasn’t completely immune. Her blood raged in her veins like fire, pissing her off. 


Light footsteps sounded in the corridor behind her, but the strange acoustics and flat surfaces bounced the sounds around before her hyper-acute hearing could pinpoint their origin. 


Movement at the end of the hallway barely triggered her survival instinct before a trio of shells lanced through the air. The first one crackled in a fragmenting impact of glass beneath her skin as Shiv spun and dove. The second and third shots punched through the plaster above her, traveling through a couple of walls before lodging somewhere, or shattering. 

The spiderweb of pain traveled throughout her body as she dove through a doorway. Shiv felt her injured knee scream at her as it banged on the floor, sending a flurry of dust into her nose and down her throat. “Aaaagh!” she screamed, pounding her fist on the floor. BOOM! The impact brought her some measure of clarity. 

If this resilient man in black combat gear had just been hunting her, Shiv almost thought that would be okay. No more running. She could fight, and die, and be done with it. She wouldn’t be alone anymore, an animal trapped in a young woman’s body. Her hand smacked down again. BOOM!

But Shiv knew that wasn’t the case. These men, whoever they were, meant to immobilize her with their toxins and take her back. Cold Zero, it had to be. They worked for Noray, that son of a bitch. She wasn’t a fucking lab rat. She wasn’t a weapon to be used to harm good people. BOOM!

The dark-haired woman finally looked up from the floor, eyes dead-calm in a face showing only a hint of predatory emotion. She pulled herself swiftly to her feet and ran, looking for the perfect scenario. Behind her, glass-tipped shells peppered the wall as the…meatsack…rounded the corner. He was a hunter, but she was a predator. The difference was vast.


Stavros backed against a soggy, deteriorating wall and studied the HUD overlay. He heard a slight sliding sound as Scorch followed suit. The HUD had its uses, but was a bit distracting. Tech was all well and good when you had time to decipher it. There were two light blue circles traveling quickly away from each other, one on an angle towards them, and the other heading back to the central stairwell. 


“Looks like that one labeled Hammer-7 is guarding the escape route,” Scorch whispered, “so there’s gotta be someone else up on the roof in the chopper. You said the blades were still moving?”


“Yes, that is right. So we have at least three more people. Comms seem to be locked out now. They must know that we have their equipment.”


Scorch squinted through the overlay. This Hammer-1 guy is on a mission. You think he’s the one after Shiv?” The wheelman raised the barrel of his Auto-12 in anticipation.


“I think you are correct, my American friend. Let me handle him. You attempt to commandeer the helicopter. Are you up to it?” Stavros asked the question, but it was pretty much a given. Putting the promise of a helicopter in front of Scorch was like dangling candy in front of a peБehok. 


“Consider it done, Mr. Stavros!” The two separated at the next junction, slipping into the shadows like ghosts.

*   *   *   *   *

Episode 10


Feliks Popov was grinning from ear to ear. He reveled in the thrill of the hunt. Animals were predictable. Fight or flight, depending on the circumstances. But people were more exciting, of course. They were irrational on occasion, lending a certain spice to the hunt that otherwise would be lacking. This one had come straight at three seasoned mercenaries with only blades and speed. 


The mind was a wonderful thing, able to send messages to all parts of the body nearly instantaneously. The target’s brain had told her to attack, and Popov’s counterattack hurt her. Instincts told her to flee. Now she was looking over her shoulder, right where he wanted her. 


The drops of blood showed that he had again made a connection with his burst of ampoule rounds in the decrepit hallway intersection. The Mexican bitch had to be in pain, chemicals coursing through her bloodstream. Those pain signals would trigger the flight mechanism. He would hunt her down, corner her, and pump her full of chemical rounds in non-lethal extremities until she collapsed. 

Hammer-1 brushed the pouch attached to his belt that held the last of the industrial zip-ties. He wasn’t taking any chances. The woman would be restrained at all costs. The mercenary knew he had slightly underestimated her the first time in the AC hallway, and he was determined not to do so again.

The blood spatters were warm and fresh in the otherwise cool blues of the thermal vision. Judging by the drip pattern, she had been hit high in the right shoulder or upper arm. She was also nursing a slight limp in her left leg, since the drips were close to the left wall. She was moving, but using the wall to help hold her up. Flaky plaster was still slowly spiraling to the floor. The target was close now, and weakening with a loss of blood.

Shiv picked out the shards of glass peppering her right shoulder and winced as the chemical compound still coating the shards touched her raw, bleeding fingers. The hemlock’s effects were ebbing slightly, like a sea quieting after a raging storm. 

The woman remembered the first time Leonard had injected her with the hemlock to boost her resistance. Juanita had clawed at him in reflex, luckily not breaking the skin, as the pain raced through her and brought a snarl to her face. She had screamed at him, called him a puto, a pinche pendejo. He hadn’t taken offense, knowing what pain she was in, but the proud Latina woman reverted to a child that night and sobbed alone in her room, writing of the actions that had shamed her in her diary. Trigger was one of the few people she trusted, and she had lashed out. Since then, she had vowed to keep herself in control.

Those granite walls of steadfastness were crumbling, though. Something raged in her now, a lion. She stalked through the darkness, her softly glowing orbs picking out the depths of shadows as if it were daylight. Shiv knew her pupils were slitted, like a cat’s. Trigger said it was the optimum configuration for bringing in low light, and had been amazed that her pupils could react that way, yet remain normal circles in brighter light. Keeping close to the wall, she leaned on it to keep up the appearance of immense pain. Occasionally she’d pinch the sides of the shoulder wound to keep the blood flowing, felt it sizzle on her skin as it contacted the air. 

Ahead of her, a reception area with an antiquated nurse’s desk was flanked by two flimsy wooden doors. This was the place. This moldering, decaying waiting area was to become her salvation or her enslavement. The man would not be far behind. Preparations had to be made.

Scorch came up on the last corner and eased his head around to see the situation. CRACK! A bullet smacked into the corner, sending plaster and wood chunks flying.

“Son of a bitch!” the wheelman/shotgun aficionado sputtered, pulling a large splinter out of his cheek. “Don’t mess with the face!” Luckily he’d picked up the tactical gear to cover his eyes, or he’d have been in trouble. Whoever the marksman was on the other side of the barrel, he was good.  But the hallway was short, which meant quick movements would be hard to track. No sense in waiting around to be shot. 

Alof looked around and found what he was looking for. The wheels on the old mail cart still looked okay despite the creeping rust and corrosion infiltrating the metal. Swinging in an arc, he sent the cart rolling across the T-intersection at a gallop, following close after. A short burst of AK-74 fire smashed into it as the shooter fired on movement. Realizing his error, the mercenary overcorrected and sent the second burst roaring behind Scorch’s back like JHP jet fighters.

Time for some retribution.

Sighting in on the muzzle flashes, the Alaskan native pulled the trigger. A 12-gauge slug rent the air as it left the muzzle, filling the enclosed space with a deadly roar. There was a scream of pain, and then Scorch was back into safety on the other side of the T intersection. “Hurts, doesn’t it?” he laughed grimly, “Do you really want me to come up there?”

The sound of furtive shuffling let him know that the target was trying to make it up the stairs. Swinging around the corner, he let an unaimed shot loose to make the merc keep his head down, then followed after the shell at a sprint. The shooter let loose a hail of fire, but his angle was all wrong with the steps rising up before him. The bullets caromed off of flat surfaces, filling the air with a zinging whine as they ricocheted in the enclosed stairway walls. 

Panting for breath, Scorch flattened himself against the concrete stairwell. Above him, the sound of retreating footsteps echoed wildly as the sniper kept moving up to the roof. The wheelman reached the first landing, stopping to admire the slowly cooling blood and bits of shattered bone splattered on the wall. It hadn’t been a kill shot, but he’d hit something pretty good. The smear of blood going up the stairs showed a trailing leg. Maybe he’d gotten a hip? “Time to go get the rest of him,” Alof muttered, starting his ascent.

*   *   *   *   *

Episode 11


Peter Alekseev pulled himself up the stairs, his AK-74 looped over his shoulder by the patrol sling he’d incorporated. Right now he needed speed more than he needed bullets. The man below him had a shotgun. A big, damn shotgun. The sniper pulled his hand away from his ruined kneecap, choking back his lunch before it could try to escape again. Blood was flowing liberally from the hellacious wound, and bits of bone and sinew were scattered all over the place. The former Spetznaz operative felt lucky that the leg was still attached, but that wouldn’t save him if he dropped from blood-loss before he reached the chopper. 


Below him, stealthy footsteps on the stairs let the mercenary know that he’d taken enough time. “I’m hit bad, someone else in the building, Hammer-1. Retreating to the chopper, but I can’t cover the stairwell much longer.” Peter heard the blades of the chopper a flight above him kick into a faster spin as the pilot caught the transmission.


“Acknowledged, Hammer-7. I won’t be long, and we’ll get you to a care facility.” Then Hammer-1 clicked off his mic, back on the trail. Peter was alone in the echoing stairwell. He grabbed onto the railing and labored to pull himself up the remaining 13 stairs that would come out at the roof exit. He wasn’t going to make it, and his head was spinning. Hard to think. Think, damn it all!


The haze cleared for a moment, and Alekseev had the answer. Sitting on the step, he turned back the way he had come and reached for the flash bang grenades they’d all been supplied with. Nothing lethal and useful, like a concussion grenade. The blast alone would have been enough to take out his stalker. They would have to do. Pulling all three off the tactical vest, he yanked the pins and rolled them down the steps, one after the other. 


A scream of surprise made him smile grimly, but it quickly vanished as the sniper saw sparkles at the edges of his vision. Blood loss was reaching critical levels. Pushing with his good leg, Peter lifted with his arms and sat his butt on the next step up. Working backwards, he kept an eye on the stairs while hoisting himself to the roof, foot by foot. His arm muscles burned with the weight, but at last he reached the roof. The wind from the nearly-silent rotors washed over him in a gale, cooling the Russian mercenary down. He just might make it.


Down in the stairwell, Scorch picked up his shotgun and rubbed the tears out of his eyes. The grenades, one after another, had fried his optic nerves and made a sloshing sea of his inner ear fluid. Disoriented, he stumbled against the wall. That son of a bitch was going to pay in spades, the wiry Alaskan native thought. Hearing was still minutes away, besides the dull ringing that seemed like it would never leave his head. Grabbing onto the railing for support, the agent pulled himself around the landing and put one shaky foot on the next step up. He had a job to do.


Hammer-1, aka Feliks Popov, stopped at the entrance to the waiting room and peered around at the deep shadows. They couldn’t hide the heat of a body from him, though. If the girl stopped here, she was either hiding behind the nurse’s desk or behind one of the doors. The trail of blood led to the door on the left of the nurse’s station, glowing faintly with receding heat. The target had continued on.


Wait. The hunter’s instincts screamed at him in the silence, conveying to his brain that he’d missed something. The situation looked perfect for a resumed flight, but the mercenary paused to let his instincts take over. 


After a moment, he had it. The smear on the top of the desk was thin, barely enough to trigger his thermals. The target had made a beeline for the door, probably opened it, then covered her wound and slid over the hard Formica surface. Clever. Advancing to the desk, the Russian swiftly darted to the side and cleared the back side of the desk. So she’d taken the other door, hoping to lead him down the wrong path. It had nearly worked.


Switching to night vision, Feliks crouched and surveyed the drag marks through the accumulated dust, showing that the door had slid open. He’d never have noticed it had he only been relying on the thermal to give him the optical clues. Too bad he was the hunter, and she was just the prey, he smiled. It was her last gamble. Time to snatch the prize. 


Grasping the handle firmly with his left hand, Hammer-1 pulled the door open, then settled his hand back on the assault rifle. A dank, dripping hallway like all the others yawned before him like the open mouth of a grave. Warning bells went off in his skull just as a feather-light footstep sounded close behind him in the darkness.


Oh, shit.

*   *   *   *   *

Episode 12


Stavros stopped to consult the schematic overlay on the high-tech HUD and adjusted his course to intercept the one labeled Hammer-1. The man was moving again through the labyrinth of corridors, obviously on the hunt. If it had been reversed and Shiv was hunting him, Stavros knew Hammer-1 would be running for his life. 


Picking up the pace, the Ukrainian flew through the hallways, hedging his bets that there were no more tangos that didn’t show up on his display. It was a gamble he was willing to take to save one of his sisters in the Agency. This organization had become his home, at least for now, and those that he worked with believed in the Agency’s vision. Or at least in their paycheck, he thought swiftly. 

However, he didn’t see Agent Shiv as just a hired thug. She seemed to be one of the people worth saving, and in this business you cultivated partnerships that had a way of working in your favor down the road. Comrades-in-arms that you could stake your life on were hard to come by in this world.

Hammer-1 whirled around, already letting the AK-74 begin to slip from his fingers. The little girl was much too fast for him to bring his weapon to bear, but he was not without other skills. He felt the tactical sling wrapped around his arm wrench his right shoulder almost out of the socket. White fire raced up his nerve clusters, overwhelming his brain in a riot of soundless collisions.

Feliks had just pulled the SR-1 from the thigh holster, reaching across his body, and wasn’t nearly in line for a kill shot. The pain caused his hand to spasm, and his finger lightly brushed the trigger. A flash of light in the night-vision goggles temporarily blinded him as the steel-core bullet tore its way through his assailant’s thigh.

A feral scream of rage and pain startled the mercenary, right next to his ear. The smell of clotting blood assaulted his nostrils, and he knew the girl’s face was right next to his, still drenched in the hardening gore that used to be pumping through Hammer-3’s veins. A hard slap knocked the pistol to the floor, and it went off again. As Hammer-1’s vision cleared, he saw a hand rearing back in his field of vision, then plunging forward. He tried to duck back, but she was too damn fast! Holy mother--

The night-vision goggles were torn from his helmet, nearly snapping his damn neck. The plinking of metal from the hinge could be heard bouncing away in the velvet shadows as his advantage was stripped away. Feliks’ burning shoulder reminded him that he was a little slow on the right side, and the assault rifle was somewhere in the inky black around him.

Darkness had fully settled into his vision plane, obliterating his surroundings and plunging the man into a small panic momentarily. With a grim effort, the leader of the tactical team regained control, lashing out with a hard strike to the girl’s body. He smiled grimly at the squeal of pain, but then frowned as it cut off, leaving only silence. Pulling his combat knife, the mercenary backed himself into a corner and reached out with his senses. At least they were on even terms now, blind. And he still had the knife. She’d have to listen for him, and then come for him unarmed.

Shiv watched the man from a few feet away, off to one side. His eyes roamed back and forth, useless in the darkness. But human nature still compelled him to try to see the monster that would come for him. 

The plan had worked nearly flawlessly. The old metal file cart set back near the door the man had come through was barely big enough for her to fold herself into, but the cool metal had hid her heat signature long enough for his vision to sweep past her and consider the doors and the desk across the room. As he made his way to them, the Latina had acrobatically levered herself out, taking her time in order to keep it quiet.

The greenish tinge to the darkness was enough to show her his sweeping moves with the assault rifle. He made it to the desk, then concentrated on the door where she’d left the blood trail. Juanita had left the small smudge of blood on the desktop, then opened the second door. Everything had been going according to plan until he’d sensed her behind him. Some men were just prey, but he was different. She’d been a second too late in making her move, and he’d made her pay for it.

The dripping wound in her thigh had gone through the muscle, thankfully bypassing the bone. It still hurt, though, and would slow her down. Was it enough? Shiv didn’t think so. She smiled in the dark, and sprang. Wind whistled under her tucked feet as the blade made a horizontal arc beneath her, then she was on him. The Beast let out a mighty roar, and the girl let it free to bite at his throat. Screams echoed down the moldy hallways.

*   *   *   *   *

Episode 13


Popov reached out with his hearing, but the room was a deep, dark tomb. It swallowed up anything and everything. Still, there was only a 90-degree attack range that the girl could use to come at him, if in fact she knew where he was. How she had navigated this far in the dark—


Wait, there. Low and to his side, two wedges of ghostly green shown faintly in the dark. Were those…eyes? What the hell? The mercenary blinked, and in that split second, the eyes were gone. A rush of air—he lanced out with his combat knife, and felt only air. A hard impact on his arm, and hands raked his face! Shit, shit, shit! A keening sound tingled across his threshold of hearing before more movement made him recoil back. The skin of his neck peeled back like an orange, and he screamed, smashing whatever was perched on his shoulder into the wall. 


Pinning the thrashing creature to the wall, the Russian jabbed his blade in. A squeal of pain was his reward, and then he felt his balance yanked out from under him as the shadow slithered away and pulled his leg with her. A hand like a vise grip closed on his wrist as he hit the floor, then used it to drive his own blade into his thigh. Hammer-1 screamed and kicked out with his other leg. The faintly-glowing eyes were pushed back along with the unseen body. There was a steady drip of blood, but the man couldn’t tell if it belonged to him or the girl. Probably both. Time to even the odds a bit, he thought grimly, if he was ever going to survive to taste vodka from his homeland again.


Ignoring the pain of the hanging flap of skin exposing fresh, pink layers of new flesh to the stale air, the mercenary took stock of his situation. It wasn’t good. Reaching to his combat webbing, Feliks felt for one of his flash-bang grenades. Something wasn’t quite right. Even as the tac leader realized that the pin was missing, he saw the eyes pop out of view. The pain of sudden heat blistering his hand through the perforated holes of the canister didn’t even register over the intense crush of light and sound that ripped the very darkness in half. 


As seconds ticked by as slowly as hours, Feliks knew he was going to die. The realization was calming, in a way, a change from the blood-pounding battle that had left him with more wounds than he had sustained in the last year of active field duty. He should have seen it coming, really, when he had forgotten his lucky cigar. It had been dark, and early in the morning, and he’d been on the chopper before he’d had a chance to make sure everything was in his go-bag. Nonchalantly, he pulled the knife out of his thigh with a wet sucking sound, and waited for the little demon to come kill him.


That was when his off-hand felt the butt of his rifle beneath it.


Stavros rounded the corner, coming up on the long hallway before the room that Hammer-1 was in. The man had been moving erratically on his HUD; either thoroughly confused, or fighting for his life. The soldier knew he had to hurry.


Through the open doorway, he glimpsed a hot body on the ground, glowing in oranges and whites. Beside it, cool blue showed a weapon. The body pulled it over, began to arm itself. Another brighter blip of human form was up on a desk of some sort, tensing for a spring. It growled, and the Ukrainian realized it was Shiv. She was going for the kill, but the experienced marksman knew that she’d be hit on the way down. A shot to the man’s back on the ground would cause him to spasm, probably pulling the trigger in reflex and hitting Agent Shiv in the process. 


The small girl crouched on top of the desk, then launched. Time slowed as tactics moved at freight-train speed through Stavros’ mind. Vital areas were tested and declined. The back of the head was protected by the helmet. The spine was covered in body armor. The neck was a decent shot, but chances were still slim with the raised assault collar. Stavros processed, aimed, and fired for effect.


Scorch leaned back against the wall, gathering his inner strength for what was to come. The stairwell ended at the roof entrance. Even from here the wheelman could feel the wash of the rotors, and could barely see the tops of the doors above him where they stood, propped open. He was coming out of a chokepoint, with a good marksman waiting for him. He’d been in bad situations before, but now it was a tossup. If the man was still alert enough, he was going to take a hit. The only thing that was working in the agent’s favor was the vast amount of blood in tacky pools at each step. He tensed, pushing away from the wall. It was time.


The Alaskan gained speed with every step, flying up the flight of stairs like a gazelle. He burst out into the night, violently zigzagging as soon as he came into view. There was a low cough of a suppressed sniper rifle, and the whine of a lethal projectile past his shoulder. Six more steps, dodging bees, and the wheelman finally felt the impact rather than heard it. The chopper seemed to tilt crazily in his vision as Scorch stumbled, but he intuitively knew he was the one tilting. 


That couldn’t be good…

*   *   *   *   *

Episode 14


Feliks Popov pulled his rifle up, tracking on the image burned into his retinas of the hunched form vaulting over the desk as the flash-bang had gone off. Though he couldn’t see anything anymore but sparkles and lightbulb flashes of agony, the mercenary knew the most expedient course back to him was back over the desk. Countless hours of field work gave him the intuition to raise the AK-74 and prepare to empty the clip. Either this bitch went down, or he was going to. The Russian hadn’t gotten this far by inaction when overwhelming force was needed. 


As the mercenary pulled the trigger, a flash of agony speared into his elbow, knocking it forward. The angle of the barrel changed, the remains of his chemical shells exploding harmlessly into the darkness in a rapid-fire staccato that meant his doom. A second later, something smashed him to the floor. White-hot fire exploded up his damaged arm, but moments later that became the least of Popov’s problems. 


Agent Stavros watched in stunned disbelief as the woman he’d been tasked to save fell through the air. Below her, Stavros’ bullets had found their mark, shattering the merc’s elbow and sending the trajectory of the bullets off-course to trace along one wall in an exploding cacophony of breaking glass. 

Shiv landed on the man, bearing him down to the ground like a lover. The two merged in orange and white thermal hues in the Ukrainian’s vision. Then the mutated woman pulled back savagely, ripping the man’s throat out with her teeth. Blistering hot spurts of blood sprayed into the air, coating the girl and the ceiling before raining back down in dripping spatters. The girl gave a wrenching cry, and locked eyes with her savior down the hall. Rising slowly, the Latina shook blood savagely from her chin, and charged. 

Scorch hit the deck hard, his mind registering the quick turn of the rotors even as he tried to process where he’d been hit. The pilot was taking off. Feeling the burn of an impending bruise, the wheelman saw the ugly crack along the join weld of his auto-12 and realized the weapon had taken the brunt of the shot before it caromed off into his body armor. An inch higher, Alof thought, and it would have ricocheted into his face. 

Tossing the broken weapon away, Scorch levered himself to his feet and started running. “That…was…my…favorite…shotgun!” he roared out between loping strides. Ahead of him, the man in the personnel hold of the chopper widened his eyes, trying like hell to bring his weapon back up. Scared and dizzy, the mercenary pulled the shot wide, barely missing the man bearing down on him. Scampering back, he felt air at his back and realized the cargo door was still open on the other side of the chopper. Nothing to brace himself against for a following shot. Again, Alekseev rushed and pulled the trigger on the VSS Vintorez rifle. He barely had time to register the effect of his shot as he pulled his eye away from the scope.

Feeling his muscles burn as he poured more adrenaline through his body, Scorch felt the heat of the sniper’s round burn across the side of his neck, stripping away flesh like a hot arc welder. No time to know if it was fatal. A chopper raising off the deck, trying to give the sniper the ultimate advantage. One last chance to take this son of a bitch out.

Launching through the air, Scorch pulled his arms up in front of him and willed his legs to straighten out behind him. If one kneecap was down too low, he was going to clip it on the entrance sill of the chopper, and this exercise would be for nothing. Raising his arms in defense, he came in hard. The mercenary’s look of utter surprise was worth its weight in gold as Alof glanced off the floor and smashed into him. The Alaskan drove Alekseev back, the two hanging perilously out of the other side of the Hind.

The struggle ensued in silence, neither man having the time or breath to scream. The painted surface of the helipad continued to drift away. Scorch knew that he couldn’t stay on the chopper. The pilot would gain altitude and try to shake him loose, or worse yet take him back to the Cold Zero base of operations. 

The sniper rifle spun off the edge, falling into space as the lanky wheelman bounced the mercenary’s helmet into the deck three times in quick succession. Seeing the glaze in the man’s eyes, Scorch braced one foot on the flight bench and shoved. As if in slow motion, the center of gravity of the two men slid out past the sill. With a cry, the Russian pinned below Scorch dragged him into the abyss that was a Los Angeles night.

“Stand down, Agent Shiv!” Stavros barked out, raising his weapon and bringing it to bear on the blazing thermal signature, “I don’t want to hurt you, comrade!” His target showed no signs of having heard him. This wasn’t turning into the rescue he’d anticipated. The professional soldier had to begin contemplating taking the life of another agent to save his own. Everything about that scenario didn’t feel right.

“Graaahhh!” Shiv screamed, slinging sticky viscera from her face in a quick slash. The scent of blood in the air was overwhelming her, pushing the last vestiges of Juanita Yuarez into a small compartment. Outside the mental door of that room, the Beast stalked unimpeded. For too long it had been kept pent up, at the whim of the frightened girl. The time for release was now.

But somewhere in her soul, the thin girl beat at the door, pleading with her inner demon to release her. That wasn’t going to happen. Shiv raced down the hallway, her fingers stretched into claws. The yards melted away under her feet, the meatsack growing ever closer, nearly within reach.

Left with no choice, Juanita did the only thing left to her. “We don’t…hurt…our friends!” she howled, tearing down the mental barrier in her way. Channeling her rage, she attacked the very essence of the Beast, stealing that which it needed to kill, to destroy. 

Shiv’s body, controlled by a conflicted mind, swerved erratically and bounced off the moldy wall before staggering on toward the prey captured in her cat’s-eye vision.

Juanita felt the push, but expected it. The Beast wasn’t putting her back in that room. Not when someone she cared about, had fought with, was in her sights. Willing herself to righteous anger, she lashed out, spinning around the phantom in her mind and erecting the room around it in one fell swoop. The walls pulsed, bulging in distress, but held. The Latina gained control of her body and opened her eyes. She didn’t even have time to register the swinging butt of the AK-74 before it smashed her squarely in the gut. Air whooshed out of her lungs as she curled over the weapon and fell to the floor. 

Waving the soldier off, Shiv managed to gasp out, “Wait…okay…gimme…a sec…”

“You are okay now, my friend?” Stavros asked, slowly relaxing out of a combat stance.

The girl just gave him the thumbs-up with one trembling hand, still wheezing with each agonizing breath in. Finally, she took his offered hand and pulled herself up, handing over the rifle. “You…didn’t kill me. That…was nice.”

Slinging the woman’s arm over his shoulder, Stavros began making his way to the central stairwell. He didn’t mention the fact that he almost had shot her before seeing her stagger. He knew a contest of wills when he saw one, and had just hoped the dynamic intruder girl he knew would be the victor.

Of course, the combat knife he’d concealed while helping her back up had been a backup plan. You could never be too careful when it came to a killing machine like Agent Shiv.

*   *   *   *   *

Episode 15


Wind rushed past Agent Scorch’s face as he plummeted twenty feet to the unforgiving surface below. Time seemed to slow as the ground went upside down, spinning to a crazy view of the night sky and the underbelly of a silenced chopper before righting itself again. The professional pilot had only a second to measure his good fortune as he slammed down on top of the sniper’s body. There was a horrible cracking sound, one that didn’t come from him.


As the helicopter continued to ascend, the powerful northerner rolled off the silent body next to him and onto his back. The hard surface of the helipad still carried a trace of warmth from the vanished daylight, lulling the agent into a sense of rest. Looking over, he saw the look of pain etched into the dead man’s face and the unnatural angle of his torso, and the feeling of security vanished. He’d flirted with death here, and could walk away with only a limp to show for it. 


Adrenaline leeched out of his system, leaving toxins in his cells that sapped his energy. Scorch knew if he tried to stand now, he’d probably collapse. Pointing his hand up like a gun, he pulled an imaginary trigger at the retreating Cold Zero chopper. “Catch you later, asshole. You and your fancy ride.”

Later:


Stavros sat in contemplation as Scorch propped himself against the observation window, pondering the events that had transpired. Allegiances shifted and spun in his mind, and the stocky Ukrainian knew it would take some time to sort it all out. 


It hadn’t taken long for Agent Trigger to hustle Shiv out of the Charger and into an exam room to explore her physiology for problems. As they’d watched from the observation room, Scorch and Stavros had absorbed the conversation flowing to them through the microphone. Had it been left on by Trigger on purpose? 


The girl and the scientist had talked of Brent, and it wasn’t long before the soldier realized they meant Skynet, the elusive hacker that had run from the Agency with two other promising people. He was mixed up in this, but how? 


One agent was dead at the hacker’s hands, and another in a coma, yet the man had obviously been the catalyst for Stavros and his wheelman companion to rescue Juanita from the clutches of Cold Zero. It wasn’t making sense. Unless, of course, the tendrils of misinformation the Agency spread were not only external to the organization…


Though the words were hard to make out, Noray was involved somehow as well. That man was one creepy individual, and Stavros desperately wanted a bit of vodka to calm his nerves. 


Shiv sat huddled in a blanket, watching the trio across the room talking in low tones. Of course, her amped-up hearing was more than sufficient to catch each word, even past the pulse of blood echoing through her bandaged wounds. Trigger was spelling out the tenets of his lab, and the confidentiality that must follow each of its actions, as well as any ‘outside contractors’ he would bring in. They all knew that it was really Leonard asking them to keep their mouths shut as far as the rest of the Agency was concerned. Now it hung on what these two comrades-in-arms decided. Juanita thought she could guess.


Stavros shifted in his chair, rocking back slightly in thought. He looked at Scorch for a moment, apparently seeing what he needed to see in the other’s eyes. “I will be clear, my friend. This puts us in an…awkward position, naturally. But the girl has been in the field with us, and there is much more going on with her than we have been told. And I know that the lost Agent Skynet is involved, as well as Noray. And you know we have been ordered to report anything about the hacker.”


Leonard paled as sweat began to collect around the roots of his hair. He knew he was lacking in bargaining chips here. Unless…but no. Infecting them with the virus would just piss them off. And the scientist recalled vividly what happened when Scorch and his shotgun got pissed off.


Juanita pushed herself unsteadily to her feet and shuffled over, annoyed at the chafing of her bandages. Beneath the cloth, green-tinged blood coagulated, scabbing incredibly fast. And it itched like hell. 


“Please, mis amigos,” she murmured, “Brent is not the terrorist you are led to believe. He is a creep, and a pervert, but not a killer. This is not the first time he saved me.” Her thoughts drifted back to those pain-filled, horrible days after the mutagen in her bloodstream began to change. Without the skinny nerd, she knew her body would have burned up from within. 


Stavros sighed. “I want to believe you, but perhaps your hacker friend is just good at concealing his true intentions. I do not mean any disrespect, comrade.” The soldier rubbed his jaw thoughtfully, checking all the angles again and still coming up at an impasse. “Perhaps if I could meet him…”


Agent Trigger held up a hand warningly. “I’m afraid that isn’t possible. He’s too careful for that. He thinks highly of both of you, but not everyone in the Agency is to be trusted. I can pass along a message to him next time he contacts me, but understand that it is on his terms.” 

The scientist pulled his beard in frustration. “Another thing you should know. I require his expertise to keep Juanita stable through her mutagenic flairs. No other mind can assist like his. If he were to be captured or killed, I fear for the life of Agent Shiv.”


Scorch propped his elbows on his knees, leaning forward to eye the girl across from him speculatively. “So, about this mutagen. I’m guessing it has to do with the creature we ran across. You know, the one with the green blood that you ran from? There’s got to be a story there.”


Anna Yuarez slumped into a nearby chair as Trigger reached for a foil packet of coffee. “It started down in Mexico City…”


Scorch looked at her and laughed. “Is this your life story?”


“Hush, pendejo,” Shiv wagged a finger at him, “I’m skipping to the good part. So I get on this plane for my second mission, and who do you think is flying us? Agent Skynet. Then this gorgeous redhead gets on the plane…and she has makeup!”


The men prepared themselves for a barrage of girl talk as Trigger handed out cups of steaming coffee. This was going to take a while…

END

